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ABSTRACT

As global problems have become ever more complex, the production and
organization of knowledge in society is increasingly based on the sharing, inte-
gration and collaboration of diverse experiences. For instance, global ‘grand
challenges’, such as world hunger, poverty, climate change, and sustainability
often require an interdisciplinary (ID) approach, in which integrating the insights
of different disciplines provides a more comprehensive solution than can be
offered by any given discipline. Universities or higher educational institutions
face increasing pressures to engage in such interdisciplinary collaboration. This
interdisciplinarity, however, raises particular organizational challenges to
departments in higher educational institutions. In particular, while departments
have been traditionally organized around a disciplinary core, interdisciplinarity
has placed increasing pressures on departments, such as agricultural economics,
to integrate insights from disciplines that do not advance a department’s dis-
ciplinary core. Few ID researchers have addressed the issue of how this internal
conflict can be resolved in a departmental setting. Resolving this internal conflict
is important to developing a greater interdisciplinarity among the disciplines of
departmental units where a greater variety of disciplinary insights can be drawn
upon to solve complex social problems. Here, we call for a unique organizational
structure that can resolve this internal conflict. In using agricultural economics
departments as a case study, we appeal to a concept of a “gatekeeper” whose
role is to institute “loosely coupled” connections that can reconcile a depart-
ment’s internal conflicts. This “gatekeeper” can advance the “normal science” of
a department’s core and peripheral disciplines, while at the same time support a
‘common ground’ that appeals to these disciplines’ common interests. A key
conclusion is that “gatekeepers” can sustain the integration of disciplinary
insights necessary for the advancement of interdisciplinarity in higher educa-
tional institutions.
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Introduction
The world has problems, while universities have departments.
(Brewer, 1999, p. 328) Higher educational institutions are at a
crossroads. Society has placed increasing pressures on universities
to solve global “grand challenges” (Maxwell and Benneworth,
2018, p. 2). Grand challenge problems often require an inter-
disciplinary (ID) approach (Repko and Szostak, 2017, p. 9) that
integrates the insights of multiple disciplines. For instance, grand
challenge problems surrounding world poverty, hunger, conflict,
ecological sustainability and agricultural development exhibit
complex challenges that require an integration of insights from
disciplines involving economics, business, sociology, psychology,
nutrition, ecology and other related disciplines. To respond to
these grand challenges, various United States federal agencies,
such as United States Department of Agriculture (U.S.D.A.),
National Science Foundation (N.S.F.), and National Aeronautics
and Space Administration (N.A.S.A.), have altered their funding
requirements to place a greater prioritization on interdisciplinary
research teams (Mooney et al., 2013). In particular, since the
passing of the Agricultural Research, Extension and Education
Reform Act of 1998, the U.S.D.A.’s National Institute of Food and
Agriculture (N.I.F.A.) has prioritized its competitive funding
programs to support interdisciplinary collaborations that address
climate change, food safety, and sustainable bioenergy (N.I.F.A.,
2018). This prioritization on interdisciplinarity is particularly
important to an applied discipline such as agricultural economics.
Agricultural economics is deeply rooted in the discipline of eco-
nomics, yet due to its applied orientation, requires integrating
various disciplines including: agricultural engineering, climate
science, agricultural finance, animal husbandry, plant pathology,
consumer behavior, and agricultural policy into a complex
decision-making process. Due to its integrated nature, a recent
assessment of the agricultural economics profession has renewed
calls for greater interdisciplinarity (Mooney et al., 2013).

