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Interdisciplinarity across the TUKFS programme

Peter Jackson, Kelly Parsons, Isabel Fletcher, Rebecca Wells and 
Davi Lemos

Session: Enhancing TUKFS programme level impact via three collaborative 
Synergy projects: a critical discussion of process and outcome



Introduction

• All projects in TUKFS programme were required to take an 
interdisciplinary food systems approach, working across the 
natural and social sciences

• Our Synergy project sought to synthesise the views of 
programme participants and to make recommendations for 
future interdisciplinary research programmes

• The report draws on a literature review, an online survey of 36 
TUKFS participants (all career stages) and an interactive 
workshop (n=21) using group discussions and MIRO boards to 
share experiences and agree a series of recommendations.





Working definitions

From UKRI, REF and other sources:
• Multidisciplinary: where researchers from different disciplines 

work largely independently of each other to address a common 
problem but there is little or no integration of disciplines

• Interdisciplinary: collaboration that involves significant 
interaction between two or more disciplines and/or moves beyond 
established disciplinary foundations in applying or integrating 
research approaches from other disciplines

• Transdisciplinary: research that crosses disciplinary boundaries 
and co-creates knowledge between academic and non-academic 
partners such as policymakers, businesses or civil society 
organizations.



Positive and negative views

• Based on the evidence collected, our project challenges the 
normative framing of interdisciplinarity as a self-evident good, 
including both positive and negative experiences of working 
across disciplinary boundaries (the ‘dark side’ of 
interdisciplinarity)

• Positive views of interdisciplinarity included the production of 
richer analyses, novel outputs and more socially relevant research

• Negative experiences included the hidden labour involved in 
interdisciplinary working, potential career penalties (when 
academia still largely organised in disciplinary silos), and 
unacknowledged power relations.



Survey findings

• Overwhelming agreement (27/31) that some degree of 
interdisciplinary working is needed for effective food systems 
research

• Wide range of skills required for working across disciplines: 
communication, project management, networking, humility, 
patience, kindness, open-mindedness, passion, commitment, 
tolerance, respect, sympathy and self-awareness

• Training needed for all participants not just PhDs and ECRs
• Frequent challenges around communication and language
• Involvement of non-academic stakeholders (co-production) highly 

valued though resourcing for this frequently underestimated.



Workshop findings

• Importance of understanding power differentials within research 
teams and processes; need to recognise the limits of one’s own 
knowledge

• Additional time and resources required for successful 
interdisciplinary working, the need to develop shared language and/or 
to acknowledge disciplinary differences in what is recognised as valid 
knowledge and what constitutes ‘good science’

• The under-valuing of professional service staff, such as project 
managers and administrators, brokering between disciplines

• The challenges of joining a research team part way through the 
project, and for PhD students who are required to work across 
institutions with different administrative, training and supervisory 
requirements

• The potential conflict between ‘team science’ and individual career 
progression.



Recommendations

• Directed at different ‘audiences’ (funders, HEIs, researchers etc) at 
different stages in the project lifecycle (bid writing, on-boarding, 
dissemination, legacy etc)

• Used a series of icons to highlight key issues: time, funding, 
language, collaborative skills etc.



Funders 
and HEIs
should…

Provide additional 
resources for the 
complexity and 
uncertaintly of 

interdisciplinarity

Recognise that 
transdisciplinary 

research is 
particularly time-

consuming

Ensure peer 
reviewer 

expertise/training 
to assess

Provide better 
guidance on type 

of 
interdisciplinarity 

being sought

Review UKRI 
requirement for 

lead council 

Provide  
recognition 

including possible 
revisions to 

promotion criteria



PIs
should…

Ensure sufficient 
professional 

services support 

Discuss principles 
and practices of 

interdisciplinarity

Allow space for 
critical reflection

Agree key terms at 
the outset to 

support mutual 
understanding

Consider 
including  Post-

docs  as Research 
Co-Investigators

Include non-
academic 

stakeholders early 
in research 

process



Research 
teams 

should…

Acknowledge 
different 

publishing 
conventions and 

create 
publication 

policy

Include 
sufficient time 
and resources 

for CDT 
coordination

Provide 
resources for 
student-led 
events and 

working

Organise regular 
events to reduce 

isolation and 
improve 

integration



Conclusions

• Successful interdisciplinary working requires early/continual 
relationship (team) building, the development of a common 
framework, strong leadership and project management, setting 
clear goals with agreed ground rules and transparent 
expectations

• The full report and Exec Summary available on TUKFS website
• Includes a list of useful resources recommended by survey and 

working groups participants
• Thanks to everyone who completed the survey and/or 

participated in the workshops.



