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Abstract: Lately, there has been a tendency in academia to call for more interdisciplinary research on
sustainable mobility. However, there is a lack of empirical research on practiced interdisciplinarity.
This paper seeks to address this by exploring the practices of an intended interdisciplinary doctoral
research group. Specifically, it presents the study of a collaborative autoethnography using
individual vignettes and qualitative data analysis. The results classify the identified interdisciplinary
practices into three main categories: Interactions, productive processes, and negotiation processes,
where interactions serve as a carrier for negotiation and productive processes. This also uncovers
advantages and challenges associated with these interactions. Furthermore, the analysis reveals
intersubjectivity as an important component of the infrastructure of interdisciplinarity involved in
both processes. Finally, we call for a reevaluation of the hierarchical thinking about the different
levels of interdisciplinarity, going from disciplinary to multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary to
transdisciplinary research. We conclude that for interdisciplinarity to happen in practice, it requires
having a combination of various disciplines, ontologies, and a common “wicked” problem to solve.
We also find that developing an interdisciplinary research environment requires researchers to embark
on a shared journey of reaching a higher level of intersubjectivity through continuous interactions
and discussions, while also negotiating conflicts.
Keywords: research practice; interdisciplinary practice; intended interdisciplinarity; reflexive methods;
doctoral research; sustainable mobility; interdisciplinary research; intersubjectivity in research;
autoethnographic vignettes; collaborative autoethnography

1. Introduction
Mobility and transportation are gaining more importance in current debates about
(un)sustainability in our existing society and everyday practices and its consequences for future
generations. Therefore, a vast set of actors including politicians, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs), companies, and researchers, in particular, argues for a profound shift towards a sustainable
mobility system [1–4]. Global socio-environmental issues like climate change and (un)sustainability are
often described as “wicked problems” (see [5]) that are very difficult to define due to their interrelation
with an indefinite number of other problems. Thus, it is impossible to just “solve” the problem,
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especially within a single discipline. Nothing less than collaborating, combining, and integrating
different (non)scientific perspectives and knowledge is needed to identify and tackle the problem
(see [6–8]). Moreover, inter- and transdisciplinary research formats seem suitable for scientific inquiry
on sustainability-related issues (e.g., see [9,10]) and particularly for addressing mobility-related issues
(e.g., see [11–14]). Such an integrative view on mobility has become increasingly prominent in mobility
research through interlinking immaterial (meanings, perceptions, etc.) and material elements of
mobility. The interdisciplinary view on mobility was introduced by John Urry [15] and later established
as The New Mobilities Paradigm by Sheller & Urry [11]. The history of mobilities research shows that
the phenomenon has been further researched from a variety of disciplines and often with intended
interdisciplinarity, meaning that the research is carried out within interdisciplinary projects and
between researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds [11,15–20]. However, few publications
have directly addressed the relation between mobility research and interdisciplinarity specifically.
1.1. Problem Statement
While there is research using an interdisciplinary approach to the sustainable mobility problem,
there is a lack of reflection on the practice of interdisciplinary research in this field (nonetheless,
see Weingart and Stehr [21] for a contribution specifically focusing on practicing interdisciplinarity).
An exception to this is Maasen [22], who reflects on how interdisciplinarity is practiced within a
research group at the Center for Interdisciplinary Research (ZiF) in Bielefeld, Germany, and critically
describes practiced interdisciplinarity as “inducing some interactions at some intersections of some
inter-fields” [22]. However, Maasen writes from an individual reflexive point of view, reflecting the
voice of the single researcher as part of an interdisciplinary group without giving voice to the other
members of the group or the group as a collective. Since interdisciplinary research generally involves
multiple scientists and, in contrast, this paper seeks to show the point of view of the group (the eight
Hans-Boeckler-Stiftung (HBS)-funded PhD candidates of the mobil.LAB and their postdoc coordinator)
and the interactions and characteristics occurring in our everyday work.
To investigate our interdisciplinary research group as a whole, considering each of our respective
experiences, we carried out a collaborative autoethnography using individual vignettes and collective
qualitative data analysis. Although the vignettes, which are the main empirical data for this paper, are
written from an individual point of view, the data analysis of the vignettes was carried out as a group,
and the paper itself was written as a group contribution. In attempting to write a reflexive paper as an
interdisciplinary research group, we aim to give a voice to all members, as well as establish the group
as a collective. By reflecting on interdisciplinarity from the point of view of a group, our contribution
highlights the importance of not only interdisciplinarity itself, but also interdisciplinarity in practice.
As outlined above, working with an interdisciplinary approach often comes out of a wish to
address the “wicked problem” of sustainability and mobility; nevertheless, the manner in which this
is actually practiced in research groups like the mobil.LAB remains, at best, vague. Therefore, this
paper aims to address how an intended interdisciplinary set-up works in practice, by describing the
everyday interactions and understanding our interdisciplinary practices.
1.2. The mobil.LAB Doctoral Research Group
The call for interdisciplinary mobility research to overcome unsustainable mobility
cultures—outlined above—and its societal urgency prepared the ground for the mobil.LAB doctoral
research group funded by the foundation of the confederation of German trade unions (DGB),
Hans-Boeckler-Stiftung (HBS).
Based on the ideals of interdisciplinarity and influenced by cultural and mobility studies [23],
the creation of the second phase of the mobil.LAB doctoral research group, consisting of eight doctoral
candidates at the Technical University of Munich (TUM) and Nürtingen-Geislingen University of
Applied Sciences (HfWU), is intended to “shape mobility cultures”. The purpose for using the
already existing concept of mobility cultures [24] for the mobil.LAB as a “guiding principle for future
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research” [25] was to derive a number of research prerequisites for “formulating an approach to an
interdisciplinary mobility theory” [25] and to help guide every doctoral candidate’s individually
defined research in one way or another.
The first phase of the mobil.LAB, which ran from 2011–2016 at the Technical University of Munich
(TUM), focused largely on the theme of sustainable mobility. Through the research which was carried out
during this phase, the mobil.LAB developed to “become a place where research into mobility, no longer
simply transport planning, is carried out” [23]. This research thus established the ground for the second
and current phase of the mobil.LAB, in which the doctoral candidates began their research between
October 2016 and March 2018, under the common research theme of “Shaping Mobility Cultures”.
In general, the mobil.LAB focuses on the complexities of mobilities research in the Munich region
and abroad. Each individual research topic from the doctoral candidates encompasses ideas and
methodologies from a variety of disciplines, and it is intended that the interdisciplinary set-up of the
group and its activities will enable the production of eight highly useful doctoral dissertations on
various aspects of sustainable mobility. Typically, the research and methods have foundational elements
of the individual researchers’ disciplinary backgrounds, ranging from engineering and natural sciences,
social sciences, to design. The research group is also comprised of one postdoc coordinator, four
associated doctoral candidates, two co-speakers, and ten affiliated professors from various universities.
