
Denis Prager, RWJF Consultant 
 
This, the first issue of The Networker, 
deals with the nitty-gritty of translating a 
lofty goal into practice. It describes how 
the seven TTURCs are promoting and 
facilitating the necessary integration of 
disciplines to understand the determinants 
of tobacco use and apply this understand-
ing to effective interventions.  It was the 
pursuit of this lofty goal that motivated 
NCI, NIDA, and RWJF to fund a group 
of centers committed to overcoming the 
many barriers involved in conducting re-
search that transcends disciplinary 
boundaries.    
 
We know the prerequisites for successful 
transdisciplinary activities: (a) commit-
ment to solving critical health problems; 
(b) strong, sensitive leadership; (c) matur-
ity, security, openness, and trust among 
participants; (d) patience; (e) adequate 
and stable resources; (f) institutional per-
mission, intellectual space, and support.   
But, knowing and doing are two different 
things.  Doing transdisciplinary research 
requires that we overcome real institu-
tional and personal obstacles.  That’s 
where the nitty-gritty comes in! 
 
We can all recount the institutional obsta-
cles to transdisciplinarity – departmental 
structures that reify disciplinary distinc-
tions; promotion systems that reward 
quantity over quality; and financial sys-
tems that mitigate against sharing of re-
sources across organizational units.  We 
know that the dominant culture of science 
rewards reductionism – the search for the 
single gene, molecule, reaction, or envi-
ronmental factor responsible for a par-
ticular biological, behavioral, or social 
action.  But, there are also personal barri-

ers to transdisciplinarity – the human pro-
clivity to seek comfort, safety, and con-
trol, by narrowing one’s focus and build-
ing a kind of “disciplinary nest” of famil-
iar questions, methods, models, col-
leagues, journals, meetings, and funders.  
These tendencies constrain the kind of 
exploration, openness, and collaboration 
that are the prerequisites of research that 
transcends disciplines and links research 
and practice.   
 
This newsletter presents innovative ways 
that the TTURCs are stretching their 
boundaries and moving outside comfort 
zones to be “transdisicplinary.”   
 
• Brown utilizes their Training Work-

shops as formal opportunities for 
sharing in-depth knowledge and 
stimulating exploration across 
boundaries.  

• UCI documents the process of trans-
disciplinarity using ongoing analysis 
and assessment of what works and 
what doesn’t.   

• Minnesota keeps focus on their over-
arching vision of harm reduction.  

• Penn/Georgetown works to establish 
common foundations of knowledge 
on which to build transdisciplinary 
collaborations.   

• USC draws people from different 
disciplines in examining social, eco-
nomic, and cultural factors in addic-
tive behaviors.   

• Wisconsin brings researchers to-
gether at retreats to implement trans-
disciplinarity.  

• Yale utilizes regular, ongoing semi-
nars as a forum for open, cross-
boundary discussions.   
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situation becomes more complex, as the first barrier of 
creating a new organization compounds on the second 
issue of managing components that are housed and ad-
ministered under differ-
ent university depart-
ments.   
 
The Transdisciplinary 
Core (TD) Study 
serves as the Center’s 
final tool towards transdisciplinarity. The Core is 
conducting a study of transdisciplinary processes and 
outcomes as they evolve both within and between the 
Centers. The TD Core is unique in that it provides a his-
torical analysis during a five-year period.  “The inter-
view, survey, web-based reports, and behavioral obser-
vation protocols we developed enable us to record and 
interpret key processes and outcomes of transdiscipli-
nary collaboration,” said TD Core Project Leader 
Daniel Stokols, Ph.D. “It is our hope that our findings 
may prove generalizable to other TTURCs and non-
university based scientific and community collabora-
tions aimed at resolving public health problems such as 
nicotine addiction and tobacco use.”   
 
To date, the TD Core is integrating data and identifying 
major themes reflected in the multiple data sets com-
piled.  The team will also develop a plan to facilitate 
transdisciplinary collaborative processes using struc-

(Continued on page 4) 

 

Suzanne Moriarty, Communications Officer 
 
“How does this new information change my perspective 
or offer new direction to my research?  Encouraging 
participants to reflect on this central question is the ob-
jective of the Brown TTURC training workshops," 
states Tony Spirito, Ph.D., Career Development Core 
PI.  David Abrams, Ph.D., Brown TTURC PI, further 
explains, "Bi-monthly workshops aim to provide in -
depth knowledge within a specific discipline, to stimu-
late discussion of transdisciplinary issues beyond spe-
cific research projects, and to strengthen convictions in 
the value of the transdisciplinary process." 
 
