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UniDistance Suisse
in 60 seconds

A small, multi - faculty university institute with a distinctive distance -
learning mission and a research community compact enough for 
university - wide cross - faculty exchanges

Food for thought: Interdisciplinarity here is not a large structural reform 
project. It is a practical question of how to leverage the UniDistance 
model for a better doctoral education.

Context

3

1992

Founded

2004

First
universitary
accredicatio n

2 700 +

Students across
Switzerland and 
abroad

500+

Staff in teaching, 
research and 
administration
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27

Professors



Faculties of UniDistance Suisse

Psychology

• Bachelor

• Master

• Continuing 
education

History

• Bachelor

• Master

• Continuing 
education

Mathematics
and computer 
science

• Bachelor

• Master

• Continuing 
education

Law

• Bachelor

• Master

• Continuing 
education

Economics

• Bachelor

• Master

• Continuing 
education
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My angle: institutional design,
not a finished success story

T his is as a self - reflective case w ith a strong idea and a harder than expected implementation , but great lessons .

Perspective
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My role

- Head of Research at 
UniDistance Suisse

- Faculty - independent role
- Graduate Campus
- Research best practices
- …

Use cas e

UNITE - UniDistance Networking 
for Interdisciplinary T hematic 
E xchange, a recurring cross -
faculty initiative for early - career 
researchers

Food  for  though t

What can you realistically do at 
your institution without creating 
another heavy structure?



Interdisciplinarity is a critical - thinking engine

C rossing disciplinary boundaries helps researchers see assumptions, integrate knowledge and communicate beyond 
their own field

Why it matters
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Check reality
Disciplines shape what counts as 
evidence while crossing 
boundaries makes hidden 
assumptions visible

Translate methods
Interdisciplinary learning 
integrates knowledge and 
methods rather than placing 
disciplines side by side

Broaden judgement
Comple x societal questions 
require judgement across 
perspectives, not just deeper 
specialisation

Sources: OpenLearn (2021); Interdisciplinary Thinking and Learning, ch. 18; Visscher - Voerman et al. (2025).



Interdisciplinarity does not happen
because disciplines sit near each other

Key success ingredients(RSL)

- relevant enough to attend
- safe enough to speak
- light enough to sustain

Claim

Food for thought

For doctoral education, 
interdisciplinarity is less a curriculum 
add - on than a habit - forming social 
practice
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I thought free lunch would 
solve attendance. I was wrong.

Bringing 10- 20 early - career researchers together for 1- 2 hours on 
campus every few weeks sounds simple … until the competing logics 
appear

Implementation reality

88

Food for thought

Before designing the perfect interdisciplinary 
format, design the reason to come

Awarness

Do they know 
it exists?

Relevance

Does it speak 
to what they 
need now?

Trust

Is it safe to be 
unfinished?

Time

Can they afford 
the opportunity 
cost?
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UNITE: a low - threshold experiment
in cross - faculty exchange

UNITE = UniDistance Networking for Interdisciplinary T hematic E xchange for early - career researchers

Every 3 - 4 weeks on Fridays · in- person · organised with faculty involvement · coordinated centrally

Use case
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Food for thought

Not immediate large - scale collaboration but sustained dialogue, 
mutual learning and reflection on different research cultures

Colloquium

Short expert input, 
understandable 
across faculties

→11:00 –12:00

Gong Show

One - minute ECR 
pitches to a non -
specialist audience

12:00 –12:30

Lunch & networking

Informal exchange 
with administrative 
friction

12:30 –15:00→



The challenge was not only “breaking silos”.
It was avoiding new ones.

Interdisciplinary education needs coherent design, shared vision and leadership , otherwise local ownership can 
unintentionally reproduce silos.

What made it hard

10Sources: Visscher - Voerman et al. (2025); OpenLearn (2021); Interdisciplinary Thinking and Learning, ch. 18.

Additional frictions we encountered

• Uneven participation across disciplines

• Different meanings of “ interdisciplinary ”

• Coherence between purpose, format and incentives

Ownership

People come when 
the topic feels close 
to their world

Openness

Interdisciplinarity 
needs exposure to 
what is not already 
close

Tension

How to attract 
without narrowing 
the room?



Four moves that made the idea more practical

11

Start from ECR 
interests

Use funding 
opportunities, career 
development and other 
immediate concerns as 
entry points , then 
deliberately broaden the 
conversation across 
disciplinary boundaries

Protect
the space

Create a space 
where ECRs can test 
unfinished ideas and 
practi c e “translation” 
before performing 
expertise in front of 
supervisors

Lower the 
administrative 
cost
Reduce admin friction 

and make resources 

easy to access,

sustainable inter-

disciplinarity formats 

need shared 

responsibility

Rotate
ownership
consciously
Rotate ownership, 
but guard against 
silo capture by 
making each event 
understandable and 
relevant beyond the 
organising faculty



Where do we stand today

• Reach

• Interaction quality

• Capability

• Institutional learning

Evidence still needed . Measure not only activity, but whether people integrate perspectives, 
build capability and sustain the format.

12Sources: Visscher - Voerman et al. (2025); OpenLearn (2021); Interdisciplinary Thinking and Learning, ch. 18.

Caution

Avoid KPIs that reward only visible 
activity. The goal is not more events
but better interdisciplinary capacity .



Three questions for discussion

1. What makes interdisciplinary engagement feel worth the time for 
doctoral researchers?

2. How can institutions protect ECR autonomy without disconnecting it 
from supervisors and faculties?

3. Which indicators would show that interdisciplinarity is becoming a 
capability, not just an activity?

Exchang e
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Brian Nosek (2019)



Thank you for your attention!

Institut universitaire accrédité selon la LEHE
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