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Building a transdisciplinary future:
Balancing collaboration and excellence
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(q E verything must change so that everything can stay the same.” This quote from the

novel The Leopard by Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa sums up the challenges of
our time. Amidst an era of rapid change and social paradigm shifts, rethinking and
renegotiating the social contract between science and society' is more urgent than ever.

20 years ago, the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences embarked on a mission to
establish transdisciplinary research within the scientific system. The thought-provok-
ing question “Inter- and Transdisciplinarity: Why — How?”, posed by Nobel laureate
Werner Arber at a symposium in the 1990s?, played a crucial role in this endeavor; as
did Jirgen Mittelstra®’ papers in GAIA® and the Swiss Priority Program Environment’s
promotion of transdisciplinarity.

In pursuit of sustainable and healthy solutions to problems associated with digi-
talization, energy, pandemics, climate change, and migration, we must adopt holistic
approaches that transcend traditional boundaries. Considering the interplay of cultur-
al, social, and technical subsystems, how can science contribute to addressing these
“grand global challenges”? After 20 years of tireless efforts, we have learned how trans-
disciplinarity offers opportunities to integrate perspectives, run real-world labs, and
work with partners outside academia. While it is not a panacea, it serves to embed
research in the social context.

The Swiss Academies’ Network for Transdisciplinary Research, td-net, has advanced
transdisciplinary research in diverse areas. Over the last two decades, it has developed
fundamental concepts, presented case studies, and collected methods and tools to make
this form of research tangible. The knowledge base, which has been assembled by,
among others, a nationwide collective of educators in the Massive Open Online Course
on Transdisciplinary Research*, can be further expanded upon.

With its activities and projects, td-net has gradually brought together the transdis-
ciplinary community in Switzerland and internationally. It is gratifying to witness the
growth of this community, for instance, with the newly established Gesellschaft fiir Trans-
disziplindgre und Partizipative Forschung, or the working groups of the Global Alliance for
Inter- and Transdisciplinarity (ITD Alliance). Despite progress, however, certain ques-
tions persist: How can we promote this kind of research? How can we foster the re-
quired mindset and establish solid and attractive career paths within academia?

We believe that we are in an ongoing process towards a transdisciplinary future of
science. In this future, collaborative and competitive competences will balance each
other. This requires reconciling transdisciplinarity with the academic understanding
of excellence. Against the backdrop of this dynamic, we need to cultivate the space for
continuous dialogue, as the academies, professional societies, and research groups
do, for example, within the context of GAIA.

Let the “leopard” inspire us to change the scientific system into a transdisciplinary
one, where research remains excellent and achieves a profound social impact.
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