Career Development Core members note recent im-
provements in the training workshops.  "A member of 
this Core is assigned as a moderator for each workshop.  

The moderator, from a different discipline, reviews the 
presentation with the speaker and asks questions during 
the presentation to make sure that the session is under-
standable and bridges mul-
tiple disciplines," shares 
Melissa Clark, Ph.D., Co-
I, Measures Core.  Susan 
Santangelo , Sc.D., Co- I, 
Genetics Core continues,  
"Luncheon discussions be-
fore all workshops encour-
age informal conversations 
and are a way for investi-
gators to get to know each 
other, this is especially im-
portant for investigators like me who are at Harvard or 

(Continued on page 6) 
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Building Bridges Across Disciplines: University of California, Irvine  

T H E  N E T W O R K E R  

Louri Groves, Director of Communications 
 
Investigators define their identity primarily from their 
ability to develop a precise set of arguments within a 
body of scientific knowledge in their respective areas.  
These researchers are rugged individualists -- trained in 
specific approaches that are propagated within science 
dynasties.  So how do investigators set aside deep-
rooted values to consider new approaches and perspec-
tives? 
 
“The value of transdisciplinarity lies in its ability to 
identify issues and challenges from a broader, more in-
clusive perspective,” said UCI-TTURC Director, Fran-
ces Leslie, Ph.D.  “We are 
all committed to structu r-
ing our Center towards a 
more collaborative ap-
proach both operationally 
and within our research ac-
tivities.”  
 
In its third year, the Center 
enjoys substantial progress 
in its research and opera-
tions, yet continues to ad-
dress two barriers. “We are 
a new hub with no walls,” said Leslie.  Leslie’s state-
ment seems simple to resolve with time.  However the 

 
Training the Transdisciplinary Scientist: Brown University 

Brown TTURC Postdotoral fel-
lows, Brian Hitsman, PhD and 
Lynn  Winquist, PhD discuss 
training plans with Justin Nash, 
PhD, Training Director (center). 

“The value of transdisciplinarity 
lies in its ability to identify is-
sues and challenges from a 
broader perspective.” 
 - Frances Leslie 

UCI TTURC Project Leader Larry 
Jamner, Ph.D., presents his 
findings during a scientific meeting 
between UCI and USC TTURC 
investigators.  



V O L U M E  1 ,  I S S U E  1  

Annette Scotti, Communications Director 
 
Communication of a well-defined vision has been key 
to propelling 35 researchers across disciplines to work 
together at the University of Minnesota TTURC.  The 
UM-TTURC organizes itself around the theme of identi-
fying biomarkers and assessing methods for harm reduc-
tion through reduced exposure to tobacco.  “Each of us 
sees tremendous value in collaboration,” explains Anne 
M. Joseph, M.D., M.P.H., general internist at the Min-
neapolis Veterans Administration Medical Center and 
an associate professor of medicine at the University.  
“The value for me includes the opportunity to better 
serve my patients, leverage research and technology, 
and partner with education entities and the public to ad-
vance our goals in decreasing morbidity and mortality 
due to tobacco use.”     
 
The center is not only interdisciplinary in terms of hav-
ing established partnerships across the university 
schools and hospitals but also across the state of Minne-
sota.  This year focus groups were conducted on the 
theme of harm reduction with local policy makers, 
health practitioners, and youth counselors.  “The to-
bacco industry’s introduction of numerous so-called 
‘safer’ tobacco products, as well as the potential use of 
existing pharmacological products for reducing smoking 
rather than cessation are all stimulating public debate 
concerning the impact of these harm reduction ap-

proaches,” says Dorothy Hatsukami, Ph.D., professor 
of Psychiatry and Principal Investigation of the UM-
TTURC.  “The focus group discussions are a way for us 
to improve public health by thoroughly understanding 
these issues and their implications for short and long-
term public health.”  New areas of research also include 
public perception of issues related to potential FDA 
regulation of the tobacco industry. 
  

Equally important in foster-
ing collaborative research 
efforts was a national con-
ference hosted by the Cen-
ter on biomarkers.  As con-
ference organizer, Paul 
Pentel, M.D., clinical phar-
macologist at the Hennepin 
County Medical Center, 
and professor of medicine 
at the University of Minne-
sota states, ‘because the sci-
entific inquiry was repre-

sentative of so many different areas, we came away bet-
ter informed on what the current knowledge base is.  
From here we can begin to understand how to use the 
tools we have in hand, and what kinds of tools we still 
need, in order to evaluate harm reduction strategies in a 
more rigorous manner.”  