Yet, in spite of the merits of interdisciplinarity, many
agricultural economics departments—especially those in land
grant universities in the United States—are organized around a
core mission to advance the use of economics in solving food,
fiber, energy and related environmental sustainability problems.
Philosophically speaking, these departments’ core mission are
organized around a ‘normal science’ (Kuhn, 1962) that involves
developing a shared commitment to the theoretical assumptions,
beliefs, values, and techniques of their parent economics
discipline. The advantages of this shared commitment are that
it develops a discipline’s legitimacy (Kuhn, 1962) and offers a
more focused attempt to examining empirical realities without
needing to clarify conflicting theories and assumptions
(Markoczy and Deeds, 2009). The challenge with this advance-
ment of “normal science” is that it strongly resists or rejects the
integration of insights from disciplines that do not share the same
commitment (Becher and Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1962; Maxwell
and Benneworth, 2018). This resistance is borne out in
agricultural economics departments. For instance, over the last
thirty years, the growth of the agribusiness discipline (itself an ID
effort with business schools) has been a significant contributor to
the viability of many agricultural economics departments. Yet,
agribusiness is often viewed as a peripheral discipline because it
introduces competing theoretical assumptions, beliefs, values, and
techniques that challenge the advancement of the “normal
science” of economics in agricultural economics departments
(Harling, 1995; Ng and Siebert, 2009).

While interdisciplinarity is key to addressing the complex
challenges of agricultural economics, the challenge facing
agricultural economics departments is they face an internal
conflict that inhibits the integration of different disciplinary
insights. This internal conflict speaks to a broader problem faced

by many other departments in higher education. Departments on
the one hand seek to advance the “normal science” of their
disciplinary core, yet at the same time, face institutional pressures
to integrate disciplines that do not conform to the “normal
science” of their department’s core (see also Batie, 2008; Kuhn,
1962; Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018). For instance, agricultural
economic departments face institutional pressures from consti-
tuents (i.e., student demands, private donors, industry support,
employers and academics) to advance teaching and research
programs in the peripheral discipline of agribusiness (e.g.,
Cornell’s Food Industry Management Programs, Purdue’s Inter-
national Agribusiness Business Program, Kansas State Agribusi-
ness Management program). These institutional demands are
largely a response to a concern that the economic core of
agriculture economics departments is not sufficient to addressing
the complex social challenges faced by agribusiness firms
(Harling, 1995; King et al., 2010; Ng and Siebert, 2009; Sonka
and Hudson, 1989). This was noted in King et al. (2010) where
they describe,

A.C. Hoffman, vice president of Kraft Foods Company…
stressed that the agribusiness economist should be trained
not only in economics but also for general business
management and went on to note traditional agricultural
economics programs were not adequate for this purpose. (p.
565)

By drawing on the principles and practices of general business
management, the agribusiness discipline offered an alternative to
the economics of business decision making and has been
important to addressing the institutional demands faced by
agricultural economics departments. The challenge facing agri-
cultural economics departments is that it can no longer be
organized along a core economic discipline, but needs to contend
with a peripheral discipline—agribusiness—that does not support
the department’s core economic mission. Resolving this internal
conflict is an important problem not only for departments that
house multiple disciplines, but also to ID research (Bammer,
2017; Brandstädter and Sonntag, 2016; Clark and Wallace, 2015;
Jacob, 2015; Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018; Mooney et al., 2013;
Pedersen, 2016). This is because while disciplines form the
foundation of ID approaches (Repko and Szostak, 2017), the
advancement of “normal science” promotes a shared commit-
ment that rejects the insights of peripheral disciplines (Becher
and Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1962; Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018)
and thus undermines the very integration sought by ID research.
In the case of agricultural economics, this internal conflict
motivates the following research problem: How can agricultural
economics departments be organized in ways that would facilitate
the integration of insights from peripheral as well as core
disciplines?

To address this problem, we appeal to the insights of
ambidexterity research (Boumgarden et al., 2012; O’Reilly and
Tushman, 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008; Tushman and
O’Reilly, 1996). A central tenet of ambidexterity is that in order to
meet the complex challenges of the market, organizations face
competing pressures to simultaneously attend to conflicting
knowledge structures (Boumgarden et al. 2012) or ‘logics’ (Carter,
2015; Prahalad and Bettis, 1986; Tushman and Murmann, 1998).
A logic is analogous to Kuhn’s (1962) concept of a discipline that
consists of an organization’s assumptions, commitments, experi-
ences, values and beliefs (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986). Ambidex-
terity research argues that organizations face competing logics/
disciplines where “loosely coupled” connections offer a means to
reconcile these inconsistent logics (Benner and Tushman, 2003;
Boumgarden et al., 2012; Danneels, 2003; Raisch and Birkinshaw,

