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crossdisciplinary theory and practice 



Who We Are

TDI is a facilitation and research 
group based at Michigan State 
University

We facilitate collaborative capacity 
with partners around the world and 
investigate the practice of 
collaborative, crossdisciplinary 
research



Who We Are

TDI Past to Present

• An idea that emerged from graduate students in an NSF Integrative 
Graduate Education and Research Traineeship (IGERT) project at the 
University of Idaho in 2005

• Moved to MSU in 2012; funded by NSF, NASA, and others

• A diverse community of researchers from a consortium of universities in 
the US

• TDI Center established in June 2021
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Edgar Cardenas Chet McLeskey

Michael O’Rourke

Marisa A. Rinkus
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Our Focal Challenge 

Collaborators from different 

disciplines and professions struggle to 

communicate because they are 

trained to understand problems 

differently



The Root of 
the Challenge

The Problem of 
Unacknowledged Differences: 

You are different from one 
another, but you don’t necessarily 
know how, and we tend to assume 
we’re more alike than we are



Our Mission

IF

unacknowledged differences in 
language, belief and value compromise 
crossdisciplinary research and practice

THEN

acknowledging differences and 
coordinating them can enhance mutual 
understanding, communication, and 
collaborative capacity



The Toolbox Dialogue Initiative (TDI) 
enhances communication and 

collaboration through dialogue-based 
workshops and related activities*

* Hubbs, G., O’Rourke, M., Orzack, S. H. (Eds.). (2020). The Toolbox Dialogue Initiative: The Power of Cross-Disciplinary Practice. Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.

What We Do



The Toolbox Dialogue Method

Structured dialogue reveals 
attitudes, belief, and values

Toolbox dialogue workshops have two parts:

Co-creation activities leverage 
what is learned in dialogue



Toolbox Instrument

Prompts get at unacknowledged 
research commitments

• Sorted into thematic modules

• Modules include: Methodology, Values & 
Objectivity, Data Sharing, Collaboration 
dynamics

• Prompts suggest topics for discussion



Toolbox Instrument

An example exchange

• Our workshops have focused on 
building capacity in inter- and 
transdisciplinary groups

• This exchange is from an ecologist 
and an economist in an 
interdisciplinary group

• The prompt: Scientific research must 
be hypothesis driven.

* Donovan, S. M., O’Rourke, M., Looney, C. (2015). Your hypothesis or mine? Terminological and conceptual variation across disciplines. SAGE Open. 5(2): 1–13. DOI: 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2158244015586237.



TDI Process: 
Facilitation

Information 
Gathering

Instrument 
Development

WORKSHOP

Dialogue/
Co-creation

Report

Reflection



Workshop Experience

600+ 
workshops



Workshop Experience

Many 
partners



TDI Process: 
Research

Evaluate 
workshop 
effectiveness

Determine 
Toolbox 
impact

Study cross-
disciplinary process



Evidence of Impact



THANK YOU!

toolbox@msu.edu

Toolbox Dialogue Initiative |http://tdi.msu.edu/
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