Lerman is director of 
the Penn/Georgetown 
TTURC. Shields is the 
PI of a Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation 
supported policy re-
search project examin-
ing the implications of 
clinical integration and 
ethics. 
 
“Before we could delve 
into the ethics issues, 
we had to educate the non-basic scientists on the funda-
mental concepts in genetics and neurobiology,” Lerman 
said. “These topics cannot be covered adequately in a 

(Continued on page 5) 
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Creating Transdisciplinary Partnerships: University of Minnesota  

Going Back to the Basics of Smoking and Genetics:  
University of Pennsylvania/Georgetown University  

“Each of us see tremendous 
value in collaboration, and that 
value for me includes the 
opportunity to better serve my 
patients, leverage research and 
technology, and partner with 
education entities and the public 
to advance our goals in 
decreasing morbidity and 
mortality due to tobacco use.”   
-Anne Joseph 

Richard Sorian, PI Communications Grant 
 
When researchers at the University of Pennsylvania and 
Georgetown University initiated their research on ge-
netic predictors of response to smoking treatment, they 
quickly realized that transdisciplinary research presented 
some challenges of its own. In bringing together experts 
from a variety of fields – including psychology, law, bio-
ethics, anthropology, genetics, medicine, communica-
tion, and political sci-
ence – Caryn Lerman, 
Ph.D., and Alexandra 
Shields, Ph.D., found 
that they needed to take 
a step back and begin 
with some basic infor-
mation about tobacco, 
its impact on the human body, and the field of genetics. 

“Before we could delve into the 
ethics issues, we had to edu-
cate the non-basic scientists on 
the fundamental concepts in 
genetics and neurobiology”  
- Caryn Lerman 

Judith Feder, Ph.D. (right), Dean of 
Georgetown’s Public Policy Institute 
speaks during the UPenn/Georgetown 
Ethics Meeting.  Alexandra Shields,  
Ph.D., RWJF Policy PI, looks on. 



Jeff Baskin, Communications Director 
 

This past spring, Principal Investigator C. Anderson 
Johnson, Ph.D. and a team of researchers launched a 
smoking prevention project in 6th grade classes 
throughout Los Angeles that  illustrates how we work 
across disciplines to design and conduct  research at the 
USC-TTURC. 

 
“We’re trying to discover the most effective way in the 
classroom to steer adolescents away from tobacco use,” 
Johnson said.  “Here in Los Angeles, that means under-
standing the cultural and ethnic dynamics that may 
make one approach effective with Anglo children but 
not with newly arrived students from Latin America or 
Asia.  We’re already turning up some fascinating data. 
Population migration and historical developments have 
taken us a long way from the homogenous culture that 
characterized the American landscape in the middle of 
the twentieth century,” Johnson said.  “World events in 
recent months remind us of the great range of cultural 
beliefs and practices represented in the world and in 
nearly every urban environment of the U.S.  We are at-
tempting to understand the role of culture and cultural 
evolution in health practices such as tobacco use, so that 
we might develop 
more effective inter-
vention strategies 
that keep pace with 
cultural develop-
ments.  We face a 
moving target in our 
efforts to control the 
tobacco use practices 
of youth in America 
and worldwide.  Our 
program of research 
is designed to address the social, economic, and cultural 
determinants of tobacco use to prevent and control its 
impact on future generations.” 
The five-year longitudinal study surveys more than 

3,600 sixth -graders in 24 schools.  Tobacco-use preven-
tion curricula were delivered earlier this year.  Follow-
up surveys and revised curricula will be delivered 
throughout the remainder of middle school and into high 
school.  The survey includes questions not only about 
tobacco 
use but 
also accul-
turation, 
cultural 
values, 
media ex-
posure, 
body im-
age and 
ethnic identity.  Developing and delivering the survey 
and curricula, as well as collecting data and maintaining 
good relations with the school communities, drew on a 
variety of disciplines, including public health, clinical 
health experimental social psychology, statistics, de-
mography and anthropology. 

 
We brought sociology and educational theory to bear 
when we conducted focus groups and tested curriculum 
activities before launching the survey and classroom 
work.  Anthropologists were engaged in ethnographic 
work and advised us if scenarios used in the curricula 
were realistic for the targeted youth from Pacific Rim 
cultures. 