Thus, our research group navigates through a complex environment, which actively engages with a
number of doctoral candidates and professors from other universities and departments, who are not
funded by the HBS.
The members of the mobil.LAB also interact and participate in a variety of events and projects
throughout the year in both everyday working environments as well as several social platforms. Since
the group is a collection of academics from various departments and universities, the traditional
set-up of the day-to-day activities is different for each individual member. For example, the eight
mobil.LAB doctoral candidates and the postdoc coordinator funded by the HBS meet on a daily basis
in an office environment and meet once a month for a research colloquium, a check-in meeting, and a
PhD clinic. The group also meets through self-organized platforms, such as a monthly reading group.
These events sometimes include the associated doctoral candidates who are part of the mobil.LAB but
are not funded by the HBS, as well as the many professors and supervisors affiliated with the group.
The mobil.LAB colloquium is an opportunity for a doctoral candidate to present their research
to the larger group and to lead the discussion and debate about their research—often focusing on
particular aspects of the research the candidate is working through or has just completed. As this
monthly meeting is the main platform where all members are present, the goal of this particular event
is to help foster a sense of community and to provide an opportunity for both formal and informal
discussions surrounding the presenter’s individual research topic, in relation to each individual’s
experiences. The other mobil.LAB events, such as the PhD clinic and check-in meetings, are solely for
the doctoral candidates to ask each other for advice in a supportive environment. The check-in meeting
consists of a round-table status update by each candidate and discussions relating to the day-to-day
work environment. The PhD clinic is a gathering where a few candidates present a problem they are
facing or a question they need help to investigate, which is then discussed as a group in an attempt to
resolve the particular issue. Events, such as the now no longer existing reading group, are examples of
the mobil.LAB doctoral candidates self-organizing to create opportunities for research collaboration
and communication. The external events, which are far less frequent than the internal events, allow
opportunities for the members of the mobil.LAB to connect with researchers from abroad, as well as
provide opportunities for group reflection and planning; for example, at the annual mobil.LAB retreat.
These socio-spatial platforms used by the researchers to communicate and interact with one
another provide ample opportunity for inter- and multidisciplinary interaction. It is these specific
interactions upon which this paper is empirically based. The remainder of this paper presents a
reflexive empirical inquiry of the everyday interactions in an intended interdisciplinary doctoral
research group. First, we provide a brief literature review including the conceptual framework
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that was used. In Section 3, we present an overview of our methodology in doing a reflexive
investigation of our everyday work by using collaborative autoethnography. Here, we discuss our use
of autobiographical vignettes and a qualitative analysis in combination with reflexive elements—such
as collective qualitative data analysis (QDA), round-table discussions, and interpretation of the
generated empirical material—in order to provide insights into unconscious and hidden practices in
our everyday work. Building on this, we present the empirical findings in Section 4, followed by a
discussion in Section 5 and a conclusion in Section 6. In the discussion, we aim to show how intended
interdisciplinarity does not create interdisciplinarity itself, but rather that interdisciplinarity is the
product of continuous work within a group, and that intersubjectivity, reflection, and discussions are
necessary in order to create, but also uphold, interdisciplinarity.
2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
2.1. Disciplines and Interdisciplinary Research
In this paper, we understand disciplines as “[ . . . ] institutions that coordinate the production
of knowledge [ . . . featuring . . . ] a set of instructions on how to generate knowledge including
subject definitions, conceptual approaches, cognitive structures, goals, and norms” [26] cited in [27].
Interdisciplinary research has become more and more prevalent [28,29]. It has especially been called
for in research dealing with sustainable mobility which involves environmental, social, and economic
components [30]. At a basic level, we define interdisciplinary research as research benefiting from the
knowledge and expertise of more than one scientific discipline. Castán Broto, Gislason, and Ehlers
refer to it as “research that cuts across disciplines” [27]. Aboelela et al. [31] provide an exhaustive
definition based on a systematic literature review and interviews with interdisciplinary researchers:
“Interdisciplinary research is any study or group of studies undertaken by scholars from two or more
distinct scientific disciplines. The research is based upon a conceptual model that links or integrates
theoretical frameworks from those disciplines, uses study design and methodology that is not limited
to any one field, and requires the use of perspectives and skills of the involved disciplines throughout
multiple phases of the research process”.
Groups of researchers from different disciplines can play with the boundaries between the
disciplines in interdisciplinary work [26]. However, as Rau and Fahy [9] note, a lack of agreement
between researchers from social sciences and natural sciences can be an important barrier to trustworthy
and well-integrated sustainability research. For example, “Different theoretical traditions in the social
sciences are often underpinned by different and perhaps incompatible views of the human condition,
including fundamental divergences with regard to the degree of rationality ascribed to human social
(inter)action, the importance of societal structures vis-à-vis agency, or the role of the individual within
social organizations and institutions” [9].
Interdisciplinary research has been conceptualized in a ladder with different levels
of interdisciplinarity, going from disciplinary to multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary to
transdisciplinary—see [32] and [33] cited in [31]. For Lattuca [34], “[ . . . ] interdisciplinarity exists
on a continuum [from] the informal communication of ideas, such as might occur in a conversation
between colleagues from different disciplines, [to] formal collaboration, such as research or teaching
teams comprised of faculty from different disciplines”.
2.2. Mobility Cultures as an Interdisciplinary Research Framework
Contemporary mobility researchers and advocates for sustainable transport alike strongly argue
for significant shifts in mobility cultures in order to overcome unsustainable mobility practices. In a
German context of interdisciplinary mobility research, Deffner et al. [24] started to work with a research
framework focusing on “mobility cultures” incorporating a vast set of “subjective” and “objective”
mobility-related aspects. Here, bringing both spheres of transportation scholars (e.g., planning,
infrastructure, built environment) and social sciences (e.g., political discourses, lifestyles) into play
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for researching mobility cultures aims for an interdisciplinary research approach addressing mobility.
Building on the concept of mobility cultures, a number of studies started to identify (urban) mobility
cultures and their characteristics [35–39].
On the one hand, the aforementioned studies apply the concept of mobility cultures for researching
different kinds of mobility cultures. On the other hand, the concept was designed for the “development
of a[n] integrated concept for planning, communication, and implementation of a sustainable
multi-optional mobility culture” [24], which can also be applied for setting up research for groups like
ours—the mobil.LAB.