TUKFS ECR PROJECT TEAM: Marta Lonnie, Hannah Greatwood and Emma Hunter (FIO Food), 
Manik Puranik, Bramble Gardiner and Jessica Bosseaux ( FoodSEqual), 

Victoria Norton (HiFi Bread), Ferne Edwards (FixOurFood) and Brenda Mogeni (H3)

Project funded through the Transforming UK Food Systems Programme 

Annual Project Synergy Fund 2025 - 2026

Bridging Theory And Practice For Actionable Change 
In Transforming Food Systems  (The BRIDGE-ACT ToolkiT)

VISUALISING IMPACT 



https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDo1Ho-

Ps/GdMthoX9GDtCHt_K8nP70g/edit 

https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDo1Ho-Ps/GdMthoX9GDtCHt_K8nP70g/edit
https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDo1Ho-Ps/GdMthoX9GDtCHt_K8nP70g/edit
https://www.canva.com/design/DAHDo1Ho-Ps/GdMthoX9GDtCHt_K8nP70g/edit


https://padlet.com/martalonnie/unih9jf8bvjsgl6d

£ 1.6 mln

£ 0.5 mln
Prof. Alex Johnstone
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Dr Marta Lonnie 
Early Career Researcher

Delivered by UKRI, in partnership with the Global Food Security 

Programme, BBSRC, ESRC, MRC, NERC, Defra, DHSC, PHE, Innovate UK 

and FSA.

Call 2: Transforming UK food systems for health and environment (£14M) 

supports two to three- year research grants of between £250,000 – 

£2,000,000. 

Projects  but must; integrate both social and natural sciences; collaborate with at 

least one stakeholder organisation from government, business or civil society; 

address UK government priorities.

Transforming UK Food Systems SPF programme

What is TUKFS?
£47.5M interdisciplinary programme that will help to transform the UK 

food system by placing healthy people and a healthy natural 

environment at its centre.

UoA Team

2022-2026

2023-2026

BRIDGE-ACT
£40k

Annual Synergy Fund Project 2025-26

FUNDING

https://padlet.com/martalonnie/unih9jf8bvjsgl6d
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TUKFS Early Career Researchers Conference
Sheffield, 2024

THE ORIGINS



The challenge



• Transitioning into FS research from other disciplines

• Limited availability of collective learning tools suited 

to participants with varying levels of expertise and 

understanding of FS complexities. 

• Tools needed that 

       provide a clear semantic 

       structure and key concepts 

The challenge

REDUCTIONISM



WHOLEISM

REDUCTIONISM

Obesity ⟶Weight management classes

Unemployment ⟶ employtability workshops

Poverty⟶ crisis grants

vs.

Identify 
a problem

Select AN 
intervention

Deliver it 
within depart. 

boundaries

Measure 
short-term 

outputs

Designing actions that influence underlying structures



Parsons, Hawkes and Wells, 2019

FOOD 
SYSTEM



Hannah Mumby

Freelance 
Artist

Parsons, Hawkes and Wells, 2019



For better resoliution go here

ECRs collated ideas for visualisation of 38 map elements 

Parsons, Hawkes and Wells, 2019



Environment Health

Society Economy Politics

Food System



Local authorities and health boards
To help Scottish local authorities and Health Boards meet duties 
under the Good Food Nation (Scotland) Act 2022 and Community 
Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 - integrated, systems-based 
community planning.

Early Career Researchers
To understand food system complexity, identify research gaps, 
and develop systems-informed funding proposals.

Under- and postgraduate students
To strengthen systems-based learning, understand feedbacks 
and trade-offs.

Cross-sector partners
To engage NGOs, industry and community groups  in inclusive 
food systems dialogue through an accessible, non-technical 
systems framework.

Strategic partnerships and funding consortia
To supports strategic alignment, stakeholder coordination, and 
impact planning for research consortia and cross-sector funding 
partnerships.