COMMENT PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0235-8

2 PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS |            (2019) 5:26 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0235-8 | www.nature.com/palcomms

www.nature.com/palcomms


2008). Loosely coupled exchanges are defined by a semi-
autonomous relationship, where peripheral elements of a
complex system, are “linked but not determined” by the system’s
core (Danneels, 2003). Loose coupling reduces organizational
conflict by separating an organization’s core logic/discipline from
other competing or peripheral logics/disciplines, while at the
same time seeking a “common ground” between these logics/
disciplines (Carter, 2015; Danneels, 2003; Raisch and Birkenshaw,
2008). Business studies have shown that “gatekeepers” (Tushman
and Katz, 1980; Tushman and Nadler, 1986) often involving
senior project leaders (see also Boumgarden et al. 2012; Raisch
and Birkenshaw, 2008; Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996) are central
to instituting such loosely coupled exchanges. “Gatekeepers”
institute loose coupling exchanges by promoting communications
across an organization’s business units (Tushman and Katz,
1980). In higher educational settings, we argue that senior or
tenured faculty members play an important “gatekeeping” role in
instituting a department’s loosely coupled exchanges. With such
loose coupling, ‘gatekeepers’ advocate the growth of a depart-
ment’s peripheral discipline in ways that are separate from a
department’s core. While at the same time, “gatekeepers” also
advocate a “common ground” (Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018;
Repko and Szostak, 2017) that integrates the insights of these
disciplines. Hence, by drawing on this “gatekeeper” concept, a
solution is proposed that can resolve the disciplinary conflicts
found within agricultural economics departments. This commen-
tary argues that gatekeepers who institute loosely coupled
exchanges among an agricultural economics’ core (economics)
and peripheral discipline (agribusiness) can advance the ‘normal
science’ of these disciplines, while supporting an integration of
insights that appeals to these disciplines’ common interests.
While this gatekeeping function is proposed as one possible
solution for agricultural economics departments, this gatekeeping
role can also be extended to other departments facing similar
disciplinary conflicts. As result, this commentary contributes to
ID research where the concept of a gatekeeper offers a unique
means to integrate the disciplinary insights necessary for the
advancement of ID approaches in higher education institutions.

Conceptual developments
Interdisciplinarity. Since integration is a central feature of inter-
disciplinarity (Menken and Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak,
2017), the goal of interdisciplinarity is to integrate the insights of
different disciplines into solving complex problems that cannot
be adequately addressed by any given discipline (Clark and
Wallace, 2015; Menken and Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak,
2017). Interdisciplinarity is defined as

…a set of practices; asking research questions that do not
necessarily constrain theories, methods, or phenomena;
drawing upon diverse theories and methods…and integrat-
ing the insights of those disciplinary scholars in order to
achieve a holistic understanding. (Repko and Szostak, 2017,
p. 9)

Given its emphasis on the integration of insights, researchers
have further delineated interdisciplinarity in terms of its
instrumental and critical dimensions (Repko and Szostak,
2017). Instrumental interdisciplinarity emphasizes the borrowing
and combining of the insights of different disciplines into solving
practical problems of society (e.g., grand challenges) (Batie, 2008;
Clark and Wallace, 2015; Repko and Szostak, 2017). The implicit
assumption of instrumental interdisciplinarity is that the
borrowing and combining of these disciplinary insights is
predicated on advancing the disciplinary expertise of the
contributing disciplines. In other words, disciplines are

foundational to instrumental interdisciplinarity (Repko and
Szostak, 2017). Yet, as the goal of interdisciplinarity is to develop
a holistic understanding of complex problems (Menken and
Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak, 2017), critical interdiscipli-
narity seeks more than a borrowing and combining of different
disciplinary insights. Critical interdisciplinarity seeks a holistic
understanding by “…interrogat[ing] the dominant structure of
knowledge and education with the aim of transforming them,
while raising epistemological and political question of value and
purpose” (Repko and Szostak, 2017, p.9). Unlike instrumental
interdisciplinarity, critical interdisciplinarity seeks to dismantle
the boundaries between disciplines by transforming the combined
disciplines in ways that offer a more comprehensive and holistic
understanding and solution to complex problems (Repko and
Szostak, 2017).