3. Research Design and Methods
The research for this article is a reflective and reflexive exercise by the members of the mobil.LAB
on the members of the mobil.LAB, and therefore classifies as autoethnography. Autoethnography
is a type of research that analyzes the researcher and their experience for understanding cultural
experience [40,41]. It thereby is grounded in an inherently subjective understanding of research,
favoring reflexive approaches to research [42].
However, a “classical” autoethnography would be undertaken by one individual researcher,
whereas in our case, it was carried out as a collaborative autoethnography using “personal stories as
windows to the world [to] interpret how [our] selves are connected to [our] sociocultural contexts
and how the contexts give meanings to [our] experiences and perspectives” [43]. We collaboratively
collected and analyzed autobiographical data in order to “gain a meaningful understanding of
sociocultural phenomena reflected in [our] autobiographical data” [43]. Through this, we intended to
elicit a deeper and broader understanding of what interdisciplinarity means in practice.
Collaborative autoethnography [43] allows us to deeply tap into the richest source of data on the
influences of working in an intended interdisciplinary group—ourselves as members of such a group.
Through our collective meaning-making of our individual and shared research practices, we sought to
critically investigate our autobiographies in relation to the intended interdisciplinary set-up of our
sustainable mobility research group. The collaborative approach helps to escape an overly self-obsessed
account, of which autoethnographic research is sometimes accused; however, it bears the problem
of finding consensus while avoiding the silencing of certain perspectives [43,44]. As forms of data
generation, we chose autobiographical self-reflective vignettes, a common method of ethnographic
research that is sometimes used in autoethnographic research [45,46] and combined these with a
collaborative QDA (for examples of research groups using a similar collaborative autoethnographic
approach, see [47–51]). At several stages of our research, the whole group discussed the ongoing
research process and analysis, thereby alternating between individual and collective ways of sense- and
meaning-making. We practiced an inclusive atmosphere within the discussions, particularly paying
attention to the representation and understanding of the whole group.
The research design follows a four-step methodology using the approach referred to as the
“concurrent model” [43], which is presented in Figure 1 and discussed in detail below.

Figure 1. Flowchart depicting the research design.
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In the first stage, to prepare for writing their vignettes, the group reflected on their disciplinary
backgrounds and the presence of other disciplines in the group. Figure 2 shows a word cloud of all the
disciplines regularly interacting within the group (this includes the backgrounds of all nine coauthors,
the four associated doctoral candidates, and one professor; nine people associate to social sciences
and five to natural sciences). The figure also shows the important presence of various social sciences,
with urban planning as the most frequent discipline, followed by sociology and two interdisciplinary
fields, namely mobilities research and urban studies.
Each author reflected and noted interdisciplinary interactions during their day-to-day work
and then wrote their own reflexive vignette. The group also discussed the use of vignettes and
looked at sample vignettes. An inspirational prompt for the vignettes was formulated for a common
understanding of the task, presenting the general principles that every author should follow to write
their reflexive narratives. The prompt was developed by two of the PhDs after a group discussion on the
method to be used and general aspects of what interdisciplinarity is composed of (e.g., communication
between researchers, ontology). The prompt presented three parts: (1) The main question to focus
on: “How does the interdisciplinary set-up of the mobil.LAB influence your individual research on
mobility and (re)shape the predefined common research theme of mobility culture?”, (2) practicalities
(e.g., words limit of 750–1000 words, written in the first person), and (3) a list of potential points of
which to be reflexive, including the following aspects:
•
•
•
•

Insights into the interrelation of the interdisciplinary set-up and daily routines, and interactions
within the group and the general research environment.
Interactions influencing the individual research projects, including ontology, argument building,
communication, and methodology.
Critical reflection on what interdisciplinarity in practice is.
Recommended activities to be reflexive of: Workshops, colloquia, group activities, social activities,
PhD clinics, retreats, reading groups, daily interactions in the office, activities outside the
mobil.LAB which we felt we were influenced by the mobil.LAB, moments when talking about the
mobil.LAB (outside of the mobil.LAB), or anything that came to our minds and that we thought
is relevant.

Vignettes were produced by all of the HBS-funded PhD candidates of the mobil.LAB who share
workspaces together and the postdoc coordinator of the group (the nine coauthors of this paper).
Although the styles of the vignettes varied for each individual, we find that they generally tended
to include both accounts that were already reflected and rationalized after the fact, as well as more
emotional and in situ feelings (see [52] for an example of vignette-based research using a combination
of vignette styles).

Figure 2. Word cloud of the disciplinary fields within the research group (the size is correlated with the
frequency of each disciplinary field).

Sustainability 2020, 12, 197

7 of 20

We analyzed the vignettes in two stages, the second and third stages of the methodological process.
In the second stage, we individually read each vignette, paying attention to similarities and differences
in order to get to know our autobiographical material. Then, in the third stage, we held a workshop
to collectively discuss the similarities and differences to develop a common understanding of
driving themes. This workshop was supported by a written comment from one of the researchers who
couldn’t attend the meeting due to a research stay. The outcome of this workshop was a list of codes
that served as a starting point for the QDA conducted in the fourth research stage.
The QDA was performed by a team of four researchers from the group who had previous
experience with qualitative data analysis in their own research. The software MaxQDA was used for
the analysis. A coding structure was created in an iterative process. Together, the QDA team set up the
coding tree developed by the whole group during the vignette analysis stage. The QDA team then
coded one of the vignettes so that they could familiarize themselves with the codes and confirm the
appropriateness of the coding. The initial coding scheme was further refined through this process,
and the codes were hierarchized. The vignettes were then randomly assigned to coders while ensuring
that no one would have to analyze their own individual vignette.
The coding was done sequentially and memos were used to document questions or issues that arose
during the coding. As suggested by Patton [53] cited in Ryan and Bernard [54], we used triangulation
through multiple analysts as a form of quality assurance and calibration of our usage of the codes.
As described by Lincoln and Guba [55] cited in Barbour [56], each researcher examined the coding of
another researcher to evaluate it and identify discrepancies. The QDA team convened to discuss the
variations with the coding and solved them together. Then, the most common codes, as well as those
identified as priorities during the initial group analysis meeting, were investigated further as a group,
following a procedure akin to the process described by Gibbs [57]. This process consists of retrieving
the quotes from each code and reviewing them together, looking for intersecting or sequentially used
codes to identify relationships between the various themes represented. This analysis process started
with the most commonly used codes signifying the main themes. New meta-codes were added to
identify the advantages and challenges discussed inside the other codes. Finally, the QDA team
presented their analysis to the whole group. These results and their interpretations were thoroughly
discussed and adjusted based on the coauthors’ feedback.
