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 Given a starting assumption that individuals would form teams to solve problems because of the returns to trade that 

can be obtained when people with complementary skillsets cooperate with each other, it is an open question whether 

individuals who conduct their own boundary-spanning interdisciplinary research tend to join teams. For example, it is plausible 

that if an individual is comfortable and interested to personally engage a variety of disciplines (i.e., as a solitary pursuit), the 

individual might be relatively less inclined than mono-disciplinary peers to participate in teams in order to solve problems. 

Indeed, even in light of evidence that “collective intelligence” can be generated through well-organized teams (Woolley et al., 

2010), it is also clear that individuals who participate in teams tend to incur tradeoff-costs such as a higher workload (as 

measured by hours-worked [Kniffin and Hanks, 2018]). 

 

 To frame our focal question in a different way, while interdisciplinary researchers conduct work that spans 

boundaries within each of their minds, we are interested to examine whether interdisciplinarians are prone to span boundaries 

interpersonally by participating in teams. While substantial bibliometric work has been completed on the pathways of 

interdisciplinary research products (as reviewed by Kniffin and Hanks, 2017), we will focus on the people conducting research 

to explore the degree to which interdisciplinarians are more or less likely to participate in teamwork. 

 

 Prior research on interdisciplinarian career paths – based on an analysis of near-term outcomes for all doctoral 

graduates in the United States from 2010 – suggests that interdisciplinarians are penalized in the labor market for at least the 

year after earning the PhD (Kniffin and Hanks, 2017). On the other hand, in contrast with the near-term costs or risks faced by 

graduate students who conduct boundary-spanning interdisciplinary research, there exists a broader countervailing pattern 

whereby STEM doctoral graduates who participate in teams appear to be rewarded by the labor market with respect to salary, 

at least (Kniffin and Hanks, 2018). This apparent divergence in paths whereby individual interdisciplinarians appear relatively 

likely to be penalized in the post-graduate labor market while individuals who join teams appear relatively likely to be 

rewarded in the same general labor market warrants closer attention. 

 

 Building upon prior work, we focus on the 2006 wave of the National Science Foundation’s (NSF) Survey of Doctorate 

Recipients (SDR) – a longitudinal panel that is matched with responses to the NSF’s Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED) – since 

the 2006 wave uniquely asked respondents (all of whom are STEM doctoral graduates) to indicate the degree to which they 

participated in teamwork with others. We find (with N = 2,748) that people who conducted interdisciplinary dissertations were 

– controlling for discipline and demographic variables as well as employment sector (industry, education, and government) – 

significantly more likely to be part of teams with (a) others who are part of different organizations in the United States or (b) 

others who are part of an institution outside of the United States. With respect to the two other specific types of teamwork that 

were measured through the 2006 SDR, interdisciplinary dissertators were not significantly more (or less) likely to be part of 

teams on-site or across units within their own organizations. 

 

 While we will conduct further analysis to examine whether employment sectors moderate the patterns found in the 

full sample of the SDR, it is notable that the two types of teamwork for which there is no significant difference as a function of 

whether someone completed an inter- or mono-disciplinary dissertation involve people who are “close” to one’s regular working 

environment (i.e., worksite or organization) while the two for which interdisciplinarians are more likely than others to team-up 

involve teammates who are “farther” away. Future research will be needed to understand the basis for this pattern given 

possibilities that include (and are not limited to) (a) interdisciplinarians (compared with mono-disciplinarians) are more 

comfortable and skilled at establishing ties outside of their own organizations and (b) interdisciplinarians are averse to 

collaborating with others within their own organizations because perhaps they feel like their own peers’ expertise is easily 

adapted into their own thinking. Independent of the explanation(s) that best account for the relationship between being an 

interdisciplinary dissertator and spanning boundaries to team with others outside of one’s organization, it is interesting in light 

of Jones et al.’s (2008) finding that teams from multiple universities tend to be relatively more productive. Specifically and 

notwithstanding the diminishing returns that tend to be generated by teams that can get too large and diverse (e.g., Cummings 

& Kiesler, 2007), it is intriguing to appreciate that interdisciplinarians (when considering outcomes beyond the first year after 

earning the PhD) might disproportionately become part of relatively high-impact collaborations. 

 

  

 
 

1 



2    Kniffin and Hanks 

 

Collective Intelligence 2019 

 Most generally, the mixed pattern of findings that we report provide valuable baselines for future research that will 

examine the question of whether interdisciplinary researchers tend to have more varied longer-term outcomes than mono-

disciplinary researchers. For example, bibliometric research suggests that interdisciplinary research products are more likely to 

be “sleeping beauties” or “late bloomers” (e.g., Ke et al., 2015) while our research will help inform whether a comparable pattern 

exists for the individuals who conduct early-career interdisciplinary research. 

 

 Limitations of our current analyses include reliance on Millar and Dillman’s (2010) support for operationalizing 

“interdisciplinary” among dissertations to mean that the author indicated – on the SED – that there was more than a singular 

primary field of study. More basically, the current analyses rely on self-reported classifications of dissertations with respect to 

whether there is spanning across disciplinary boundaries. Similarly, our measures of team participation are based on self-

reporting and are relatively coarse, particularly in light of recent research (Wu, Wang, & Evans, 2019) highlighting the 

apparent importance of team size for the probability of whether a given project is pathbreaking or incremental. 

 

Future steps that we conduct with respect to the current focal question will include whether adoption of a more 

conservation approach for identifying “interdisciplinary” dissertations that takes into account relative proximity of fields yields 

comparable patterns. For example, in the more conservative identification approach, a dissertation that includes a primary and 

secondary field that are both in the larger category of Psychology (e.g., Clinical Psychology and Social Psychology) would not be 

counted as interdisciplinary while a dissertator who reports their primary field within Psychology and secondary field in a 

different broader category (e.g., Animal Science) would be identified as interdisciplinary. Additionally, with respect to the self-

reported nature of the SED classifications and team participation, we are working to operationalize independent datasets in 

order to examine our focal question. 
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