Challenges with ID. While some contend that interdisciplinarity
—especially instrumental interdisciplinarity—will become the
dominant educational paradigm, departments are traditionally
organized along core disciplinary lines or silos (Brewer, 1999). A
core discipline is organized around a self-referential (Maxwell and
Benneworth, 2018) system whose purpose is to reinforce a dis-
cipline’s “normal science” (see also Becher and Trowler, 2001;
Kuhn, 1962). This ‘normal science’ involves promoting a shared
understanding of the core or key assumptions, theories and
methods of a discipline (Kuhn, 1962). Yet, by developing a shared
commitment to the assumptions, theories and methods of a core
discipline, the advancement of “normal science” resists or rejects
less established or peripheral disciplines that do not share the
same core (Becher and Trowler, 2001; Kuhn, 1962). Agricultural
economics departments have historically been organized around a
core economic discipline. The core activities of agricultural eco-
nomics departments involve a “normal science” that refines
established economic theories and to offer better estimation
methods and techniques in supporting the assumptions of the
economic discipline (e.g., Debertin et al., 1995). Yet, over the last
30 years, the discipline of agribusiness has been a significant
contributor to the growth of the undergraduate and graduate
programs of many agricultural economics departments. The
growth of the agribusiness discipline has offset declines in the
enrollment of traditional agricultural economics programs (Detre
et al., 2011). The number of faculty involved in the teaching as
well as research of agribusiness in agricultural economics
departments have subsequently increased where the agribusiness
discipline has become an important component of many agri-
cultural economics departments (Detre et al., 2011). Yet, while
this growth has broadened the core economic discipline of agri-
cultural economic departments, the agribusiness discipline is
often viewed as a peripheral discipline. This is because agribusi-
ness does not share the same rational assumptions, ‘formal
rational logic,’ quantitative methods and epistemologies (mathe-
matical-deductive rationalizations) of economics (Ng and Siebert,
2009). The integration of the peripheral agribusiness discipline
into agricultural economics departments has thus been a source
of conflict because agribusiness undermines the shared commit-
ment necessary to advancing the ‘normal science’ of a depart-
ment’s economic core (see also Sonka and Hudson, 1989).

Ambidexterity research. To reconcile this conflict we appeal to
developments in ambidexterity research. (Boumgarden et al.,
2012; O’Reilly and Tushman, 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008;
Tushman and O’Reilly, 1996). Ambidexterity refers to an orga-
nization’s ability to simultaneously attend to internally contra-
dictory knowledge structures (Boumgarden et al., 2012; O’Reilly
and Tushman, 2013; Raisch and Birkinshaw, 2008) or “dominant
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logics” (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986). A dominant logic is analogous
to Kuhn’s (1962) concept of a discipline that consists of an
organization’s key assumptions, commitments, experiences,
values and beliefs about how an organization should compete in
its core lines of business (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986). Like a dis-
cipline, a dominant logic seeks a consensus by focusing an
organization’s attention to knowledge and actions that affirms an
organization’s dominant logic. This affirmation simplifies com-
plex decision settings by focusing an organization’s attention to
actions that reinforce the success and growth of an organization’s
core (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986). Yet, as complex decisions often
require the use of multiple disciplines (Maxwell and Benneworth,
2018; Repko and Szostak, 2017) or new logics, an organization
faces pressures to adopt new logics (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986).
These new logics tend to be peripheral to the dominant logic of
an organization’s core because they offer new ways of doing
business that challenge a dominant logic’s key assumptions and
beliefs (Prahalad and Bettis, 1986).