4. Results
In our empirical material, the nine individual vignettes, the researchers reflected mostly on their
everyday work as individuals, within the group, and how this has influenced us and the group dynamics.
One topic that was part of the vignette prompt, the reflection on our common theme of “shaping
mobility cultures”, was only treated implicitly and not by all members. Therefore, the results focus on
our everyday work, our interactions, and their attending discussions. The results revolve around three
main categories, which emerged from grouping together the codes and analyzing their intersections
and interconnections, namely (1) interactions, (2) productive processes, and (3) negotiation processes.
The interactions of different kinds thereby form the basis and carrier for the productive and negotiation
processes to take place.
4.1. Interdisciplinary Interactions
One of the three main categories that emerged from the data set is “interactions”. Interactions are
the basis and the frame through which the intended interdisciplinarity of the group plays out in
everyday life. The interaction in the group takes place in a variety of spatiotemporal platforms; namely,
everyday working, the monthly colloquium, the monthly PhD clinic, and the no-longer-running
monthly reading group. The interactions resemble an interactive system enabled through these
spatiotemporal platforms and comprised of inputs, means of communication, and dynamics, resulting
in consequences described in the “productive process” and “negotiation process” sections below.
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The aforementioned input is divided into two levels—more specifically, individual input and
group input. The individual input refers to the diversity of worldviews and ontologies, mentalities,
disciplinary backgrounds, and research approaches (ranging from qualitative to quantitative) that each
of the individual researchers brings into the group. This diverse individual input sets the stage for
viewing one’s research from different angles, generating new ideas and reflections, and going deeper
into methods, theory, and argument building. Thus, this gives the individual researchers “a chance to
further analyze [their] own direction, and also allows [them] to defend the way [they] would like to
proceed” (Vignette 1). This usually happens at the formal platforms of the group, such as the monthly
colloquium or the PhD clinic. In contrast, when it comes to everyday working, it appears that it is
more likely for people with similar approaches (e.g., qualitative) and disciplinary backgrounds to
discuss their work with each other in their everyday informal interactions in the office, as they can go
deeper into theoretical and methodological questions. The exchange of feedback between people with
different research approaches in everyday working settings is less common.
The group input refers to the collective contributions emerging from the social life, the notion of
family (or friendship), and the combination of different perceptions within the group. The social life
seems to have created a safe and open environment for both work and personal discussions as well
as opinion exchange in the group, which some of the members relate symbolically to the notion of
family, while others relate it more to the notion of friendship. This interplay between personal and
work aspects builds up a support network; as one of the group members puts it: “We are encouraged
to discuss with each other our doubts and concerns, which is highly beneficial, as it gives us a sense of
a larger support network” (Vignette 1). The combination of different perceptions on a common topic in
the group might often lead to problem solving, but at the same time, it often creates long discussions
that are difficult to sum up. Although the diversity of the group can be challenging, the openness of
the members creates the proper space for growth and interactions: “I remember being overwhelmed
but also optimistic when I first joined the group [ . . . ] I immediately thought I belong here! Yes, my
disciplines differ from the others in the group [ . . . ] I was happy that my perspective would be valued
by many of the researchers” (Vignette 4).
The means of communication refers to two aspects that influence communication in the discussions
in the group, namely language and understanding. Most of the group members agree that as the
group started growing with the addition of late-joining PhD candidates, terminological differences
as well as different “scientific languages” became more visible: “One had to start to explain oneself
or rather realized that one was not understood and the different ‘methodologies’ became visible”
(Vignette 7). At the beginning, this invoked criticism and made it difficult, especially for the new
group members, to be understood while presenting their work in the group: “I felt my project was
very criticized and not totally understood” (Vignette 3). In parallel, this very drawing of disciplinary
boundaries also served as a starting point for the members to bridge the communication gap and
making their research understandable to the others by explaining the terminology. This enabled open
discussions regarding the disambiguation of terms used in individual projects, as well as constructive
feedback: “There ‘suddenly’ were more open discussions and questions on concepts and theories,
and different languages, e.g., factors, subjective, objective” (Vignette 7). Subsequently, group members
from both sides of the spectrum (i.e., the “quantitatives” and the “qualitatives”) started reducing
language complexity, simplifying abstract concepts, and being more precise while explaining their
work: “When I present my work in the mobil.LAB, I present it to friends, not to colleagues. I usually
do not present complex mathematical problems. I focus on everyone’s understanding of what I
am doing and the significance and application of my research. I think the mobil.LAB is the perfect
school to simplify a project, to make it communicable to everyone, and to get feedback from different
perspectives” (Vignette 3). Despite the fact that there is no common scientific language in the group
due to the disciplinary differences, the group has made an effort to develop a common communication
language, which contributes to common understanding.
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Building on that, it can be argued that the use of language and the group’s growth has influenced
the collaboration among the members of the group. The collaboration defines the dynamics within the
group. Our vignettes show that the majority of the group members feel that there is openness and
respect for expressing their challenges as well as for constructive feedback. However, there have been
occasions where the group’s growth hampered collaboration. A good example for that is the failure of
the monthly reading group as a platform for discussions. When it was set up, there were only five
people who started their PhD project in quick succession, and were thus more open to discuss different
literature not directly related to their developing individual research. In addition, four out of the five
initial group members had similar research approaches. When the group grew, the diversity of the
research approaches grew as well, which led to diverging research interests and eventually the demise
of the reading group: “The disciplinary differences became more obvious when new members with
more diverse approaches joined the group” (Vignette 5); “When we grew, our diversity grew in terms
of our topical interests, disciplinary backgrounds, and how far along we each were in our research”
(Vignette 2).
Another aspect of collaboration is the absence of competition between the members of the group:
“That everyone is focusing solely on their own research topics and projects (all independent work),
all with the same funding (no competition), and all with different timelines and schedules (no race to
the finish line), supports a level of collegiality, as we are not in direct competition with each other”
(Vignette 1). This cultivates an atmosphere of collegiality in the group. Although the group has worked
successfully together in organizing events, such as conferences, workshops, and PhD courses, other
than in the present article, the group has not conducted collaborative research so far.
The interactions in the group lead to consequences related to personal development, reflection,
changes in the group–individual relationship, and conflict. These consequences were distributed
across two distinct processes (i.e., productive and negotiation processes), which are described in the
following sections.
