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Abstract 

While interdisciplinarity has been widely addressed in higher education policies and university 

strategies across countries, universities and colleges are struggling with the implementation at 

the programme level. For instance, extant literature implies many barriers to establishing 

interdisciplinary degree programmes (IDPs). However, there is a lack of both conceptual 

understandings and empirical investigations on how these barriers can be resolved through 

appropriate management. Our paper addresses this research gap by constructing an analytical 

framework for understanding the cause of barriers in the context of establishing IDPs and 

managerial approaches to overcome them through the lens of managing organisational 

innovation, and applying it in an empirical study of two cases of establishing IDPs at a Finnish 

research university. Our study yielded four conceptualised and tested propositions on key 

factors that middle-level university managers should consider for both preventing and 

resolving barriers to establishing IDPs. It suggests that while managers should plan IDPs that 

largely fit the institutional environment and bring foreseeable benefits to participants in the 

programmes, the art of their management lies in leveraging all relevant resources to enhance 

institutional compatibility, to change peoples’ perceptions about profitability and to empower 

other participants’ agency. 
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Introduction 

Interdisciplinarity is not only becoming a mantra, but has also become prominent in higher 

education policy discourses (Jæger, 2018; Vienni Baptista et al., 2019) and university strategies 

(Klein, 2008; Burgers et al., 2019) though with a different pace of development across national 

higher education systems. The rationale of policies and strategies promoting interdisciplinary 

research and teaching has been well documented in the literature. Interdisciplinary research has 

become an effective means of addressing complex societal challenges (Brint et al., 2009; 

Duysburgh et al., 2012; Lyall and Fletcher, 2013) because, without views from several 

perspectives, it may not be possible to develop a comprehensive understanding of complex and 

multifaceted phenomena (Burgers et al., 2019). Moreover, crossing disciplinary boundaries 

and combining knowledge from several perspectives may be a way to come up with innovative 

solutions (María Ruiz‐Jiménez, 2013). In education, interdisciplinarity also has increased in 

popularity as many universities have launched new kinds of degree programmes across 

traditional disciplines (Miller and McCartan, 1990; Jacob, 2015) in response to the 

competencies needed in the labour market. Instead of, or in addition to, narrow and specialised 

knowledge of a specific discipline, university graduates are expected to possess skills in a 

variety of disciplines (Lin-Stephens et al., 2019).  

One typical approach to implementing the interdisciplinarity policy in higher education 

institutions is to develop interdisciplinary degree programmes (IDPs). While the policy motives 

often stress promising outcomes of IDPs, the extant literature indicates difficulties in 

establishing them. Based on a review of key literature on interdisciplinary education, Foley 

(2016) outlined various challenges. For instance, the current university structure, which 

primarily is based on traditional faculties that drive academics to be engaged in discipline-

based communities, contradicts the underlying philosophy of interdisciplinarity, i.e., being 



4 

 

open-minded. Also, as teachers in academic programmes come from several contributing 

faculties/departments, this brings significant coordination challenges. Studies on various 

aspects of interdisciplinary education and research call for appropriate management strategies 

(Carr et al., 2018; Lindvig et al., 2019).  This implies that when developing interdisciplinary 

activities, one must consider how organisational structures and management approaches should 

be optimised to reduce barriers to interdisciplinary cooperation (Sá, 2008; Jacob, 2015; Yang 

et al., 2020). However, as indicated in the Literature Review section, there is currently a lack 

of research-based knowledge on how this should be done both conceptually and empirically.  

Our study is aimed at advancing knowledge on the managerial approaches to reduce or 

overcome the barriers to interdisciplinary education. Specifically, we pose the following 

research question: how can the barriers to establishing IDPs be overcome through the 

management activities of academic unit leaders and programme directors? We address our 

research question using the following steps. First, we review extant literature in order to 

summarise the current knowledge on the topic. Second, we explore our research question using 

the conceptual framework of managing organisational innovation in order to identify possible 

answers (i.e., propositions). Third, we explore two case studies dealing with establishing new 

degree programmes at a Finnish research university. The role of the case studies is to evaluate 

whether the propositions are empirically valid and to provide a contextual description of how 

the barriers have been overcome in the studied cases. As a result, our study provides new 

knowledge on the management approaches that are likely to facilitate establishing IDPs 

(including initiation, design and implementation of IDPs).  

Literature review on establishing IDPs from the perspective of management 

In this section, we define IDPs in our research, analyse the state-of-the-art research on IDPs 

from the perspective of management, and identify research gaps. In our paper, management is 
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understood in a broad sense in that we do not clearly distinguish management and leadership, 

the two intertwined concepts. In other words, the management perspective in this paper 

includes both coping with complexity (management) and coping with change (leadership) 

(Kotter, 1990). Specifically, from this perspective, we look at both complexities in work 

practices as well as organisational procedures and changes in the working environment as well 

as organisational structures concerning IDPs. While discussing management, we refer to both 

individual (i.e., manager’s) actions and collective actions done in order to achieve the aimed 

outcome.  The selected literature (the most representative works) included in our analysis are 

from three sources: 1) the authors' previous knowledge about studies on the topic, 2) Google 

Scholar search using search words around the concepts of IDPs and management, 3) cited 

works in the studies that we found from the first two channels.  