Who is it for?



Deliverable 1

Why use it?
Impact Navigator - Interactive dashboard

ACCESSIBLE INTRODUCTION TO 

SYSTEMS THINKING

From: Donella Meadows, 
Academy for Systems Change



Donella Meadows





illustration by Hannah Mumby

Inflow

Outflow
Stock

From: Donella Meadows, 
Academy for Systems Change

PREPARE



New outlets 

opening

(inflow)

Concentration of unhealthy 
food outlets 
in the area

(stock)

Outlets closing 

or converting

(outflow)(+)

?

(-)

?

From: Donella Meadows, 
Academy for Systems Change

Stock & Flows problem framing

From: Donella Meadows, 
Academy for Systems Change



Stock: Adult population with Type 2 diabetes
Inflow: New diagnoses

Outflow: Remission / mortality

Stock: Financial viability of local food businesses
Inflow: Consumer spending / subsidies

Outflow: Rising costs / business closures

Stock: Soil fertility
Inflow: Regenerative practices/organic matter return

Outflow: Intensive farming / erosion

Stock: Agricultural greenhouse gas emissions (accumulated)

Inflow: Livestock production / fertiliser use

Outflow: Emission reductions / carbon sequestration

Stock: Community food skills 

Inflow: Education programmes / intergenerational transfer

Outflow: Skill loss / reliance on convenience food

Stock: Household disposable income for food

Inflow: Wages / benefits

Outflow: Living costs / debt repayments

Stock: local food strategy implementation capacity

Inflow: Funding allocations / staff expertise

Outflow: Budget cuts / staff turnover

Stock: Household nutritional status
Inflow: Access tonutritious food

Outflow: Poor diet quality / food insecurity

Stock & Flows 
are everywhere







Instead of asking:
“What project can we fund?”

It asks:
“Where in the system can we intervene to change the trajectory?”

Deliverable 2
Impact planner

Facilitated workshop materials

• to Identify reinforcing loops driving the problem

• To Locate leverage points

• to Design actions that influence underlying structures 
      (not just ‘symptoms’) 





Feedback

Video here





R = Reinforcing Loop

(also called a positive feedback loop)

If the loop makes the issue grow stronger - 

mark the loop with: R

Use + if the two things move in the same 

direction

• If one increases, the other increases

• If one decreases, the other decreases

Use – if they move in opposite directions.

• If one increases, the other decreases.

• If one decreases, the other increases.

B = Balancing Loop

(also called a stabilising loop)

 If the loop helps control or reduce it - 

mark the loop with: B

Reinforcing loops contain an odd 

number 

of negative (–) links (including zero).

Reinforcing loops contain an even 

number 

of negative (–) links (including zero).



Systems map developed for Housing CA 

by Scott Spann of Innate Strategies

STEP 6 – Activate Young Talent

 Engage students and early-career 

researchers to contribute new ideas

ABM?

Urban Sci.2018, 2(2), 

36;https://doi.org/10.3390/urbansci2020036



evidence-based intervention design







Thank you
TUKFS ECRs:

• Marta Lonnie (FIO Food)

• Hannah Greatwood (FIO Food)

• Emma Hunter (DIO Food)

• Manik Puranik (FoodSEqual)

• Bramble Gardiner (FoodSEqual)

• Jessica Bosseaux (FoodSEqual)

• Victoria Norton (HiFi Bread)

• Ferne Edwards (FixOurFood)

• Brenda Mogeni (H3)

• Hafize Sahin Ersoz (Realigning UK..) 

TUKFS Network Support

• Tracey Duncombe

• Beth Mead

TUKFS Expert Advisors

• Prof. Alex Johnstone

• Prof. Mark Green

• Prof. Carol Wagstaff

• Prof. John Hammond

• Dr Kelly Parsons

• Dr Rebecca Wells

External collaborators

• Dr Francesca Pontin 
Consumer Data Research Centre; Priority Places for Food

• Prof. Michelle Morris
Healthy and Sustainable Places Data Service

• Dr Daniel Crabtree & Bea Dawkins
NIHR: Health Determinants Research Collaboration Aberdeen