4.2. Productive Process
The interactions function as reflexive exercises, where putting ourselves in other people’s positions
helps us to better understand our own issues and challenges: “The discussion in the group makes
me reflect on my own process and I instantly feel more positively [sic] about my own work as I hear
them reflect on processes and tasks that I am also facing” (Vignette 6). For some members, this open
and outspoken reflection helps release stress and deal with mental blocks. Furthermore, viewing the
group as a support network, many members mentioned that they trust the group enough to allow
themselves to be exposed and be vulnerable, in order to present their problems and unfinished work.
For some more than others, the group made them see aspects in their research that they would not
pay attention to on their own: “After the mobil.LAB feedback, I started giving higher importance to
the social approach, semantics, definitions, and terms in my research” (Vignette 3). Other important
aspects of personal development are becoming a better writer through the exchange of written feedback
and viewing one’s research from a broader perspective. There have also been a lot of reflections on
objectivity and subjectivity in research, with most of the members agreeing that there is no actual
objectivity in research and there is always a degree of subjective interpretation at some stages of
their research. Last but not least, most of the members agree that the interactions within the group
sharpened their argumentation and their critical and political thinking.
These types of interactions had enablers: The above described development of friendship, but also
the social life of the group, the common interest in sustainable mobility, the different stages of the
PhD process, the imposed (earlier referred to as intended) set-up of the group, the colloquia, and the
everyday working in a shared office. Interestingly, as indicated above, the vignettes suggest that the
trigger as well as the means for these interactions was the fact that we were not speaking the same
scientific language, wherefore we had to find a “common” language between our disciplines using
the different languages as starting and reference points: “It forces me to be more precise, boil down
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abstract topics, and explain more clearly what I mean or what I do out of respect for the person doing
different research” (Vignette 9); “I increasingly often have the impression that terminology became
more important since the disciplinary boundaries became more obvious; however, I am not sure if this
serves a clearer understanding for everybody or is the actual drawing of these boundaries” (Vignette 7).
How the different use of language again interacts with the disciplinary origin was not reported by the
authors, albeit an interesting aspect of interdisciplinary research and practice.
Through reflecting on our own personal and disciplinary perspectives and their relation to the
other perspectives that are present within the group, every researcher started on a path of personal
development. Within this production process, the issue of reflection is therefore a central element
and vehicle for an occurring change on an individual level: “[The] kinds of happenings during group
meetings, etc. clearly made me reflect and strengthen my view on my empirical data and reality in
general” (Vignette 8). We term this development “productive” because the outcome of these types of
interactions is substantially different from the starting point, e.g., an altered research and disciplinary
perspective or a distinctively more political approach: “More specifically, we as a group are political,
critical, and reflecting a lot. That has definitely influenced my individual project. My project got more
political and focused on mobility politics” (Vignette 8); “My favorite part is when we give or receive
some feedback, and we react as ‘I would have never thought about this before’” (Vignette 3).
4.3. Negotiation Process
In contrast with the interactions within a productive process, interactions also took place as
negotiation processes. These negotiation processes also took place in an additional spatiotemporal
platform, which is the ceased reading group (see above). Additionally, some of the enablers of the
productive process here acted as constraints, e.g., the stages of the PhD and the (mis)understanding
across the group. This created a tension that sometimes resulted in conflict in the form of heated
discussions, or even led to silencing and avoiding discussions completely.
The diverse disciplines and approaches often bring an extra level of conflict and misunderstanding,
as well as frustration: “I find myself getting slightly annoyed with a question about why I am not
asking the same questions in every interview and how I can then use the answers to conclude anything”
(Vignette 6). There is also a tendency in the group to silence debates around diverse political opinions
and worldviews: “For me, these discussions [ . . . ] mainly made me express [my arguments] less in
group contexts” (Vignette 7); “Social conflicts occur within the interdisciplinary dimension. Then, I feel
I have to be careful to share my ideas or feedback” (Vignette 3). Despite the fact that the group shares
similar interests and values in sustainable mobility, it does not mean that everyone has the same
worldviews and political ideologies regarding how sustainable mobility should be achieved. These
different worldviews have not been discussed extensively in the group so far.
We identified the negotiation process as taking place between the two poles of personal
development and disciplinary gravity (the relative importance of one’s own discipline). On the
more common end, an interaction resulted in being taken back in by the discipline or approach one
started from: “I am not carrying out a qualitative approach but [ . . . ] consider it to enrich and support
quantitative studies” (Vignette 3); “I often found myself thinking: ‘OK, this is interesting and probably
good to be exposed to, but I cannot use this’” (Vignette 2). On the other end of these interactions,
there was again a form of personal development, but more focused on the individual in the form of
acquiring a skill or gaining a competence: “I cannot say that the group had a big impact on the shaping
of my epistemological foundation, but I can definitely recognize that it helped me with argumentation,
sense-making, and communicating my research in a way that is understandable by different audiences”
(Vignette 5).
Implicitly, these negotiations were about the extent to which the research group is a “team”
sharing a common topic and research interest: Are we fulfilling the expectation from the set-up and
proclamation of the mobil.LAB as an interdisciplinary research group? In contrast with the distinction
that we set up between negotiation and productive processes, the negotiation and production of
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interdisciplinarity at times happen simultaneously, blurring the analytical boundaries drawn in the
descriptive results. Furthermore, these processes are probably part of many researchers’ personal
development. However, they likely take place individually and in isolation, whereas the mobil.LAB
made exploring “[ . . . ] the different ontologies, epistemologies, and resulting methodologies and
methods [ . . . ] a very practical experience” (Vignette 7). Thus, according to our experience, this at
least lays the ground for a more interdisciplinary understanding of research. This will be the focus of
the discussion.
4.4. Common Research Theme Evaded in the Vignettes
The analysis of the vignettes revealed that members of the research group engaged mostly with the
first part of the vignette prompt (influence on individual research) and not with the second, which was:
“How does the interdisciplinary set-up of the mobil.LAB [ . . . ] (re)shape the predefined common
research theme of mobility culture?”. Only a few vignettes referred directly or indirectly to this matter.
Although there is a predefined common theme, every member works on her or his individual project.
This observation, and the fact that most vignettes focused on the first part of the prompt, allows the
conclusion that the common overarching theme of mobility cultures has little priority in the research
process of the group.