By claiming a tendency in higher education towards promoting and initiating cross-

disciplinary, rather than unidisciplinary, collaboration, Stokols et al. (2008) positioned three 

kinds of cross-disciplinary activities in ‘a continuum ranging from unidisciplinary to 

multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary’ (578). In reality, few IDPs are at a 

stage in which the curriculum is based on transdisciplinary knowledge, although 

transdisciplinarity (the highest level of integration of different disciplines) might be the future 

of higher education. An IDP ‘fosters connections among disciplines and interdisciplinary 

fields’ (Klein, 2005, 8), thereby cultivating students’ interdisciplinary thinking (Spelt et al., 

2009). The establishment of such kind of programmes is often based on or associated with 

research collaboration between academic staff members from different disciplines (Foley, 

2016).  

As a topic of research inquiry, IDPs are not new. Research on interdisciplinary education 

programmes was first published over 40 years ago (e.g., Jantsch, 1972; Stanič, 1975). 
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Nevertheless, most studies on IDPs have been published in the recent decade or so. Current 

studies approach the topic from a variety of perspectives, such as course design (e.g., Bajada 

and Trayler, 2013), student learning (e.g., Spelt et al., 2009), quality assessment (e.g., Öberg, 

2009), practitioners of interdisciplinary education (e.g., Foley, 2016), enabling conditions of 

IDPs (e.g., Brint et al., 2009), social capital development (e.g., Mountford et al., 2019), and 

socialisation (e.g., Boden et al., 2011). The studies about IDPs from management perspectives, 

either directly or indirectly, mainly focus on the following issues respectively, 1) changing 

work practices of IDPs, 2) managerial challenges in IDPs, 3) factors affecting IDPs. Some 

relevant studies in the three groups of literature are discussed below.  

The literature dealing with changing work practices often take a sociological perspective with 

an emphasis on normative changes. Traditionally, organising higher education programmes is 

based on academic disciplines (Becher and Trowler, 2001). However, ‘the traditional culture 

and organisation of higher education are ill-equipped to facilitate interdisciplinary work’ 

(Boden et al., 2011, 741). Based on his observations on the changes in the political science 

discipline in Britain, Moran (2006) argued that since at the heart of modern academic discipline 

lie in control, hierarchy and power, interdisciplinarity that involves integrating and 

deconstructing long-standing disciplines would unavoidably confront resistance by academics 

whose prestige is based on their disciplines as well as by academic leaders whose professional 

norms are strongly disciplinary based. Since working in an interdisciplinary manner requires 

transforming work practices, creating degree programmes that integrate knowledge and 

resources across disciplines is a process of organisational innovation, which is defined as ‘any 

departure from the traditional practices of an organization’ (Levine, 1980, 4). Attempting to do 

things in a new way may elicit benefits, but it also can create resistance, as the people involved 

must change their working habits (Lane, 2007). 
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The earliest, and the most cited, research explicitly addressing managerial challenges in 

developing interdisciplinary education, in the US context, was done by Klein and Newell 

(1997) with a focus on motivations, tensions, evaluations and rewards. In the Danish context, 

Lindvig and Hillersdal (2019) found that the challenges in establishing interdisciplinary 

(research) programmes are caused largely by vague understandings of interdisciplinarity in 

practice. This collaborates the experience in developing IDPs in American higher education 

institutions that whether there is a clear working definition of interdisciplinarity or not is the 

foremost principle for evaluating IDPs (Klein, 2010). This has a strong implication on 

management since the programme managers are the key actors who can define 

interdisciplinarity in specific settings (Lindvig and Hillersdal, 2019). As such, Lindvig et al. 

(2019) claim that ‘creating interdisciplinary education in monodisciplinary settings … is the 

art of managing interstitiality’ (358). However, the challenge remains as to how the ‘art’ can 

be understood and mastered.   

The studies identifying factors affecting IDPs are popular in the UK context.  Nancarrow et al. 

(2013) investigated factors conducive to effective teamwork in interdisciplinary programmes 

in British universities and placed leadership and management on top of the list. In an 

investigation of an interdisciplinary educational provision in UK higher education, Lyall et al. 

(2015) reported a wide range of factors that influence interdisciplinary education, including 

‘university structures, politics and administration’ (52). Still in the UK context, Townsend et 

al. (2015) identified three key aspects of leadership in developing interdisciplinary 

programmes, namely to stay clear on focus, to extend the benefits to more people, and to pay 

attention to contextual conditions. Although the factors mentioned in these studies are not 

particularly about management, they can be useful ingredients for a potential framework on 

managing IDPs.    
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To sum up, the extant literature addressing the establishment of interdisciplinary programmes 

from the management perspective tend to be somewhat ‘ad hocery’ in nature rather than 

providing a comprehensive theoretical account of the theme. As the literature mentioned above 

concerns different national contexts and cultural settings, the experiences learned from these 

studies can hardly be compared and synthesised without a generic analytical tool. Moreover, 

while some studies have identified the importance of management perspective in establishing 

interdisciplinary programmes, they have not applied management theories for guiding 

empirical analysis. Specifically, there is a lack of both conceptual and empirical understandings 

on what barriers to establishing IDPs are and how these barriers can be effectively managed. 

Our identified research gap is also echoed by the findings of a recent literature review of 

academic publications on interdisciplinarity in higher education, as the issues related to 

managing interdisciplinary are not included in the nine themes addressed by existing studies 

(Marins et al., 2019).    