Ambidexterity researchers also argues that “loosely coupled
exchanges” can reconcile internal conflict (Benner and Tushman,
2003; Boumgarden et al., 2012; Danneels, 2003; Raisch and
Birkinshaw, 2008). Loosely coupled connections are defined by a
semi-autonomous relationship where an organization’s peripheral
logic is linked but “not fully determined” (Danneels, 2003, p. 560)
by the dominant logic of an organization’s core (Carter, 2015).
This loose coupling resolves organizational conflict by separating
the dominant logic of an organization’s core from the logics of its
peripheral units (Boumgarden et al., 2012; Carter, 2015). With
this separation, an organization’s peripheral logic can adapt to the
complexities of its market environment and not be dictated by the
pressures to conform to the dominant logic of an organization’s
core (Boumgarden et al., 2012; Carter, 2015). Ambidexterity
researchers, however, also argue that the logics of peripheral units
are not entirely separated from the dominant logic of an
organization’s core. This is because loose coupling also involves
an important “boundary spanning” (Benner and Tushman, 2003;
Boumgarden et al., 2012) function that integrates the incon-
sistencies between an organization’s core and peripheral logics.

To elaborate on this boundary spanning function, business
studies have shown that “gatekeepers” (Tushman and Katz, 1980;
Tushman and Nadler, 1986) play a critical role in instituting an
organization’s loosely coupled exchanges. However before
examining this role, it is important to provide some clarification
to the definition of a gatekeeper. The Merriam-Webster definition
of a gatekeeper is defined by a “person who controls access”, such
as an attendant at a gate. Business studies have instead defined the
‘gatekeeper’ as an individual who is strongly connected across two
or more different knowledge domains or logics and has the ability
to promote communication between these domains (e.g., Tush-
man and Scanlan, 1981; Whelan et al., 2010). This “gatekeeper” is
normally a senior project leader who is not only strongly
connected to the members of their business unit but is also linked
to members in other business units (Tushman and Katz, 1980).
This business characterization of the “gatekeeper” concept was
developed in response to the increasing specialization of
organizational units (Tushman and Scanlan, 1981; Whelan
et al., 2010). The specialization of an organization’s unit’s skills
(i.e., marketing, production, finance, human resources depart-
ments) have led to the creation of localized norms, values,
vocabularies and methods that are tailored to the specific
requirements of that unit (Tushman and Scanlan, 1981). This
specialization created domain specific vocabularies and language
where “communication boundaries” (Tushman and Scanlan,
1981, p. 290) precluded the transmission of information across an
organization’s different units. The business concept of a “gate-
keeper” was developed in response to overcoming this

“communication boundary”. Hence, an important distinction of
the business definition of a “gatekeeper” is it seeks to promote
rather than restrict access to information (Tushman and Katz,
1980, p. 1072; Tushman and Scanlan, 1981). This distinction is
reflected by a “gatekeeper’s” boundary spanning function. This
boundary spanning function involves bridging an organization’s
core and peripheral logics by integrating elements that are
common to these different knowledge structures (e.g., Benner and
Tushman, 2003; Boumgarden et al., 2012; Raisch et al., 2009).
Business studies have found a large body of evidence that not only
supports the existence of this characterization of “gatekeepers”,
but also provide evidence in support of their boundary spanning
function (Tushman and Katz, 1980; see also Whelan et al., 2010
for a review of “gatekeeper” research). Since the task of this
commentary is to bridge the different disciplines of agricultural
economics departments, we adopt a business study definition of
‘gatekeepers’ rather than a Merriam-Webster definition.

Granted that public institutions vary in a number of
substantive ways from for-profit organizations, “gatekeepers”
can play an important loose coupling role for agricultural
economics departments. We define “gatekeepers” as senior or
tenured faculty members whose functions are to advocate the
merits and relevance of a department’s peripheral disciplines to
its department’s disciplinary core. These “gatekeepers” operate in
an advisory capacity where they are separated from the decision
processes of the department head and administrative teams. The
department head and administrative teams tend to place a greater
focus on research, teaching and funding activities that advance
the “normal science” of the department’s economic core. By
separating the “gatekeeper” from these decision processes, the
“gatekeeper” has the autonomy to advocate the merits of a
peripheral discipline, such as agribusiness, independently of the
dominant logic of a department’s economic core.