 
Educators were instrumental in recruiting the schools in 
the project.  They also taught the tobacco prevention 
curricula in the middle schools and trained others to do 
the same.  A communications specialist and a health be-
havior researcher explored social networks within the 
6th grade classrooms to help identify classroom-based 
peer groups.  We also exercised communications and 
public relations skills to organize a meeting at which 
middle school teachers and principals were able to meet 
the TTURC investigators and receive updates on the 
progress of the project. 

TTURC. 
 
According to the Executive Committee, the team inte r-
ventions and exercises will cement the collaborative envi-
ronment within the UCI TTURC, as the lessons learned 
from the study will be utilized to address any deficiencies.   
 

(Continued from page 2) 

tured exercises and team interventions.  As the Core 
gains a better understanding of key factors that enhance 
or impede the success of transdisciplinary scientific re-
search, they will begin to facilitate multi-, inter-, and 
transdisciplinary scientific collaboration within the 
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University of California, Irvine continued... 

Studying Youth, Culture, and Smoking— A Transdisciplinary Approach: 
University of Southern California  

T H E  N E T W O R K E R  

“World events in recent months remind us of 
the great range of cultural beliefs and prac-
tices represented in the world...  We are at-
tempting to understand the role of culture 
and cultural evolution in health practices 
such as tobacco use, so that we might de-
velop more effective intervention strategies 
that keep pace with cultural developments.”  
- Andy Johnson 

Andy Johnson (center) and the members of 
the USC TTURC 



V O L U M E  1 ,  I S S U E  1  

Gloria Meyers, Communications Director 
 
In the midst of fielding three clinical trials on relapse to 
smoking, the University of Wisconsin TTURC took 
time last month to pause and consider the meaning of 
transdisciplinarity.   On December 4, 2001, 35 UW-
TTURC researchers and staff took part in a retreat to 
discuss transdisciplinarity in practical terms— examin-
ing how it currently is manifested at the center, how it 
can be increased and what it holds for the future. 
 
Collaboration was the first item on the agenda.  “Our 
rationale was that opportunities for collaboration and 
transdisciplinary work may be missed because of the 
need for a process within our center for sharing ideas 
for research both within and beyond a specific disci-
pline,” said Marguerite Burns, M.A., the researcher 
involved in a mid-grant assessment of transdisciplinar-
ity at the UW-TTURC. 
 
Participants suggested procedures for sharing informa-
tion about current research, information gained at semi-
nars and conferences, potential collaborations, and crea-
tive ideas for potential research. Procedures included 
sharing current research through a password-protected 
website, holding brown bag sessions for conference re-
porting and discussion and scheduling multi-discipline 
forums for generating transdisciplinary research ideas. 
 
Retreat participants then turned to the definition of 
transdisciplinarity and its evidence in current UW-
TTURC research.  Prior to attending the retreat, partici-

pants listed the disciplines currently involved in UW-
TTURC research. These included: clinical psychology, 
biostatistics, genetics, cognitive neuroscience, medicine, 
human factors engineering, risk management, public 
health, healthcare administration, and journalism/
communication.  Participants looked at expanding the 
contribution of these disciplines as well as attracting 
others for tobacco 
research studies.   
 
The most difficult to 
answer questions ad-
dressed at the retreat 
involved the “how’s of transdisciplinarity.”  How do 
you attract people from other disciplines who have inter-
ests in tobacco research?  How do you know who might 
already be interested in tobacco research?  How do you 
broaden research studies to be more transdisciplinary?  
Retreat participants generated a series of ideas concern-
ing how to broaden research studies. Some included 
holding brainstorming sessions with other disciplines, 
holding side meetings at conferences, exchanging ideas 
and referrals with other TTURCs, contacting researchers 
in other addictive disciplines and so on.  Next steps in-
clude refining ideas and developing action plans for the 
most promising ideas.  Aconclusion drawn from the re-
treat, according to Michael Fiore, M.D., M.P.H., co-
principal investigator,  “being transdisciplinary takes 
hard work but the results are unquestionably worth the 
effort.” 

ate to create categories based on differences in the  
genetic structure of the population.  
 
“We believe reporting results about racial differences in 
the frequencies of risk-conferring genotypes, without an 
accompanying analysis of what these socially con-
structed categories mean, may ultimately undermine the 
potential benefit of TTURC sponsored research,” said 
Shields. Working together across disciplines, the group 
is exploring the possibility of modeling alternative, pos-
sibly more clinically relevant ways of exploring human 
variation. According to Lerman, the work of Shields’ 
ethics group has already led her to conduct additional 
data analysis in her clinical trial related to racial differ-
ences in response to bupropion treatment.  