Conceptualising the establishment of IDPs through the lens of managing organisational 

innovation 

Innovation process from a management perspective 

In order to identify potential ways to overcome the challenges in establishing IDPs, we use the 

framework of innovation processes in higher education by Cai (2017). According to Cai (2017), 

the eventual goal of implementing an organisational innovation is to institutionalise it. The 

innovation process can be generally distinguished between three stages, namely initiation, 

implementation and institutionalisation (Fullan, 1982; Cai, 2017). While endless factors 

influencing the initiation and implementation of innovation could be identified, they could be 

categorised in three dimensions, namely profitability, compatibility and agency (or institutional 

entrepreneurs’ actions). The institutional entrepreneur concept is a way to introduce actors’ 
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agency into the institutional analysis (DiMaggio, 1988). The core ideas of Cai’s (2017) 

framework are as follows: 

• Innovation is more likely to be successful when the values underlying it are compatible 

with the organisational environment and social context, and when the participants in 

the innovation processes perceive tangible and/or intangible benefits from the 

innovation. 

• However, even for innovations with low levels of compatibility and profitability, there 

are still chances for success if the role of agency is played smartly in an interactive 

learning process (Ma and Cai, 2021). 

We will further develop Cai’s (2017) conceptualisation of an innovation process to an 

analytical framework of managing organisational innovation by articulating the relations 

between the three factors as well as their influences on the institutionalisation of innovation. 

The framework implies that management plays two roles in developing IDPs as organisational 

innovation: 1) Management helps create optimal conditions (in terms of compatibility and 

profitability) that foster IDPs, thus to prevent barriers in the first place, and 2) management 

facilitates the agency for overcoming barriers of innovation through influencing compatibility 

and profitability. The second role includes two dimensions. First, management is about 

managers acting as institutional entrepreneurs in changing IDPs’ institutional contexts. Second, 

management also identifies and engages other actors as (potential) institutional entrepreneurs 

to reinforce their agency. Next, we will analyse how the relevant literature on IDPs (published 

in the past 20 years or so) may shed light on management’s two roles. In so doing, relevant 

propositions will be developed.  
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Institutionalisation of IDPs as organisational innovation 

Drawing on Klein (2010), Klein (2013) developed a conceptual framework of 

institutionalisation of interdisciplinary. Some elements of the framework are useful for 

understanding the initiation and implementation of IDPs as a process of institutionalising 

organisational innovation. First, although interdisciplinary work is initiated as innovation, the 

novel practices induced by the innovation are often accommodated by but do not challenge the 

existing structure. This indicates that the agency of innovation initiator could be constrained 

by the old structure. Second, to break the structure (often in the form of concealed reality) that 

is incompatible with the value system underlying interdisciplinarity, the shadow structure must 

be firstly well perceived. Third, the design of interdisciplinary work must carefully consider 

the existing structure and smartly leverage related resources within it.  This reflects the reality 

of interdisciplinary development in universities in which traditional structures and novel 

interdisciplinary practices co-exist.   

Setting optimal conditions for establishing interdisciplinary programmes to prevent barriers 

Compatibility and profitability are two crucial conditional factors for innovation (Levine, 

1980) that are associated closely with social movements and resources, which Brint et al. (2009) 

view as drivers for curriculum changes towards being transdisciplinary. The two factors can 

lead to both barriers and optimal conditions for establishing interdisciplinary programmes, 

depending on how they are properly considered by managers when establishing an IDP.  

With respect to compatibility, interdisciplinarity generally does not fit well with traditional 

discipline-based academic conventions, structures and norms in higher education (Moran, 2006; 

Lyall and Fletcher, 2013). As noted by Lindvig et al. (2019, 358), ‘the interdisciplinary 

activities [that] thrive at the more flexible upper levels of higher education … are seldom 

institutionalised’. However, norms in the organisational field of higher education seem to be 
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changing. University leaders in the 1980s and 1990s developed an ideology that concerns 

‘ “creating the future” through [interdisciplinary] programs encouraging both economic and 

social innovation’ (Brint et al., 2009, 157). Thus, the institutional environment in higher 

education may be moving toward accommodating interdisciplinary work, especially in the 

disciplinary fields that address societal challenges that require collaboration between scholars 

from multiple disciplines (Brint et al., 2009). Also, the organisational culture affects the 

development of IDPs (Klein and Newell, 1997). As some studies have indicated, the 

establishment of IDPs would be relatively less challenging if the hosting or coordinating units 

had a relatively long history of interdisciplinary work, often in the fields, such as education, 

gerontology, feminist studies, organisational studies and public policy (Geiger, 1993; Slaughter, 

1993; Abbott, 2002; Brint et al., 2009).   

Profitability can be understood from the perspective of cost analysis. As suggested by Bajada 

and Trayler (2013), in their study on IDPs in business schools, one of the reasons why many 

schools ‘have not adapted their curriculum to encompass an interdisciplinary emphasis is due 

to the cost and time involved’ (388). Brint et al. (2009) found that ‘many higher education 

scholars have focused on changes in the funding and organization of science as the primary 

causes of growing interest in interdisciplinary work’ (156). This implies that the availability of 

external financial resources, such as investments for programme development and potential 

income from tuition fees, is a key driver for establishing IDPs. 