While a “gatekeeper” is structurally separated from the
department’s core decision making process, the “gatekeeper”
nevertheless plays an important advocacy role that seeks to
reconcile the conflicts between a department’s core and
peripheral disciplines. In order to understand this advocacy, the
loosely coupled relationships between an agricultural economics
department’s peripheral and core disciplines need to be first
explained. A peripheral discipline, such as agribusiness, must be
coupled to the economic core of most agricultural economic
departments. This is because agribusiness programs are admin-
istratively housed within agricultural economics departments and
not in business departments (see exceptions Morrison School of
Agribusiness is housed within the W.P. Carey School of Business
at Arizona State University) (Harling, 1995; Ng and Siebert,
2009). Although “linked” to the departments of agricultural
economics, agribusiness faculty members have a degree of
autonomy in their teaching and research programs. Agribusiness
faculty engage in research and teaching activities where the
assumptions surrounding how agribusiness firms behave, the
fundamental questions of research interest, the units of analysis,
and the methods of examinations are not dictated by faculty
members in the department’s economic core. This autonomy
enables agricultural economics departments to engage in teaching
and research activities that are not addressed by the department’s
economic core (Ng and Siebert, 2009). This greater flexibility,
however, comes at a cost of the agribusiness faculty member
being ostracized by the department’s economic core. This is
because the agribusiness discipline operates on a new type of logic
where its assumptions, theories and methods tend to be resisted
by the dominant logic of a department’s economic core. Studies
have shown that economic disciplines tend to exhibit a self-
referential bias that is skeptical of contributions made by other
social science disciplines (Pieters and Baumgartner, 2002). This
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appears to be supported in agricultural economics settings where
disciplinary activities that promote the use of economics are given
greater priority over other subject areas (e.g., Hilmer and Hilmer,
2005; Mooney et al., 2013), such as agribusiness (Detre et al.,
2011). As a result, the task of the “gatekeeper” is not only to
advocate the merits of a department’s peripheral discipline to its
economic core, but also to resolve and integrate their
inconsistencies.

To resolve this internal inconsistency, a “gatekeeper’s”
advocacy involves instituting loosely coupled exchanges that seek
a “common ground” (Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018; Repko and
Szostak, 2017) between a department’s core and its peripheral
discipline. According to ID research, this “common ground”
involves integrating conflicting disciplines by either seeking an
objective that is common to the affected disciplines (Maxwell and
Benneworth, 2018) and/or “modifying one or more concepts or
theories and their underlying assumptions” (Repko and Szostak,
2017, p. 269). For instance, a key assumption underlying the
economic discipline of agricultural economics is that decision
makers are rational and calculative agents. The agribusiness
discipline, however, has challenged this fundamental assumption
where psychological biases and decision heuristics are increas-
ingly recognized as key influences on an individual’s decision
making process (Hobbs and Mooney, 2016; Ng et al., 2009).
Despite these differences, both agribusiness and agricultural
economics share a common goal in explaining an individual or
firm’s decision making process (Cook and Chaddad, 2000; King
et al., 2010). The task facing the “gatekeeper” is to advocate a
shared commitment by agribusiness and agricultural economics
faculty to develop teaching and research programs that achieves
this common goal. “Gatekeepers” make it possible to integrate the
behavioral explanations of agribusiness firms into the individual’s
decision making process by examining departures in the
assumptions of the rational economic paradigm. This common
ground is most likely to occur with “gatekeepers” who have a
significant influence, stature, or power within the department (see
Brandstädter and Sonntag, 20161, for other factors). Through this
common ground, these “gatekeepers” can reconcile and integrate
insights from an agricultural economics department’s economic
and agribusiness disciplines where this integration offers a more
integrative or holistic understanding of an individual’s decision
making process.

A “gatekeeper’s” advocacy also involves instituting a loose
coupling that addresses the “epistemological dominance” (Max-
well and Benneworth, 2018, p. 2) in a department’s economic
core. Epistemological dominance occurs when a dominant
discipline

demands that other disciplines accept its epistemic
assumptions…[where]…this epistemological dominance
can then frame, shape, or otherwise prioritize those of the
dominant field(s), while marginalizing the value judgment
of the less ideal type fields. (Maxwell and Benneworth,
2018; p. 2)

The problem of epistemological dominance is that a peripheral
discipline such as agribusiness is forced to conform to the ‘normal
science’ of its department’s economic core. This epistemological
dominance was noted in Harling (1995) where he describes

a basic philosophical challenge faced by agribusiness
researchers: [is that] agribusiness researchers…want to be
true to their own predilections towards management yet
have to satisfy the majority [agricultural economics] that
thinks in terms of economics. (p. 509)

