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‘Research, research and research’ is what 
we hear most amongst the educated in the present 
day  world.  Educational  institutions,  generally 
known to be the hub of research through innovative 
ideas  of  budding  researchers  and  academicians 
have conventionally described their missions as the 
creation  of  knowledge  and  the  transmission  of 
knowledge around core areas that have come to be 
called  “disciplines.”  Generally,  knowledge 
advanced  within  disciplines  only.  However,  we 
now see knowledge advancing not only within the 
core of the various disciplines but increasingly on 
the  interface  of  disciplines  and  through  new 
combinations  of  disciplines.  Because  of  their 
complexity,  current  societal,  global,  and scientific 
problems  frequently  require  contributions  from 
multiple  fields  to  achieve  understanding  and 
solution.  In  particular,  many  groundbreaking 
advances  in  science  and  technology  are  being 
achieved  by  combining  results  from  fields  once 
thought to be unrelated: e.g., the discovery of the 
structure  of  DNA,  medical  imaging  techniques 
such as MRI, and satellite-based global positioning 
system (GPS).  This  has  given  rise to the area  of 
Interdisciplinary research. 

Interdisciplinary  research can  be  one  of 
the  most  productive  and  inspiring  of  human 
pursuits—one  that  provides  a  format  for 
conversations  and  connections  that  lead  to  new 
knowledge.  The  importance  of  interdisciplinary 
research in accelerating the progress of science is 
widely recognized,  yet  little is  known about how 
research,  in  general,  self-organizes  towards 
interdisciplinarity.

The  challenge  now  for  modern  researchers  is  to 
position themselves to undertake and develop the 
kinds  of  research  that  address  issues  with  many 
dimensions  and  that  which  require  combining 
knowledge from more than one field.

Interdisciplinary  research  will  make 
possible  the  changes  required  to  strengthen 
research  and  educational  programs,  to  address 
compelling  national  and  global  problems,  to 
assume stronger leadership in higher education and 

to continue serving the people. In this regard, every 
researcher not only has an opportunity but also has 
the responsibility to fully engage in a next phase of 
knowledge  generation,  one  that  is  more 
interdisciplinary  and  more  cross-disciplinary  than 
has previously been undertaken.

Indeed, in several parts of the world there 
is  evidence  of  movement  in  these  directions. 
Excellence,  as  in  every  field,  requires  the 
participation of programs across several fields, and 
continued  strength  will  depend on  successful 
interdisciplinary research and education.

New  technologies  often  emerge  from 
interaction  between  diverse  disciplines  (Schmoch 
et  al  1996).  Moreover,  many  important, 
contemporary  research  issues  –  for  example  in 
environmental, security or health related research – 
span  multiple  scientific  disciplines  and  therefore 
necessitate interdisciplinary collaboration (Llerena 
and  MeyerKrahmer  2003;  Bozeman  2006).  As  a 
result,  efforts  to  promote  innovation  in  academia 
and to accelerate  the commercialization of  public 
research  results  are  often  aimed  at  stimulating 
interdisciplinary  research  (Llerena  and 
MeyerKrahmer 2003; Bozeman 2006).

Why? What is  it  about interdisciplinarity that 
merits such attention? 

In spite of the enthusiasm for applying this 
approach, its rationale is little discussed relative to 
its  proposed  potential.  For  global  health,  the 
rationale can be found in the topic’s  breadth and 
importance, and in the benefit of introducing novel 
ways of thinking to standard approaches to health.

Breadth
Improvements  in global  health require a  complex 
chain of activities. Such a chain crosses the path of 
myriad subjects. Take the vaccination of an African 
child  against  a  new  disease.  This  potentially 
requires  scientists  to  isolate  the  correct  vaccine, 
entrepreneurs  to  source  the  funding  for  its 
development,  and  lawyers  to  protect  its  formula. 
Once the drug is available, an international donor is 
needed  to  sponsor  its  purchase,  a  bureaucrat  to 
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design  its  distribution,  and  a  local  community 
worker  must  create  the local  demand required  to 
spur the government to action. Understanding all of 
these  possible  stages  requires  scientists  and 
immunologists,  lawyers,  economists,  political 
scientists, anthropologists, and others.

By  bringing  together  disciplines  to  study  this 
complex  chain,  each  link  is  studied  using 
frontier  methods  by  specialists  in  the 
appropriate field. Together, these experts provide 
the  most  advanced  understanding  possible  of  the 
issue  under  study.  The  nature  of  global  health’s 
challenges  ties  it  to  numerous  disciplines.  To 
approach these challenges rigorously,  it  is critical 
we  bring  together  specialists  from each  of  those 
disciplines.

Bringing  disciplines  together  also  allows  for  a 
greater common understanding of the topic as a 
whole.  Breaking  problems  down  into  their 
component parts helps us focus on the task at hand 
and  make  better  progress  towards  a  solution. 
However,  piecing  the  problem  together  again 
brings out problems of the whole not apparent  in 
the component parts. 

Integration  allows  us  to  find  new  modes  of 
working and seeing the world in the cracks that 
arise  as  disciplines  diverge.  The economist,  too 
worried about a formal model of incentives, missed 
the importance of social  norms in the institutions 
that governed the behaviour of bureaucrats. Until, 
that is, the anthropologist pointed this out, and the 
two set to work on a new field that merged the two 
disciplines.  Such  ‘challenge-oriented’  approaches 
will allow us to confront the challenges of global 
health we may not yet even see. 

Even if we don’t go as far as defining new fields, 
bringing subjects together allows for the sharing 
and  dissemination  of  methodologies  unique  to 
particular disciplines. Global health encompasses 
subjects  that  do not  confront  each  other  in many 
other areas. Medicine rarely meets political science, 
and  economics  only  infrequently  anthropology. 
However, each prides itself on the development of 
tools  on  which  a  lot  of  good  minds  have  been 
lavished.

Bringing  unlike  minds  together  confronts  us 
with new ways of thinking, often absent from our 
own fields.

Without the cooperation of researchers in 
several different fields, many of today's important 
discoveries  wouldn't  have  been  possible.  Where 
would the Human Genome Project be without the 
help  of  the  computer  scientists  and 
bioinformaticists  whose  programs  have  helped  to 

organize  and  annotate  all  that  information? 
Scientists are getting together, talking, and sharing 
ideas and the results are fascinating. 

The clarity of thought in interdisciplinary 
work will critically rest upon the clarity of thought 
in  those  involved.  Interdisciplinary  research 
requires hard thinking, difficult choices and doesn’t 
always  work.  Scholars  from  distinct  disciplines 
often  find  there  is  a  ‘language  barrier’  through 
which  misconception  and  miscommunication  can 
flow.  Interdisciplinarians  may  find  it  difficult  to 
agree on an integrated methodology and to satisfy 
their  own discipline’s  demands for  accountability 
and  publication.  The  possibilities  are  endless.  If 
well  managed,  there  is  tremendous  scope  for 
interdisciplinary research, particularly in broad and 
important fields such as global health.  Integrating 
researchers  and  their  methodologies  from distinct 
disciplines to enrich investigation is at the heart of 
the new global  research strategy.  Interdisciplinary 
research will be increasingly important in tackling 
many of the major global issues of the 21st century. 
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