Profitability is also about how innovation may provide opportunities for innovation participants 

at the individual level. Brint et al. (2009) posited that the ‘introduction of new [interdisciplinary] 

fields typically involves the identification and mobilisation of new interests and opportunities, 

resistance by those who have a stake in existing structures and contestation between coalitions 

of interested parties’ (157-158). One concrete measure to generate individuals’ interest is to 
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develop appropriate reward and evaluation systems to encourage academics to become 

engaged in interdisciplinary activities; ‘Even the most valued and stimulating curriculum will 

dwindle or fail if faculty participation is not rewarded’  (Klein and Newell, 1997, 12). Könings 

et al. (2017) also confirm that relevant stakeholders’ interests may have an impact on 

programme development. Moreover, academics and students can gain benefits of serendipity 

from interdisciplinary programmes (Townsend et al., 2015). 

To crystallise management’s role, we present the following propositions by synthesising the 

literature discussed above from the perspective of managing organisational innovation:  

In creating optimal conditions for establishing IDPs (thus largely preventing barriers in the 

first place): 

Proposition 1 (P1): A key management task is to ascertain the IDP’s idea and design fit the 

organisational environment and social context. 

Proposition 2 (P2): A key management task is to ensure that the new IDP appears to deliver 

more tangible and intangible benefits than costs, risks or negative consequences. 

Leveraging agency to overcome barriers to establishing IDPs 

Regardless of managers’ careful work to create good conditions for establishing IDPs, in reality, 

there are always uncontrollable factors leading to low profitability and compatibility, becoming 

barriers to the programme development. In this case, it is important to encourage agency in 

managing the establishment of IDPs.   

The institutionalisation of innovation is not a linear process, but rather ‘the successful 

implementation of innovation requires a learning process in which organisations and actors 

constantly adjust the innovation process through the accumulation of experience, mistakes, 

lessons learned and knowledge that one gains when carrying on innovation activities’ (Cai, 
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2017, 591). Developing interdisciplinary degree education is associated with learning and 

adjustment. As asserted by Foley (2016, 35), ‘for an interdisciplinary programme to be 

successful, it needs to be designed and planned with great care, but also requires constant 

management and review to avoid the slide into unintended’ outcomes. In the meantime, it is 

also important to make necessary adjustments to programmes’ designs, adapting to the 

organisational fields’ structures, ‘including both constraints imposed by other organisations 

and open niche spaces that offer opportunities’ (Brint et al., 2009, 159).   

The process of learning and adjustment in management centres around agency, which can be 

understood as the actions of institutional entrepreneurs (DiMaggio, 1988) who may have a high 

or low social status and ‘can be organisations or groups of organisations, or individuals or 

groups of individuals’ (Battilana et al., 2009, 68). Institutional entrepreneurs are likely to 

emerge in contexts with conflicting institutional arrangements (Leca et al., 2008), and this is 

typical in the field of interdisciplinary work (Klein, 2013), in which there is a ‘coexistence of 

multiple activities and their essential heterogeneity’ (Klein and Newell, 1997, 8). The ‘art of 

managing interstitiality’ (Lindvig et al., 2019, 358) in creating interdisciplinary education in 

traditional universities can be understood most effectively from the perspective of the agency 

or institutional entrepreneurship. Institutional entrepreneurs not only initiate changes in the 

institutional environment but also actively participate in the implementation of such changes 

(Battilana et al., 2009). 

While establishing IDPs that trigger institutional change, managers can intervene in the process 

by acting as institutional entrepreneurs. One important means for institutional entrepreneurs to 

induce institutional change is by creating a new vision (Battilana et al., 2009). Creating a new 

vision concerning an IDP is about changing the belief systems of people participating in the 
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programme, such as faculty members, students, and other stakeholders. This is likely to help 

enhance institutional compatibility.  

Battilana et al. (2009) presented the following three ways to frame a new vision: 1) exposing 

current institutionalised practices’ problems; 2) reasoning a burgeoning institutional template; 

3) promoting a proposal for change. In the case of developing IDPs, university managers are 

in prime positions to frame new visions. All these measures are concerned with public 

awareness-raising by fostering communication and collaboration while developing 

interdisciplinary programmes and enhancing their visibility (Klein and Newell, 1997; Klein, 

2010).   

To realise framed visions, institutional entrepreneurs must mobilise existing and potential allies 

(Battilana et al., 2009). When developing interdisciplinary programmes, the most important 

allies of managers are the participants of IDPs, such as faculty members and students, who can 

also be institutional entrepreneurs (Lindvig et al., 2019). Thus, the managers of IDPs should 

try to empower them to become not only supporters but also institutional entrepreneurs.  In so 

doing, the managers could follow the approaches suggested by Battilana et al. (2009): 1) 

developing narrative rhetorical arguments for change, but by referring to existing institutional 

templates through storytelling or theorising stories; 2) utilising institutional entrepreneurs’ 

formal and informal positions; and 3) providing financial/material resources. The first and 

second measures are about improving compatibility levels by changing innovation participants’ 

belief systems. The third is a matter of providing incentives to innovation participants, thereby 

changing their perception of the profitability that the innovation elicits.  

To summarise, the literature suggests that in the context of utilising agency to drive the process 

of developing new IDPs, the following propositions can be formulated:   
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Proposition 3 (P3): A key management task is to assume the role of an institutional 

entrepreneur and actively interact with stakeholders to address the perceived problems of IDPs, 

illustrate potential benefits and justify the rationale to introduce the new programmes. 

Proposition 4 (P4): A key management task is to facilitate the institutional entrepreneurial role 

of other actors by motivating them, empowering them to act and providing financial incentives.  

The four propositions mentioned above compose our proposed analytical framework for 

managing the design and implementation of IDPs as an organisational innovation (Figure 1). 