The task of the “gatekeeper” is to forge loosely coupled
exchanges that evaluate peripheral disciplines—such as

agribusiness—based on their own terms and not those of its
core. This loose coupling involves championing to the depart-
ment head and administrative team, a distinct system of
evaluation and rewards that support the growth of the peripheral
discipline. This involves a loosely coupled relationship where a
peripheral discipline is evaluated and rewarded for advancing the
‘normal science’ of those disciples (i.e., business) that fall outside
of the agricultural economics department’s economic core. This
peripheral discipline is also evaluated and rewarded on the basis
that they advance a “common ground” to the department’s
economic core. For instance, the academic contributions of the
agribusiness discipline are evaluated in accordance to discipline
specific journals (i.e., business and closely related social science
journals). Also the agribusiness discipline is evaluated in
accordance to efforts to advance an understanding of the
individual decision making process that transcends the limits of
its own discipline and that of its department’s economic core (see
e.g., Cook and Chaddad, 2000; King et al., 2010).

To summarize our arguments in broader terms, this commen-
tary argues that because “gatekeepers” are central to instituting an
agricultural economics department’s loosely coupled exchanges,
such loose coupling offers a department a unique advantage in
managing its internal conflicts. By drawing on a key tenet of
ambidexterity research, researchers have found that loosely
coupled exchanges enable an organization to leverage its core
dominant logic, while at the same time to engage in new or
peripheral logics that sustain an organization’s adaptiveness to its
market environment (Boumgarden et al., 2012; Danneels, 2003).
Empirical and case study research has found robust support for
this ambidextrous behavior where this ambidexterity has been
strongly related to an organization’s sales growth, subjective
ratings on performance, innovations, market valuations, and a
variety of other firm performance metrics (see O’Reilly and
Tushman, 2013). This commentary argues that “gatekeepers”
who institute a loose coupling of an agricultural economics
department’s core and peripheral disciplines can realize similar
benefits of ambidexterity. Specifically, by drawing on the
advocacy and boundary spanning roles of the “gatekeeper”, a
“gatekeeper” who institutes a department’s loose-coupled con-
nections can offer a separation that advances the “normal
science” of a department’s economic core and its peripheral
discipline in agribusiness, while at the same time, support a
“common ground” that appeals to these disciplines’ common
interests. As agricultural economics faces increasing pressures to
respond to the needs and problems of different stakeholder
groups, agricultural economics departments that draw on such
loose coupling will be in a better position to integrate the insights
of its different disciplines to meet the needs of these different
groups. Those that do not will find their department’s significance
and relevance to stakeholders questioned. This is aptly described
by a former agricultural economist and Dean who noted

the days of hard-funded technicians and graduate research
assistants are over, and we will have to behave more like
Colleges of Sciences. This has long been recognized by the
production agriculture disciplines, and Ag Econ units are
beginning to come to the same realization…many of the
opportunities for extramural grants for [agricultural]
economists involve interdisciplinary research. This under-
scores the increasing importance of interdisciplinary
research, not only to address issues, but also for the sheer
survival of the Ag Econ profession. (D. Bernardo, Dean of
College of Agricultural, Human, and Natural Resource
Sciences, Washington State University, e-mail communica-
tion, August 3, 2011) (Mooney et al., 2013, p. 189)
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Discussion and conclusions
Various researchers have recognized the institutional difficulties
and challenges in integrating new systems of thought within an
established discipline (e.g., Bammer, 2017; Brandstädter and
Sonntag, 2016; Clark and Wallace, 2015; Jacob, 2015; Maxwell
and Benneworth, 2018; Mooney et al., 2013). To overcome such
challenges, various ID scholars contend that communication is
central to the integration of insights from different disciplines
(e.g., Brandstädter and Sonntag, 2016; Maxwell and Benneworth,
2018; Menken and Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak, 2017). Yet,
such communications are primarily examined within a research
project setting where the issue of how a department reconciles the
conflicts in its core and peripheral discipline remains largely
under-examined. By drawing on the advocacy and boundary
spanning roles of the “gatekeeper,” a central argument of this
commentary is that “gatekeepers” who institute a department’s
loosely coupled connections can offer a separation that advances
the “normal science” of a department’s core and peripheral dis-
ciplines, while at the same time, supports a “common ground”
that appeals to these disciplines’ common interests. By drawing
on this central argument, we offer three contributions to ID
research.