5. Discussion
As presented in the Results section, the three main categories help us to understand how we
practice interdisciplinarity in our research environment. Interactions serve as a carrier of both
negotiation and productive processes. In this section, we will further discuss how the specific set-up
of our doctoral research group where each researcher works on their own individual projects affects
our interdisciplinary practices (understood colloquially). Furthermore, we reevaluate the usefulness
of the separation into three categories and show that, in reality, our practice of interdisciplinarity is
much more complex than this simple triptych. We also investigate the advantages and challenges
associated with the three categories as they appeared in the autoethnographic vignettes. Furthermore,
we link the analysis to the concept of intersubjectivity, which we consider as the key for the practice
of interdisciplinarity in our doctoral research group. We understand intersubjectivity as the mutual
sense-making of each other’s research, background, and struggles. Intersubjectivity does not exist prior
the group’s interactions, but it rather exists as a potential, which is performed and enacted through
the sharing of everyday experiential knowledge (e.g., perceptions, thoughts, linguistic meanings).
We then take an additional interpretative step away from the initial results to relate these points to the
current “ladder thinking” about different levels of interdisciplinarity (a ladder going from disciplinary
to multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary to transdisciplinary); see [32] to question its validity as an
applied concept.
5.1. An Individual Set-Up: Multiple Individual Research and a Rigid Theoretical Framework
As presented in the introduction, our research group was formed with the intent of producing an
interdisciplinary sustainable mobility theory via individual dissertation projects without an overarching
coordinated shared research project. This set-up is interdisciplinary in the sense that the researchers
come from various multiple disciplines (see Figure 2 in the Methodology section) and are linked
through a single theoretical framework. This has a direct impact on our interdisciplinary practices.
For example, Vignette 9 states that “[ . . . ] we are not really a ‘team’, we are not working on [a] joint
project, but everyone is working on her or his individual project, and in the end, everyone is deciding
about the direction on her or his own”.
As it became obvious from the Results Section 4.4, none of our vignettes explicitly answered the
question of “How does the interdisciplinary set-up of the mobil.LAB influence your individual research
on mobility and (re)shape the predefined common research theme of mobility culture?”; therefore, it is
hard to problematize this shaping mobility cultures. Each individual researcher has interpreted this
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imposed theme differently and “reshaped” it. As outlined below Section 5.5, several members of the
group rejected it as the guiding concept for their research, either because it seemed too vague or too
rigid to them, or because they questioned the application of the term “culture”, which is in itself a very
contested concept.
Although no agreement in the group exists on the “mobility cultures” as a research approach, there
is an agreement on the normative approach—that current mobility regimes are unsustainable, and that
the mobil.LAB commits to make mobilities more sustainable. Therefore, we posit that to enable the
interdisciplinary practices, sustainable mobility as an overarching idea—in the form of a normative
target—is preferable for the group’s joint work. Hence, over time, the imposed theme was organically
transformed into the theme of (un)sustainable mobility. What made sustainable mobility a rallying
theme for our research group could be that, as opposed to mobility culture, sustainable mobility can
be interpreted as a wicked problem, naturally calling for interdisciplinary collaboration in order to
be solved, leading to the building of interlinkages between the disciplines. The guiding principle of
sustainable mobility can be adapted and understood from the comfort of each researcher’s disciplinary
background while being interpreted differently by the others. While having become the overarching
idea for the group, it has been variously taken up in the individual research projects. This is also owed to
the different nature of each project; some are more “applied” and aim at results that can be directly
translated into action and policy advice, while others are more exploratory and are targeted towards
theory advances or being critical of the problem-solving function of (applied) research. This essentially
means that in some individual research projects, mobility cultures are not taken up as a concept or idea.
5.2. All Three Processes are Important and Can Act as Catalysts for Interdisciplinarity
The separation between the interactions, negotiation processes, and productive processes that we
operated in the Results section is only analytical, since both negotiation and productive processes are
based on, and inextricably linked to, the interactions which can function as catalysts, or inhibitors,
for interdisciplinary collaboration (see Figure 3). Furthermore, a single spatiotemporal platform like
our monthly colloquia can be the stage for all three processes simultaneously. For example, one
researcher found a catalyst to interdisciplinary research through a negotiation process in that they
“[ . . . ] learn to value different disciplinary perspectives and [ . . . ] learn to understand quantitative,
technology driven, problem/solution-oriented research” (Vignette 9). Another researcher mentions
in their vignette that productive processes can be challenging for interdisciplinarity: “This openness
is not a given and it requires a constant effort that we are not always able to accommodate, and in
some cases, restraint and respect also play an important role, or at least a lack of them can derail the
collaboration” (Vignette 4).
When analyzing the different sections of the vignettes categorized as interdisciplinary practices,
we looked for passages describing advantages and challenges to directly answer our research question
related to the different ways in which interdisciplinarity is embedded in daily practice, encompassing
both advantages and challenges. We note that our three main analytical categories could be linked to
challenges and advantages.
5.2.1. Advantages
The most mentioned advantage associated with interdisciplinary interactions is that they can
lead one to reflect upon and improve research. They can also lead to problem solving, idea creation,
and self-reflection. This can take the form of useful suggestions or open and constructive feedback.
Both formal and informal discussions are included and can contribute to a change in perspective.
Researchers consider it advantageous that their individual research can benefit from the outlook of
other disciplines—for example, when it leads to adjusting one’s argumentation or framing of the
individual’s research. We found that our interdisciplinary practices lead to improvements on research
design. Finally, the researchers report a change of perspective and inspiration as a result.

Sustainability 2020, 12, 197

13 of 20

5.2.2. Challenges
The interdisciplinary practices of our research group also bring complex challenges. The main
challenge reported in the vignettes related to the conflict avoidance strategy of quietly suppressing
discussions on issues that are incommensurable. The following quote from Vignette 8 exemplifies this
latent conflict and potential for misunderstanding: “[ . . . ] one of our associated fellows telling me
after a presentation about the production of space and different dimensions of space: ‘Space means
square meters for [sic] me.’ [Expletive]! But yes, he is right! That is what it means for [sic] him”.
The vignettes likewise mention the challenge of dealing with different disciplinary languages which
forces the expression of the obvious and the adaptation of the discourse to the diverse audience,
requiring extra effort and added complexity. This necessitates an elaborate balancing act between
self-trust and remaining open to feedback while being confronted by different understandings of
normativity, the roles of researchers, and various epistemologies and ontologies.
Our interdisciplinary practices confronted the researchers with the diversity of perspectives.
A certain feeling of insecurity can lead researchers to reproduce or even reinforce the disciplinary
boundaries instead of crossing them as intended. The researchers reported finding it hard to step away
from their disciplines and to find a balance between the simplicity of one’s own discipline and the
complexity of integrating ideas from another discipline. Interdisciplinarity is also fraught with the
challenge of unconstructive feedback.

Figure 3. Interdisciplinary practices model.