It should be noted that the literature, on which we draw for developing the propositions, deal 

with interdisciplinary education programmes in various settings, e.g. ranging from the US 

liberal arts system to the research university system in Europe that represent different ways of 

structuring education and research. We do find that the findings from diverse contexts largely 

fit the framework (Figure 1). Nevertheless, to generalise the propositions more empirical 

investigations in varied settings are required. Below, we provide an initial effort to empirically 

test the propositions. 

(Figure 1 is about here) 

Action research case study 

Methodological design 

We adopt the action research case study approach in our empirical investigation. According to 

McManners (2016), ‘An action research case study employs an action orientated approach to 

a prescriptive case study process combining problem solving with research in a way that is 

appropriate to the circumstances of the research to provide both academic rigour and practical 

relevance’ (204). We integrate action research and case study because both elements fit our 

research purpose. The case study method is a well-suited methodology for understanding 
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complex processes in their natural settings (Eisenhardt, 1989), which is the situation that we 

are facing. We decided to utilise action research as '[i]t seeks to bring together action and 

reflection, theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions 

to issues of pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons 

and their communities’ (Bradbury, 2013, 4). This largely reflects the nature of our research 

inquiry.  

In practice, we applied action research as follows. One of the authors acted as an active 

participant in two cases of establishing an IDP programme. This insider access provided a 

comprehensive and in-depth understanding of various events taking place over the study period 

of several years. This approach could also be described as ethnographic research in the sense 

that a major part of the data is in the form of observations of the researcher who spent a lot of 

time participating in the IDP planning processes. In order to supplement the participant’s 

observations, lots of various kinds of data (e.g., notes of dozens of planning group meetings, 

several documents prepared for administrative decision-making and a few hundred emails 

exchanged) have been generated as much has happened during the study period. In order to 

facilitate analysis, detailed case narratives describing both cases were created in order to 

describe how the events of the IDP development projects unfolded. The narratives were written 

based on the participating authors’ observations and the additional data (meeting notes and so 

on) have been used to verify how the key events occurred. The case narratives were the basis 

of our analysis. 

When conducting our case analysis, we followed one of the four analysis strategies suggested 

by Yin (2014) – relying on theoretical propositions; ‘The proposition helped to organize the 

entire analysis, pointing to relevant contextual conditions to be described as well as 

explanations to be examined’ (136). The four propositions composing the conceptual 
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framework (Figure 1) guided our analysis. Our case studies also comprise a longitudinal 

analysis that covers the planning and early stages of implementation of two IDPs. 

While our chosen research method has the advantage of gaining a deep understanding of the 

empirical context, we are aware of both the risk of subjective interpretations, as one of the 

authors has been a participant in the process, and the warning by Somekh (2005) that due to 

the contextualized nature of action research, researchers must be cautious in its claims, 

sensitive to variations and open to reinterpretation in new contexts. We tried to overcome the 

challenges by 1) triangulating multiple sources of data, such as documents, meeting memos 

and observation notes, 2) using the literature-based propositions to analyse the empirical data 

and 3) utilising the other author, who was not involved with empirical cases, to question and 

critically reflect on the case analysis. Nevertheless, some level of subjectivity is likely to 

remain in the case description and analysis, which is characteristic of qualitative research in 

general. 

Case description 

The two IDPs were designed and launched by Tampere University in Finland from 2016-2020. 

The programmes examined are the Leadership for Change (LFC) master’s degree programme 

and the Sustainable Urban Development (SUD) bachelor’s degree programme. A summary of 

the two programmes’ key characteristics is presented in Table 1.  

(Table 1 is about here) 

LFC is a master’s degree programme focussing on the challenges of leading and managing 

complex societal change processes. Many of the biggest societal challenges, e.g., those related 

to the climate crisis or societal security, are very complex. Moreover, they are phenomena that 

cannot be solved or managed by any single actor but instead require attention by actors 

representing various societal sectors. As a solution, the LFC provides students with 
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interdisciplinary knowledge of administrative sciences, business and politics. The first group 

of students was accepted into LFC in early 2017, and classes began during the autumn semester. 

LFC attracted the most applicants out of all the international master’s programmes at the 

University of Tampere that year, suggesting that the idea for the new programme was well-

received by prospective students.  

SUD is a bachelor’s degree programme that examines sustainability challenges in the context 

of cities. Urbanisation is one of the global megatrends, as people have been moving from rural 

areas to cities. Thus, cities play an important role in addressing global sustainability challenges. 

Moreover, cities face many complex challenges, such as those related to providing sustainable 

transportation and energy, as well as social welfare. In SUD, these challenges are addressed 

from interdisciplinary perspectives: the physical built environment (architecture and civil 

engineering); administration and governance (administrative sciences); and social justice 

(social sciences). SUD is based on the idea that it is important to take different perspectives 

into account when developing sustainable future cities. The first application period for SUD 

took place in January 2020, and the programme received a good number of applications. 

Classes started during the autumn semester of 2020. 

The cases investigated in our paper represent an epitome of Finnish higher education reforms 

in the sense that many universities are currently in the process of introducing or planning to 

introduce new IDPs, while in the past the vast majority of the programmes have been 

monodisciplinary. Another important aspect of this case context to note is that a merger 

between two universities took place while these case studies were conducted, in which two 

universities in the same city – the University of Tampere and Tampere University of 

Technology – merged at the beginning of 2019 to become Tampere University. The merger 

context is an important factor affecting the development of interdisciplinarity as the merger 
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promotes cross-disciplinary collaboration but also induces uncertainty related to the faculties’ 

operating budgets. The Tampere University merger is not an exception in the Finnish context. 

