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•  Identify core concepts refering to disciplinarity, multidisciplinarity, 
interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. 

•  Understand the differences between multidisciplinarity, 
interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity. 

•  Discuss applications of these kinds of contributions in urban 
planning. 

OUTLINE & OBJECTIVES 



•  Architectural practice in Sydney 
•  IAPS Housing Network (1986) 
•  ‘Housing, Dwellings and Homes: Design theory, 

research and practice’. John Wiley. (1987) 
•  ENHR Working Group on Housing Quality 
•  Interdiscièlinary & Action Research  
•  Transdisciplinary Inquiry 
•  ‘Rethinking Habitats: Making Sense of 

Housing’. Infolio. (2015) 
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Swiss Academies of Arts & Sciences 

 

Td-net   (http://www.transdisciplinarity.ch) 

 
The network was launched in 2000 by the 
Swiss Academic Society for Environmental 
Research and Ecology (SAGUF)and taken 
over by the Swiss Academy of Sciences 
(SCNAT) in 2003. Since 2008 the td-net for 
transdisciplinary research has been a 
project of the 
Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences. 

 



HABERMAS’S  4 TYPES  of  RATIONAL KNOWLEDGE 
 
Ethical knowledge: 
Knowledge is grounded in: 
- customs, norms 
- human values 
- right vs. wrong. 

Aesthetic knowledge: 
Knowledge is grounded in: 
- preferences, codes, norms 
- human values 
- beauty vs. ugly. 
 

 
Scientific knowledge: 
Knowledge is grounded in: 
- reality 
- external to observer 
- objective, neutral. 
 
Instrumental knowledge: 
Knowledge is grounded in: 
- practices, behaviour 
- protocols. 
 



•  Delimitation of a body of knowledge and rules 
 - specialization; abstraction from real world context; fragmentation. 

•  Definitions, concepts and methods to study the delimited subject area. 
  
•  Education for expertise in this particular subject area. 

•  Academic disciplines; Peer review publications. 

•  Applied  & Professional disciplines; Professional institutions.   
 

WHAT IS A DISCIPLINE ? 



•  The juxtaposition of disciplinary contributions. 

•  No formal exchange between disciplines or professions. 

•  Example : EIA - Environmental Impact Assessment of an urban 
development project. 

WHAT IS MULTIDISCIPLINARITY ? 



EU-FP7 PHENOTYPE 
 
EU- FP7 Grant agreement no: 282996 
1st January 2012 - 31 December 
2015 
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Klein and Newell (1998) offer the following definition of 
interdisciplinary studies: 
•  “A process of answering a question, solving a problem, or 

addressing a topic that is too broad or complex to be dealt with 
adequately by a single discipline or profession… [It] draws on 
disciplinary perspectives and integrates their insights through 
construction of a more comprehensive perspective.” 

WHAT IS INTERDISCIPLINARITY ? 

(Source: Klein, J.T. & Newell, W. (1998). Advancing interdisciplinary studies. In W. 
Newell (ed.) Interdisciplinarity: Essays from the literature, pp.3-22. New York: 
College Board). 



The National Academies of Sciences (USA) definition is: 
•  “Interdisciplinary research (IDR) is a mode of research by teams or 

individuals that integrates information, data, techniques, tools, 
perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines or 
bodies of specialized knowledge to advance fundamental understanding or 
to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a single 
discipline or area of research practice.” 

 
(Source: National Academies of Sciences, National Academy of engineering& Institute 
of Medicine, (2004) Facilitating Interdisciplinary Research, Washington DC.). 

WHAT IS INTERDISCIPLINARITY ? 



WHAT IS INTERDISCIPLINARITY ? 

According to Jean Piaget, there are 3 modes of interdisciplinarity: 

•  Exchange and integration of information 

•  Exchange and integration of concepts et methods    

  (for example, density, resilience) 

•  Creation of new concepts and knowledge 

  (for example, place identity). 
    
      (Archives Piaget) 
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INTEGRATION OF SOCIAL SCIENCES IN  
ARCHITECTURE & URBAN PLANNING 



LOCATING  COMMONGROUND 
There is no consensus about interdisciplinarity but there is a shared view about some key 
components: 
•  Interdisciplinary contributions focus on subjects that are too complex to be answered 

satisfactorily by any one discipline. There is a growing concern about problem-solving.           
•  Interdisciplinary research involves the integration of specialized research. Specialized 

research is performed by communities of scholars who share a  set of guiding questions, 
concepts, theories, and methods.  

•  Integration processes involve communication and dialogue between people trained in at 
least two disciplines.  

•  Interdisciplinary research uses discipline-based theories, concepts and methods. 
•  There is added value in applying interdisciplinary research but it takes more time than 

multidisciplinary research. 



WHAT IS TRANSDISCIPLINARITY ? 

A different kind of knowledge production: 

•  Broader than interdisciplinarity; trans- is not inter- 

•  Embraces scientific and other types of knowledge & know-how. 

•  Focuses on real world subjects; links theory to practice. 

•  Admits complexity and uncertainty 

•  Analyses the context of negotiated knowledge production. 

 



(Source: S. Cornell et al. (2013). Opening up knowledge systems for better responses  
to global environmental change. Environmental Science &  Policy, vol.28: pp.60-70). 
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 COST C20: Urban Knowledge Arenas 
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Preconditions for involvement of different 
groups of actors and institutions 

 Information 
 Consultation 
 Concertation 
 Negotiation processes 
 Participation. 



SYNTHESIS: UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENCES 

FROM DISCIPLINE TO TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 
 
(BY COURTESY OF THIERRY RAMADIER) 
 
 
 
DISCIPLINE MULTIDISCIPLINARITY      INTERDISCIPLINARITY         TRANSDISCIPLINARITY  
 

DISCIPLINARY THINKING 



Interrelations between :  
-  the knowledge from scientific research. 
-  the knowledge/know-how of professional 

practitioners. 
-  &  the tacit knowledge of stakeholders and 

citizens. 
 
Linking social science research to public 

health and land-use planning. 
 

The APPLICABILITY GAP 



Rittel and Webber's (1973) formulation of wicked problems specifies ten 
characteristics, perhaps best considered in the context of social policy planning.  
1.  There is more than one formulation of a wicked problem. 
 
2.  Wicked problems have more than one solution. 
 
3.  Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but better or worse. 
 
4.  There is more than one solution to a wicked problem. 
 
5.  Each proposal to resolve a wicked problem should be considered as a special 
case; because each problem has unique characteristics transferring solutions from 
one case to another is not pertinent. 
 

WICKED PROBLEMS 



6.  Wicked problems do not have a step by step set of potential solutions, nor is 
there a well-described set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into 
the plan to deal with them. 
 
7.  Every wicked problem is essentially unique. 
 
8.  Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem. 
 
9.  The existence of a discrepancy representing a wicked problem can be 

explained in numerous ways. The choice of explanation determines the nature 
of the problem's resolution. 

10. The planner has no right to be wrong. 

WICKED PROBLEMS 
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