Another known challenge to interdisciplinarity is that the work can create a new discipline in itself
over time: An “interdiscipline” which becomes institutionalized [58]. As mentioned in the Introduction,
mobilities research as such is the result of an interdisciplinary approach and could be characterized
as an “interdiscipline”. Schwanen’s research on the interactions between Human Geography and
research on sustainability transitions concludes that, while there are many benefits of interdisciplinary
collaborations, there is also a risk of excluding or overly simplifying “cutting-edge thinking” within
the discipline [58]. This risk is prevalent in the interdisciplinary practices described in this paper and
within mobilities research as such; while being forced to simplify complex concepts is often viewed as
a positive outcome of interdisciplinarity, it also has the risk of incomprehensible critique and plain
misunderstanding, as exemplified by Schwanen as “the dreaded ‘so what?’ question” [58]. In the
Results section, we have highlighted both positive (see Section 4.1 on Interdisciplinary Interactions)
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and negative interactions (see Section 4.3 on Negotiation Process) within the research group related
to this. Many of the challenges of working in an interdisciplinary set-up can be ascribed to exactly
this balance between oversimplifying and making oneself understood. While mobilities research has
developed into an interdiscipline itself, within the mobil.LAB, the different disciplinary backgrounds
still influence how each individual researcher interacts with this interdiscipline, as also showcased
through Figure 2.
Interdisciplinarity appears as potentially destabilizing and requires one to have enough
self-confidence and openness to others to allow themselves to be vulnerable. These attributes
seem required for the productive processes to be in fact activated. Within our research “community”,
intersubjectivity has enabled and been enabled by interdisciplinary practices.
5.3. Intersubjectivity Is the Key
During our meeting to interpret the results together, the latent importance of intersubjectivity in
our discussions became apparent, as it is performed through the productive and negotiation processes.
We find that intersubjectivity is part of the infrastructure of interdisciplinarity (see Figure 3). In our
understanding, intersubjectivity reflects the continuous effort that the individual researchers put
into developing a mutual understanding of each other, transcending their own individual frames of
perception and experiences. Our conceptualization of intersubjectivity is very much in line with the
concept of intersubjectivity developed by Jürgen Habermas. The German philosopher states that “the
aim of reaching understanding (Verständigung) is to bring about an agreement (Einverständnis) that
terminates in the intersubjective mutuality of reciprocal comprehension, shared knowledge, mutual
trust, and accord with one another” [59]. Habermas [59] uses the term intersubjectivity “[ . . . ] to
refer to the commonality established between subjects capable of speech and action by way of the
understanding of identical meanings and the recognition of universal claims”. Many of our vignettes
mentioned the specific efforts that our group puts in place in order to ensure they can be understood
by researchers from different disciplines.
The friendship and trust that we have developed in the few years since the start of our lab also
enables this intersubjectivity: “[ . . . ] the intersubjective commonality of a communicatively achieved
agreement exists at the levels of normative accord, mutual trust in subjective sincerity [ . . . ]” [59].
This is also in line with the thinking of Schutz [60], whose concept of intersubjectivity centers on the
mutual understanding and equivalent status that friendship implies [61]. For example, Vignette 1
describes this feeling as “Similar to that of a family, we do not always agree on everything, but have
opportunities for imaginative and lively discussions”. Vignette 3 also portrays this friendship: “Once
[an external] colleague asked me: ‘How do you present your engineering work in the mobil.LAB?’
[I answered] when I present my work in the mobil.LAB, I present it to friends, not to colleagues [ . . . ]
I think this social relationship is the glue that has helped us to open our minds to accept critique [sic]
and feedback from different perspectives.”
This intersubjectivity is not often mentioned in descriptions of interdisciplinarity in the literature,
but it appears key to our practices. This intangible yet important aspect of interdisciplinary research is
hard to quantify and does not easily fit with the “ladder” conception of interdisciplinarity.
5.4. Against the Ladder, a Spectrum or Bottom-Up Approach to Understanding Interdisciplinarity in Practice
Our collaborative autoethnographical experiment on the interdisciplinary practices of our doctoral
research group which revealed the importance of intersubjectivity and the variety of different
interdisciplinary interactions led us to question the usefulness of the hierarchical thinking about
the various steps in the ladder of interdisciplinary research. Our group’s evasion of the concept of
mobility culture and the organic adoption of the problem of sustainable mobility instead leads us
to agree with Thorén and Persson [62], who suggest an alternative “problem-feeding” conception
of interdisciplinarity, which conceives interdisciplinary research as problem solving, as problems or
solutions revealed in one discipline can be fed to another discipline for resolution and vice versa.
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Our vignettes show that we practice this problem feeding, especially during the PhD clinics. The authors
call for adopting alternatives to the ladder conception of interdisciplinarity, especially in the case where
there is no higher-level concept coordination, as is the case with the mobil.LAB.
Therefore, we propose adopting a bottom-up approach to interdisciplinarity, which would
be defined by the practices that researchers consider interdisciplinary organized in a horizontal
spectrum. This spectrum considers the various forms of integration between the disciplines, but is
not hierarchically organized. For example, Lattuca [34], introduced in the literature review, proposes
such a spectrum based on empirical material garnered from interviews with researchers from various
disciplines involved in multidisciplinary research. The three main categories in our findings can be
called upon to define this. Interdisciplinarity in practice is carried via interactions through negotiation
processes and productive processes supported by intersubjectivity.
For interdisciplinarity to happen in practice, we conclude that having a combination not
only of various disciplines, but also of backgrounds and ontologies, combined with a common
“wicked” problem to solve can lead to productive “problem-based” interdisciplinarity. This raises
the issue with current research funding practices, which are geared towards enabling this
“ladder”-based interdisciplinarity.
5.5. (Re)shaping the Predefined Common Research Theme
To reflect on the lack of discussion of the common theme in the vignettes, it is necessary to include
discussions within the group (before and after writing the vignettes) and to consider statements that
indirectly refer to the “problem” of the common research theme.
Ever since the beginning of the second phase of the mobil.LAB, the “mobility cultures” approach
has been met with very different and contradictory responses. Disciplinary background was one
major factor for disagreement over validity of the approach. On the one hand, it was argued that
“mobility cultures” provided a substantially widened set of factors that can be used for problem solving.
On the other hand, substantial conceptual concerns were raised about engaging the term “culture”.
It is argued by some members that “culture” should be understood as a much more contested and
multifaceted concept than it is in this approach, thereby also not fully embracing the paradigm shift of
the mobilities turn.
At some point, a (tacit) agreement was found that “mobility cultures” is evaluated differently and
is variously suitable for each member’s individual topic. As one member puts it in his vignette (9),
“because we are not working on a joint project, we do not need to convince each other regarding a
certain standpoint or disciplinary perspective”.