There has been a wave of mergers of higher education institutions in Finland since 2009, which 

is a major dimension of Finnish higher education reforms, besides realising Bologna goals and 

implementing New Universities Acts (Ursin et al., 2020). 

Empirical  findings 

The results of our case analysis are presented here in light of the four propositions.  As the four 

propositions are reflected in varying degrees in both cases and different developments stages 

in each of them, we use more space to elaborate those points in question.   

P1: ensure compatibility  

Ensuring the compatibility of the new programme in contrast to the existing programmes and 

the organisational environment was an important issue in both cases. For instance, with LFC, 

the new programme initiative generally fits the core idea of multidisciplinary faculty and the 

university-level goal of internationalisation well. LFC was initiated by the Faculty of 

Management at the University of Tampere before the merger. At the time, the faculty 

comprised three disciplines: administrative sciences; business; and politics. This structure was 

viewed as innovative, and the multidisciplinary management faculty’s image and identity were 

developed systematically. Even though the idea behind the faculty was viewed as unique and 

valuable, there had been discussions about how to benefit more from the multidisciplinary 

structure. Based on several discussions in various forums within the faculty, the development 

of an IDP surfaced as a means to showcase the faculty’s multidisciplinary identity, as well as 

provide a concrete platform for interdisciplinary collaboration. Thus, the idea for the new 

programme fit the faculty’s identity well and was accepted widely by staff and there was no 

significant resistance to the idea of launching the new programme. 
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Nevertheless, there was a challenge related to the lack of compatibility between the 

programme’s interdisciplinary structure and the organisation’s existing discipline-based 

structure. Even though the three disciplines did not have significant financial power, the 

discipline-based structure heavily guided everyday activities. Many of the professors and other 

faculty members had a strong professional identity connected to their own disciplines (e.g., 

business), and even more narrowly, their specialisation fields (e.g., accounting). They felt 

strong ownership of the existing degree programmes and students. In some cases, LFC students 

were viewed as additions to the existing workload and perhaps not as skilled in their speciality 

areas compared with monodisciplinary students.  

With SUD, the societally relevant theme and the programme’s interdisciplinary structure fit 

the environment of the merger reform that encouraged interdisciplinary collaboration across 

faculties. SUD planning first began in 2018 as a merger-related pilot project with an aim to 

develop an interdisciplinary bachelor’s programme among three faculties. It was initiated by 

the education vice-rectors who were guiding the merger-related pilot programmes. Such a plan 

was viewed as innovative, as the existing bachelor’s programmes traditionally were located 

within a single faculty. Moreover, the collaboration between several faculties felt well-suited 

for the merger, including the idea of creating something new based on combining the expertise 

from different faculties and disciplines. The theme of sustainable urban development emerged 

because of the growing importance of sustainability issues and because there already had been 

fruitful cross-faculty collaboration in the urban studies area.  

However, concerns surfaced during the pre-planning phase, when the idea for the programme’s 

topic and structure was initially developed. The programme structure was considered somehow 

too innovative, and faculty members were uncertain about the relationship between the new 

programme and the established disciplines as well as the employability of graduates of the 
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programme. For example, the idea of a new bachelor’s programme caused concerns regarding 

its relationship to existing programmes and its implications for resources (e.g., whether existing 

programmes’ resources would be used for the new programme). Other concerns involved 

education level, i.e., whether the planned programme would be a ‘standalone’ bachelor’s 

programme. In Finland, there is a tradition in research-based universities that bachelor’s 

degrees should be viewed only as a kind of stepping-stone towards a master’s degree, providing 

the actual capabilities for working life. For example, students criticised the idea of a bachelor’s 

degree heavily due to uncertainties concerning employability and the continuation to master’s 

studies. Also, some of the key professors were critical of the initiative, as they felt that their 

input had not been taken into account as much as they had hoped. At the end of 2018, the 

development of SUD was not moving forward due to the aforementioned problems. As a result, 

the existing programme planning team was dismantled, and the responsibility was given to one 

dean and a small group of professors representing the key disciplines in the planned 

programme. 

P2: ensure profitability  

Managing profitability-related issues was central in both cases. For instance, with LFC, the 

new programme was expected to attract new students (and, thus, new funding), strengthen the 

faculty brand and facilitate interdisciplinary collaboration within the faculty. The LFC launch 

did elicit many expected benefits, such as an increase in the number of international degree 

students in the faculty, more cross-disciplinary collaboration, enhanced visibility of the faculty 

through promoting the new programme, and new practices of academic activities, such as a 

visitor lecture series. Moreover, such a collaborative effort was a resource-efficient strategy 

because each discipline needed to provide only a third of the educational offerings needed. 

While there is an overall positive sentiment towards introducing the new programme, some 
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were concerned about the additional resources needed or the ability to attract talented enough 

students to the programme. For instance, in 2019, the problems related to resources became 

more evident, as there were many changes made as a result of the merger and also significant 

uncertainty related to the first-year operating budgets for faculties.  

With SUD, the university’s top management financially supported the establishment of the 

programme, providing additional encouragement to proceed. This helped mitigate concerns 

regarding the additional resources needed to launch a new programme in the context of funding 

uncertainties associated with the merger. In the meantime, the members from different faculties 

engaged in the programme development were concerned about the additional resources needed 

and the uncertainties related to the post-merger funding situation in faculties.  