• Victoria Gilbert
Future Advocacy

Independent evaluators

• ICF



Dr Marta Lonnie

marta.lonnie3@abdn.ac.uk

@MartaLonnie

 The Rowett Institute

School of Medicine, Medical Sciences and Nutrition

University of Aberdeen

Foresterhill Health Campus

Ashgrove Road West Aberdeen 



TUKFS ‘co-production toolkit’ – 
maximising its reach beyond academics, to 

project collaborators & policymakers 
Clare Pettinger, Charlotte Hardman, Rebecca Wells, Ulrike 

Ehgartner, Lisa Morgans, Neil Boyle, Naomi Shaw, Lisa Howard, 
Hannah Mumby 

TUKFS projects: FoodSEqual; BeanMeals; FIOFood; H3; FixOurFood; Cultured Meat & Farmers; Mandala Consortium; Social 
Enterprises as a Catalyst for Sustainable & Healthy Local Food Systems



A collaborative way of working alongside individuals 
and groups with diverse forms of knowledge and 
expertise in equal partnership for equal benefit                   
(Co-Production Collective, 2021). 

• “...facilitates both creative and inclusive 
collaborations with multiple stakeholders to 
produce innovative, community-identified 
responses and solutions” 

                                                           (Kreiling and Paunov, 2021)

• BUT

• Lack of appreciation as concept 
& “misappropriation of its use”                                                   
(see Oliver et al, 2019; Williams et al 2020)

What is Co-production?

‘’co-produced research’ is a key 
strategic aim of TUKFS research 
programme



Methodological considerations 
Co-Leads

Dr Clare Pettinger                     

Prof Charlotte 

Hardman

Research Assistant

Naomi Shaw

Co-Investigators

Dr Neil Boyle

Joanne Craven

Dr John Dooley

Dr Bethan Mead

Dr Lisa Morgans

Dr Rebecca Wells

Dr Ulrike Ehgartner

Creative Facilitator

Hannah Mumby

Lisa Howard

• Creative participatory approaches
• N=39 food system ‘stakeholders’
• Collaboration with creative illustrator (Hannah 

Mumby)
• Diverse beneficiary perspectives 
• Critique of complexity/messiness (publication) 
• Ongoing reflexivity on the ‘hidden’ (challenging) 

aspects of co-production (Lisa Howard)



FINDINGS (4 themes)

KNOWLEDGE

RELATIONSHIPS

INCLUSIVITY

POWER

‘Messiness’
&

complexity

Co-Leads

Dr Clare Pettinger                     

Prof Charlotte 

Hardman

Research Assistant

Naomi Shaw

Co-Investigators

Dr Neil Boyle

Joanne Craven

Dr John Dooley

Dr Bethan Mead

Dr Lisa Morgans

Dr Rebecca Wells

Dr Ulrike Ehgartner

Creative Facilitator

Hannah Mumby

Lisa Howard



Outputs - 1
Co-Leads
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Hardman

Research Assistant
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Dr Neil Boyle
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Creative Facilitator

Hannah Mumby

Lisa Howard



Outputs - 2
Co-Leads
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Hardman
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Outputs - 3
Co-Leads
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Prof Charlotte 

Hardman

Research Assistant

Naomi Shaw

Co-Investigators

Dr Neil Boyle

Joanne Craven

Dr John Dooley

Dr Bethan Mead
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Creative Facilitator
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Outputs - 4
Co-Leads
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Prof Charlotte 

Hardman
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Policy workshop

Co-facilitated by Hannah Mumby
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Co-Leads
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*video*



Output 6 - Lisa Howard & Hannah Mumby
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Publication
Co-Leads
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Our TOOLKIT
Co-Leads
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Prof Charlotte 

Hardman

Research Assistant

Naomi Shaw
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Let’s share the video
Co-Leads
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Prof Charlotte 

Hardman

Research Assistant
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THANKS to:
• Funder (TUKFS - UKRI)
• Naomi Shaw
• Lisa Howard & Hannah Mumby
• Co-I (Charlotte, Neil, Joanne, John, Beth, Lisa, 

Rebecca, Ulrike)
• Project collaborators
• Everyone who lent a hand on this project

TUKFS projects: FoodSEqual; BeanMeals; FIOFood; H3; FixOurFood; Cultured Meat & 

Farmers; Mandala Consortium; Social Enterprises as a Catalyst for Sustainable & Healthy Local 
Food Systems
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