(Continued from page 3) 

one-hour presentation.   We are trying to think crea-
tively about how to get everyone up to speed, without 
burdening them with lots of reading.”  
By going back to basics, Lerman and Shields hope to 
engage the experts in a discussion of an issue that had 
not previously been on their research agenda – the role 
that race plays in genetic research and treatment of to-
bacco addiction. Under current federal rules, research-
ers must make sure to enroll a racially diverse group of 
participants in all NIH-funded clinical trials. Research 
findings then are reported according to racial categories. 
Shields and a transdisciplinary consortium of experts 
are examining whether racial categories add sufficient 
value to research results or if it might be more appropri-
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University of Penn/Georgetown continued... 

Addressing Transdisciplinarity Creatively —A Retreat:  
University of Wisconsin 

“… being transdisciplinary takes 
hard work, but the results are un-
questionable worth the effort.”   
- Michael Fiore 



participating from different disciplines,” says O’Malley, 
a professor of psychiatry. “People are very good at 
explaining things. It’s OK to say you don’t get it.”   
 
There are numerous other examples of cross-
disciplinary cooperation. A postdoctoral fellow in psy-
chiatry revised the scope of her pre-clinical work based 
on discussions she had with an expert in psychopharma-
cology. An economist said participation in the group has 
led to an evolution in her thinking when it comes to re-
search.  
 
Tracy Falba, Ph.D., an economist working on Yale’s 
RWJF-funded policy research project, gave as an exam-
ple a recent talk on how nicotine affects memory func-
tions in the brain. “The idea that certain stages of with-
drawal can affect memory could have significance for 
productivity in the workplace. It lends validation to the 
concept that the economic impact of smoking goes be-
yond people just walking outside and taking long smoke 
breaks.”    

Pem McNerney, Communications Director 
 
When Joseph Cubells, M.D., Ph.D., an associate pro-
fessor of psychiatry 
at Yale, was apply-
ing for a grant to 
study genetic mecha-
nisms and nicotine 
dependence, he knew 
where to go for help.  
Cubells is one of a large group that meets regularly with 
Yale’s TTURC to share ideas, ask questions and further 
transdisciplinary research. The seminars, held at least 
twice a month, are attended not only by TTURC investi-
gators, but also by people like Cubells who have an in-
terest in tobacco research. The informal, lunch-time 
meetings have a reputation for being a safe place to 
probe ideas and ask basic  questions about how things 
are done in other disciplines. Participants say the 
friendly and spirited discussions have had a profound 
impact on their work.  
 
“Participation in the seminar and the follow-up elec-
tronic discussion was essential to preparation of the 
grant,” said Cubells.  Had it not been for the TTURC 
group, “it would have been 20 times more work. Neuro-
biology. Genetics. Chemistry. Mouse people. They were 
all here. Having the infrastructure in place is huge.”  
 
Stephanie O’Malley, Ph.D., the principal TTURC in-
vestigator, and a professor of psychiatry at Yale, says 
the seminars are one of several ways the Yale TTURC 
brings people together and builds bridges across disci-
plines.  “There is a real commitment to people 

Collaborating Across Disciplines: Yale University 

(Continued from page 2) 

at other sites."  To increase visibility of the TTURC and 
attract new investigators and trainees, announcements are 
sent to targeted audiences at Brown and at other universi-
ties. 
 
In addition to facilitating the transdisciplinary research 
culture through the training workshops, the Core is con-
tributing to training the next generation of transdiscipli-
nary researchers.  The Core oversees the training of post-
doctoral fellows.  Stephen Buka, Sc.D., PI of the In-
Utero Nicotine Exposure project points out, "TTURC fel-
lows are assigned a primary and a secondary mentor from 
distinct disciplines to encourage a true transdisciplinary  

experience." 
 
Current fellows are Stephen Gilman, Sc.D.; Brian Hits-
man, Ph.D.; and Lynn Winquist, Ph.D.  Gilman and 
Hitsman agree that the advantages of the TTURC fellow-
ship include the opportunity to collaborate with research-
ers who share a commitment to scientific investigations 
that are not constrained by the narrow focus on a single 
discipline.  Another advantage is the opportunity to learn 
methods used by other disciplines to study nicotine  
dependence.  Justin Nash, Ph.D., Director of Training 
concludes, "The Brown TTURC is pleased to welcome 
this highly qualified and diverse group of scientists to its 
Center." 

“There is a real commitment to 
people participating from differ-
ent disciplines.  People are very 
good at explaining things.  It’s 
okay to say you don’t get it.”  
 - Stephanie O’Malley 

Brown University continued... 
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