P3: act as an institutional entrepreneur and P4: empower the agency of others 

P3 and P4 both relate to institutional entrepreneurship or agency, the former in terms of 

managers acting as an institutional entrepreneur and the latter in terms of facilitating other 

actors’ agency. With LFC, the dean supported by some academics and administrative personnel 

played an overall leading role in justifying the rationale for introducing the new programme. 

In addition, each discipline had a responsible person participating in the planning project. 

These individuals played an important role in communicating with other faculty members in 

their respective disciplines. This was useful, e.g., in addressing some of the concerns raised 

within these disciplines. Later, an academic director was appointed to take overall 

responsibility for the programme’s development. This was important for ensuring that someone 

was taking responsibility for the programme’s development as a whole.  

The role of agency is more important in the case of SUD. As mentioned early, the planning 

project’s early stages faced several challenges that resulted in the discontinuation of the 

programme with the original planning team. After that, only a small group of professors 
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representing the key disciplines of the planned programme led by a dean was appointed to 

continue exploring possibilities to launch the programme. The small planning group started to 

revise the programme design to respond to earlier concerns regarding compatibility and also 

empowered the participants’ agency by giving them an opportunity to design a desirable 

structure for the programme. This significantly impacted the project’s positive continuation. 

The dean leading the planning project, other senior academics, and administrative staff 

presented the revised programme plans at several forums for key stakeholders (e.g., other 

academics, students, administrative bodies), and gradually, support for the initiative increased. 

Therefore, it was important that the dean and other senior academics played an active role in 

developing the idea further and communicating about it. Meanwhile, it also was necessary to 

empower key academic personnel to design the programme so that it was viewed as making 

sense from their perspective. 

The redesign of the programme can be characterised as follows. First, SUD originally was 

planned as a Finnish-language programme, but it was decided instead to develop an 

international, English-language, programme to clarify its position concerning the existing 

Finnish degree programmes. There had been a lack of English language bachelor’s 

programmes in both pre-merger universities; thus, the introduction of a new international 

programme would be a significant improvement to the new merged university’s educational 

offerings. Second, it was decided to guarantee all SUD students a pathway to a master’s degree 

programme. Third, some agreements were made with the university leadership to clarify the 

uncertainties related to resourcing.  

The management’s agency role largely helped to improve the compatibility and profitability of 

SUD. The new round of programme design started at the beginning of 2019 when the merger 

occurred. After the merger, some of the uncertainties were resolved, and advancing the project 
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became more straightforward. Moreover, as a result of fixing some of the programme design’s 

problematic aspects, the response by faculty members and students began to become more 

positive. Positive drivers for the project included strong support from university leadership (the 

programme was viewed as being an excellent match with the merger’s goals, and it was 

perceived as a positive example of what the new university could achieve) and the commitment 

of key professors in all three faculties. In spring 2019, the official decision to start SUD was 

made, after which, the planning project became more operational and began to focus on 

detailed curriculum planning, marketing and human resource issues.  

However, the development of SUD encountered some but not major challenges. For example, 

it was somewhat challenging to fit in the structural degree requirements, the strictly regulated 

technology (engineering) degree and the looser administrative and social sciences degrees. In 

addition to these technical issues, some concerns also were raised regarding ownership of the 

programme. It was viewed important that each faculty be a co-owner of the programme and 

take particular responsibility for its own discipline and students. It would have been viewed as 

problematic from commitment and further development perspectives if there was only one 

owner faculty while the other two were only in supporting or subcontracting roles. To address 

this issue, certain administrative practices were agreed upon to ensure that each faculty has a 

clear co-owner role in the programme and that the outputs (i.e., degrees) produced are fairly 

accounted for based on each faculty’s contribution.  

Summary 

To summarise, we can state that the four propositions were clearly relevant for overcoming the 

barriers of designing and implementing the LFC and SUD programmes, although each new 

programme development project is likely to have its own unique contextual setting and related 

challenges. Regarding P1 and P2, while the dean’s, senior academics’ and programme directors’ 
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work greatly helped ensure compatibility and profitability, some barriers were unavoidable. 

The enabling conditions for and barriers to establishing the two IDPs concern policies, public 

awareness, university strategies, stakeholders, nature of study fields, research collaboration, 

funding opportunities, etc. and they can be categorised by compatibility and profitability (Table 

2).  

(Table 2 is about here) 

To overcome the barriers requires the agency role of management regarding propositions P3 

and P4. Table 3 summarises the key findings from the case analysed in light of the two 

propositions.  

(Table 3 is about here) 

In addition, we also found several specific means (related to agency) that managers used to 

strengthen their role in facilitating interdisciplinary programme development in the cases. First, 

communication was an important management activity during programme development. It was 

necessary to share information about the plans with key stakeholders such as professors, 

teachers, and students but it also was important to listen to concerns and react based on 

feedback. Second, the commitment from key academic actors representing the relevant 

disciplines was highly important for the success of the development projects. Third, it was 

important to take clear responsibility for developing the programmes, i.e., someone needed to 

manage programme development overall. In addition, the participants of the planning group 

representing each disciplinary perspective were needed to be able to address specific issues 

relevant to their own perspective.  
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Conclusions 

Our study explores how the barriers to establishing IDPs could be overcome through 

management. By synthesising the literature, developing analytical propositions and analysing 

two cases, we formulated and tested four propositions that suggest the establishment of a new 

IDP will be affected positively if management aims to ensure compatibility, aims to ensure 

profitability, acts as an institutional entrepreneur and empowers others’ agency. 

