
Early career researchers share outlook on transdisciplinary 
approaches in fisheries research 

 

Fisheries are dynamic social-ecological systems with multiple interactions and feedbacks among 
people, fish, and the environment. The challenges faced by fisheries are complex. They offer an 
irreplaceable source of food security for many of the world’s poorest people, yet their use and 
protection are superseded by the conflicting needs and goals of other industries. Human communities 
around the world hold knowledge and inherent rights tied to lands, animals, and waters, yet systems of 
exploitation are disconnected from those histories and hinge instead on unpredictable stock dynamics 
and market fluctuations. Fisheries are comprised of sensitive biological and social components that 
adapt, move, and change, yet large-scale ecosystem alterations disrupt those dynamics adding 
complexity to adaptive management and equitable governance. 

Finding practicable solutions to these challenges is a critical goal for all wanting to secure sustainable 
fisheries into the future, and the role of academic research is changing.  Recently, many have advocated 
for transdisciplinary research as a powerful method to tackle the ‘wicked problems’ faced by fisheries. 
‘Transdisciplinary’ refers to 
research that integrates 
knowledge from multiple 
academic disciplines (e.g., 
ecology, sociology, economics) 
alongside the contextual, 
experiential, and historical 
knowledges of non-academic 
partners (e.g., rights holders, 
resource users, managers) 
(Figure 1). While excellent in 
principle, the reality of applying 
transdisciplinary approaches to 
fisheries research comes with 
significant challenges. 

In a recent paper published in Reviews in Fish Biology and Fisheries a group of international researchers 
came together to discuss the goals, challenges, and next steps in transdisciplinary fisheries research (or 
‘TFR’, for short). The paper emerged from a virtual workshop held at the 2021 World Fisheries Congress 
in Adelaide Australia and led by Dr. Elizabeth Nyboer, a postdoctoral fellow at Carleton University 
(Ottawa) and at the Centre for Indigenous Fisheries at the University of British Columbia (Vancouver). 
“The intention of the workshop was to understand the perspectives and experiences of early career 
researchers (ECRs) who are relatively new to working in a transdisciplinary space” says Nyboer. 
“Demands on this group are high because, in addition to understanding their own field of training and 
getting through some challenging career stages, they must also familiarize themselves with multiple 
disciplinary languages, learn nuanced communication skills, and understand how to engage respectfully 
with multiple types of knowledge”. 
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The 29 workshop participants represented diverse fishery sectors (e.g., recreational, Indigenous, 
commercial, small-scale) and hailed from every corner of the planet (27 countries across six continents) 
(Figure 2). Nyboer points out: “One silver lining of the COVID-19 pandemic and the shift to virtual 
scientific meetings is the capacity to convene international audiences without the barriers that can 
sometimes prevent folks, particularly those from low- and middle-income countries, from partaking in 
field-forming discussions such as this. We are very proud of the diverse voices represented here”. 

 

After much in depth discussion, the group co-wrote the manuscript outlining big-picture goals, 
challenges, and next steps in TFR. Key points are summarized a few below.  

GOALS: 

An important, overarching goal is to use transdisciplinary approaches at all stages 
of research. This involves integrating and pairing diverse disciplines and knowledges 
throughout the research process from project conception through completion. The 
researcher needs to be flexible and adaptable, embrace other ways of knowing, and 
be willing to adjust project goals and approaches. 

 A second goal is to ensure research is inclusive and credible. Co-defining questions 
and goals is a way to empower rather than further marginalize vulnerable groups. 
Researchers can achieve this goal by building relationships with partners that are 
founded on trust and mutual respect and dismantling hierarchies that can often 
sneak into historically imbalanced partnerships. 



A third goal is to ensure that research is actionable, impactful, and transformative. 
Here the authors are referring to conducting research whose findings are accepted 
and taken up by policy, industry, or community partners, and that truly have the 
potential to improve fishery systems. Researchers can achieve this goal by placing 
emphasis on products that move beyond typical academic outputs and focus on 
communicating findings to appropriate audiences. 

CHALLENGES: 

The authors note several barriers to conducting TFR.  One key point was a general lack 
of institutional support for transdisciplinary research. This does not mean that 
institutions are opposed, but rather that they do not have the necessary support for 
doing TFR in a good way. Transdisciplinary researchers feel that they do not truly fit 
into any department, and the departments they do end up in do not always value 
their approach. There are also fewer transdisciplinary grants, and funds usually do not 
cover critical community engagement or knowledge exchange activities. 

Secondly, there is a lack of recognition of the extra time and emotional labour 
required to conduct TFR. Ethical approaches to relationship building are demanding 
and not valued by typical academic reward structures. Finally, mentorship is usually 
lacking in some aspect of ECR training in transdisciplinary fields whether that be 
academic, in forming non-academic partnerships, or in developing critical skills in 
communication, facilitation, and negotiation. 

NEXT STEPS: 

So how do the authors suggest we overcome these barriers? Nyboer et al. discussed pathways that 
range from individual actions to larger systemic or institutional transformations. 

One important step is for the researcher to critically evaluate their role within the 
research process. This involves examining one’s motivations and approach and being 
aware that the science that we want to do reflects our own socially and politically 
situated values. This ties in with ensuring that community engagement is not merely 
symbolic or tokenistic, allocating time for truly listening to partners, and ensuring 
that all parties have equitable opportunities to express their views. 

The paper makes several valuable suggestions for concrete ways to strengthen 
systems of mentorship and training. ECRs can work toward this by establishing peer 
mentorship networks. Senior professionals need to advocate for ECRs if there are 
institutional barriers to engaging across disciplines and link ECRs to mentors from 
diverse sectors - see Box 2 on the Centre for Indigenous Fisheries at UBC for a 
contemporary example of how this can be achieved.  

A key suggestion by the TFR team is that institutions and departments must critically 
rethink and implement new ways of measuring the impact.  Nyboer et al. argue that 
typical academic metrics of success reveal little about the actual impact of research 
on fish populations or fishing communities, or the extent to which the findings will be 
embraced by decision-makers. Alternative metrics could uphold and reward 
community engagement as a form of impact and implement forms of research 
evaluation that are based on uptake in policy and practice.  

A final point made by the authors is that the academic system has the responsibility to critique itself.  
Academia tends to promote individual-level benefit; but it’s highly unlikely that individual action will 
make strides toward fisheries sustainability. One must rethink who can do science and who owns data 
or research products. The authors assert: “There can be insinuations that transdisciplinary approaches 



water down or distort disciplines. We argue, in contrast, that deconstructing academic silos is a form of 
innovation that can push the frontier of complex questions”. As fisheries researchers we have a 
responsibility to use the most powerful approaches and methodologies available to us. Collective and 
collaborative knowledge production may improve the likelihood of finding equitable and inclusive 
solutions for sustainable fisheries. 

Nyboer concludes: “Developing this paper has been a very rewarding experience. We all learned a great 
deal through this process and wrote the paper candidly and transparently so that other people doing or 
hoping to do transdisciplinary work in fisheries can find guidance and community”.    

Hope that you enjoy the read! 

Contact: Elizabeth Nyboer - b.a.nyboer@gmail.com 

 

 