First, consensus in ID research is that shared communications
are key to overcoming disciplinary conflicts (Brandstädter and
Sonntag, 2016; Maxwell and Benneworth, 2018; Menken and
Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak, 2017). This commentary
makes the contribution that a “gatekeeper’s” loose coupling
promotes a common interest that can sustain a genuine engage-
ment of a department’s core and peripheral disciplines. A
“gatekeeper’s” loose coupling can facilitate critical forms of
interdisciplinarity where such loose coupling can fundamentally
question and transform the dominant logic of department’s
economic core. By forging such loosely coupled exchanges,
“gatekeepers” not only expose a department’s dominant logic to
the new logics of its peripheral disciplines, but as a result raise
epistemological questions about a department’s sustained com-
mitment to its core. Hence, a “gatekeeper’s” loose coupling can
enable the very collaborations/incentives necessary for the
advancement of interdisciplinarity in higher educational institu-
tions and can play a transformative role in transcending a
department’s disciplinary boundaries.

Second, since interdisciplinarity is a response to complex
problems, ID researchers have argued that the insights of com-
plexity science can be useful in addressing such problems (Batie,
2008; Menken and Keestra, 2016; Repko and Szostak, 2017).
Although the insights of complexity science have not be fully
explored in ID research, complexity researchers have appealed to
Ashby’s (1956) principle of requisite variety in solving complex
problems (Boisot and McKelvey, 2011). This principle states that
“an adaptive system survives to the extent that the variety it
generates matches that of the environment it finds itself in”
(Boisot and McKelvey, 2011, p. 281). As colleges and departments
of agricultural economics face increasing pressures to meet the
demand of different societal stakeholders (i.e., students, farmers,
food businesses, ag. policy makers and legislatures, alternative/
bio-energy, and climate change constituents, etc.), the principle of
requisite variety suggest that departments with a greater diversity
of disciplines are more likely to meet the demands of these varied
stakeholders. This commentary offers a unique means of orga-
nizing departments in a way that can develop such requisite
diversity. Departments that form loosely coupled exchanges
amongst their core and peripheral disciplines offer a means to
integrate these disciplines. The integration of these disciplines can
result in developing a greater variety of disciplinary insights that a
department can draw in meeting the demands of its social
stakeholders.

Third, according to the Association of American Colleges and
Universities (2003), the increasing specialization of disciplines in
higher education (Kleinberg, 2008) has been met by an increasing
growth of ‘interdisciplinary studies’ programs. ID studies are
viewed as “a major selling point for colleges and university…”
where some “even claim that the twenty first century marks the
ascension of interdisciplinarity as the dominant educational
paradigm” (Kleinberg, 2008). The challenge, however, raised by
Kleinberg (2008) is that the majority of these programs are “not
substantially different from the academic disciplines, depart-
ments, and divisions they were originally designed to challenge.”
This suggests that in order to sustain the continued growth of ID
studies in high educational institutions, ID studies programs face
an increasing need to differentiate themselves from those of its
disciplinary counterparts. While the role of “gatekeepers” is pri-
marily confined to integrating the disciplinary insights of a
departmental unit, the concept of “gatekeepers” can nevertheless
offer an important source of differentiation for ID studies pro-
grams. ID studies can institute “gatekeepers” whose function is to
establish loosely coupled connections to external department
units. Such loosely coupled connections not only strengthen the
disciplinary foundations of ID studies programs, but offer an
important source of differentiation. As a result, the proposed
concept of a “gatekeeper” introduces a loosely coupled exchange
that can be an important source of differentiation; a differentia-
tion that may be necessary to advancing ID studies programs into
the twenty-first century.
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Notes
1 In addition, their study identified five types of competencies—topic, special,
leadership, team and work—that significantly influenced ID collaborations.
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