Our paper makes two contributions to extant literature. First, it advances scholarly discussions 

on establishing IDPs from a management perspective. Hence, it bridges a research gap 

identified by the paper: while the existing studies on IDPs primarily focus on teachers and 

students as the participants as well as the programmes’ education environment, managers’ roles 

in the programme establishment process have, until now, been acknowledged but not well 

studied. The lack of studies on managing IDPs also hampers research and practices on 

implementing policies promoting interdisciplinarity in higher education at the programme 

level.  

Second, our study particularly sheds light on how to overcome a vital challenge in developing 

interdisciplinary projects identified by Lindvig and Hillersdal (2019, 23): ‘The call for 

interdisciplinarity was mobilised in a way that rendered the incentives and motives behind the 

programme unclear’. Our study suggests that the extent to which people are motivated to 

interdisciplinary activities depends on how they perceive the profitability that the activities 

elicit and how the activities are congruent with the organisational environment or social 

context. Our findings also indicate that the success of implementing an interdisciplinary 

programme is connected to management’s ability to leverage tangible and intangible resources 

to enhance the programme’s perceived profitability and institutional compatibility. This largely 

reflects ‘the art of managing interstitiality’ called for by Lindvig et al. (2019). 
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In addition to the academic contributions, we believe that our findings could be useful for 

practitioners who are responsible for establishing IDPs. Moreover, while the aim was to 

understand how to overcome the related challenges, the empirical cases presented in the paper 

may as such be of value as points of reference.  

We acknowledge our study has several limitations. First, while our propositions are based on 

synthesising studies dealing with the management of interdisciplinarity in different types of 

institutions from various countries, they have been only examined in the context of a Finnish 

research university. Thus, the utility of our findings needs to be further strengthened through 

more empirical studies in different settings. Moreover, it would be useful to examine the utility 

of our findings in the sense that the recommendations were used as a managerial guideline. 

Second, our methodological choice has brought benefits but also caused potential problems as 

discussed in the methods section. Third, the specific feature of the case university as a post-

merger university may provide a favourable condition for developing interdisciplinary 

programmes as a merger can deconstruct norms in existing academic units that protect 

disciplinary powers. This aspect has not been fully explored in the current paper due to space 

limitations.  
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Table 1. Summary of the IDPs examined 

Key characteristics Degree programmes 

Programme name LFC SUD 

Programme idea Interdisciplinary understanding 

needed for leading complex societal 

processes 

Sustainability challenges of urban 

development are addressed from 

interdisciplinary perspectives.  

Disciplines Administrative sciences, business, 

politics 

Administrative sciences, social sciences, 

technology (built environment) 

Key motives for the new 

programme 

Strengthening faculty profile, market 

opportunity and need; support 

within faculty collaboration 

Market opportunity and need (both 

external and organisational), supporting 

cross-faculty collaboration 

Degree level Master’s Bachelor’s 

The organisational 

environment during the 

design phase 

One faculty  Three faculties 

Initiating time Before the merger Pre-planning phase during the merger, 

actual planning process after the merger 

Case analysis period 2016-2020  2018-2020  
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Table 2. Examples of enabling conditions for and barriers to establishing IDPs 

Dimensions Programmes Conditions enabling IDPs Barriers to establishing IDPs 

Compatibility LFC Establishing the programme fit both 

national policy and university/faculty 

strategy that promote 

interdisciplinarity. 

Some teachers’ concerns that the 

diversified student’s skill profiles 

may weaken their engaged research 

field/team.  

 

SUD Cross-disciplinary collaboration 

particularly fits the idea of the merger 

well. 

The initiative of the programme was 

largely based on cross-disciplinary 

research collaboration. 

The programme theme was viewed as 

societally relevant. 

Uncertainties of the employability of 

the graduates from the programme. 

A programme with the aim of 

graduating bachelor’s degree 

students to the labour market was not 

the tradition of the university. 

Inconsistency among the 

requirements of degrees offered by 

different faculties. 

Profitability LFC Additional funding would be gained 

from degree-based funding and tuition 

fee. 

Visibility/brand of the multi-

disciplinary faculty would be 

enhanced. 

Lacking initial investment to build 

the infrastructure. 

Possible allocation of resources from 

existing programmes to LFC. 

Worries about student competency. 

 

SUD The programme was financially 

supported by the university top 

management. 

Additional funding would be gained 

from degree-based funding. 

Concerns of merger-related financial 

uncertainties.  

The unclarity of the ownership of the 

programme. 
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Table 3. Agency role of managers in establishing IDPs 

Notes: +: Positive aspects; -: Negative aspects 

  

Role of managers 

(deans and programme 

directors) 

Degree programmes 

LFC SUD 

P3: act as an 

institutional 

entrepreneur 

+ The dean supported by academics 

and administrative staff was 

responsible in justifying the rationale 

for the new programme.  

+ The dean leading the programme 

design and other academics made much 

effort in communicating with key 

stakeholders. 

P4: empower/facilitate 

others’ agency  

+ Each discipline had a responsible 

person participating in the planning 

project; the academic director was 

appointed to take overall 

responsibility for the programme. 

+ The key actors were responsible for 

developing an acceptable programme 

design and idea.  

- In the early stages, key stakeholders did 

not commit to the project due to 

compatibility and profitability problems. 
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Figure 1. Framework for understanding management of the establishment of IDPs as 

organisational innovation 
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