Several statements in the vignettes refer to the diversity of members within the research group,
which makes it difficult to find a common language and to collaborate on a joint project. The vignette
about the failure of the reading group is chosen as an example here for such a (small) joint project.
It is stated: “[ . . . ] Our failure to maintain the reading group is somehow reflective of our lack of
interdisciplinarity. Because we had this open structure, we relied on individuals to select articles
they thought or hoped would be interesting to the group as a whole. [ . . . ] I do not feel like we
succeeded [ . . . ]” (Vignette 2). It becomes clear that to work with interdisciplinarity—for the benefit
of each individual topic and for advancing the common research theme—a structured and targeted
approach is necessary, e.g., a specific design for the reading group.
Furthermore, as several vignettes pointed out, it is also the different worldviews of members that
spur disagreement in the group. One member highlights that this is the actual benefit (Vignette 9):
“[ . . . ] My opinion is that the diversity of worldviews in the group has a stronger impact on my research
than the diversity of disciplines.” In a tight-knit group like the mobil.LAB, differences in political leaning
and worldviews cannot be fully omitted. However, from the standpoint of some members, they should not
be omitted, but made productive (Vignettes 2 and 9). Naturally, personal and disciplinary backgrounds
and choices reciprocally impact and reinforce ontological or political viewpoints.
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Members of the mobil.LAB have different opinions on how much these “wider” debates should
shape the day-to-day research process of the group. One of the reasons for these different standpoints
is highlighted in Vignette 7, paraphrased here: On the one hand, there is a need to increase complexity
for theoretical advances, to achieve novel results, etc. On the other hand, there is a need to reduce
complexity to make the results communicable and the process intersubjectively comprehensible.
Within the group, priorities for one or the other sometimes clash; there are also disagreements over at
which point in time either an increase or reduction of complexity is needed. Discussions on worldviews
and ontologies, as well as about the common research theme of mobility culture, are therefore not
always embraced by all members.
6. Conclusions
The findings from our autoethnographic analysis of our reflective vignettes highlight that the
term “interdisciplinary” is initially no more than a descriptive label for the membership composition
of the group. We conclude, based on our collaborative autoethnographic approach, that developing an
interdisciplinary research environment requires embarking on a shared journey of reaching a higher
level of intersubjectivity among the researchers through continuous interactions and discussions,
developing productive partnerships, and negotiating conflicts. Therefore, this requirement for
intersubjectivity frames our understanding of interdisciplinarity—in practice, first and foremost, as a
communicative practice.
Fostering this intersubjective growth and creating an interdisciplinary environment is not a natural
or simple task. As we posit, it would be true for any interdisciplinary research group that every
researcher is more than their disciplinary background, ontological perspective, and axiomatic beliefs.
A researcher’s personal biography, prescribed to norms and values, political leanings, and previous
experiences in research and practice guides their individual approach to researching the “wicked
problem” and engaging with others in the group. We found that this diversity of opinion and expertise
acts as both a facilitator and an impedance to the emergence of intersubjective understanding in the
research group. The growth of the mobil.LAB over time has made achieving intersubjectivity more
arduous, as the changing composition of the group members has required redeveloping the shared
understandings and practices of communication. To form a basis for successful communication
and collaboration, each individual must bring in a motivation to transcend subjectivity while
maintaining identity and personal autonomy, a symmetry that Habermas calls the “idea of an
intact intersubjectivity” [63]. Therefore, there is a certain agreement within the group to strive, as much
as possible, for discursive practice free from domination.
While intersubjectivity is certainly needed for verification of research results, particularly when
using qualitative methods, the vignettes have vividly demonstrated that the level of understanding,
as well as the consensus reached, go far beyond the individual and collaborative research purposes.
They also exceed the scope of interdisciplinarity. Doing collaborative and interdisciplinary research
cannot be separated from relations of friendship, sharing similar values, and respecting each
other’s worldviews. Such a far-reaching encompassment of all aspects of life in the research process
is close to Habermas’s [64] understanding of the lifeworld at the intersection of objective, social,
and subjective worlds. The lifeworld is essentially the “transcendental site where speaker and
hearer meet, where they can reciprocally raise claims that their utterances fit the world” [64]. When
practiced interdisciplinarity is essentially a continuous group effort to reach a higher level of mutual
understanding, what are the consequences and implications? A focus on communicative practice
challenges the output-oriented purpose of interdisciplinarity—that of “solving a wicked problem”—and
instead suggests a shift towards appraisal of the practice of research collaboration itself as a process
that is open-ended.
Intersubjectivity in research collaboration, as practiced in the mobil.LAB, has consequently been
experienced as a liberating and emancipatory process by many members of the research group; it is
unleashing creativity in research approaches and strengthening each member’s ability to deconstruct
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and critique the socio-political foundations of the current unsustainable mobility regime. Such an
open-ended process also invites revisiting the discussion of normativity in research, a debate held on
numerous occasions within the research group. These discussions have made explicit to the group
members that our individual research projects, as well as our group efforts, cannot be separated from
our personal biographies, worldviews, and lives as (mobility) activists. This perception can be—and
should be—engaged in a productive and transparent way to (re)politicize interdisciplinary research in
general, and research on sustainability of mobility in particular.
As shown in the Introduction, the mobil.LAB is embedded into a larger “ecosystem” of actors
and institutions researching sustainable mobilities. In exchange with the wider research community,
the group’s implicit set of rules—which is usually organizing the group’s communication in the
background—is made explicit, because in such exchanges, the limits of intersubjectivity become
visible. In continuous interaction with other researchers, the members of the mobil.LAB are constantly
reminded that the communicative consensus reached within the group is a fragile achievement. This
once again highlights that successful cross-fertilization in interdisciplinary research communities starts
with the communicative practice itself, irrespective of intended results.
The focus on research practice also allows a changing perspective on the theme of mobility cultures.
The term culture, as used by Habermas, describes “[ . . . ] a stock of knowledge from which participants
in communication supply themselves with interpretations as they come to an understanding about
something in the world” [64]. In the productive process based on intersubjectivity within the lifeworld,
this stock of knowledge is also transformed, resulting in a new group consensus about the validity of
knowledge [64]. Hence, research on mobility cultures should not be understood as an effort to identify
“mobility culture(s)” in its entirety and complexity with the means of an interdisciplinary toolset.
Intersubjective practice among mobility researchers should instead strive to reach a new consensus
on the validity of knowledge that is needed in the transformation towards sustainable mobility.
Consequently, we understand our collaborative research process as a way of doing mobility cultures.
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