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ABSTRACT

Interdisciplinary research teams are crucial for
tackling complex societal issues but often struggle
with goal alignment, leadership, and communication.
This reflective inquiry article explores expanding the
role of Research Administration (RA) and Research
Development (RD) professionals as team coaches

to address these challenges and improve team
effectiveness. A team science program was created

to train RA and RD staff in team coaching, using both
in-person and virtual activities. Coaches helped teams
from formation through the development of research
products. The use of team science-informed tools and
activities supported these coaching roles. Findings
indicate that incorporating RA and RD professionals
as coaches is beneficial to faculty, providing logistical
support and non-technical perspectives. RA and RD
professionals saw this coaching role as a natural
extension of their work, although interpretations

of the role varied among coaches. This project
underscores the potential for RA and RD staff to
enhance their support for research teams, particularly
those teams that may encounter obstacles integrating
diverse perspectives and collaborating virtually over
long periods.
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INTRODUCTION & PROBLEM
STATEMENT

Real-world problems that impact multiple aspects
of society, such as climate change and public health,
must be addressed with expertise and perspectives
from multiple disciplines (National Academy of
Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, and
Institute of Medicine, 2005; Stokols et al., 2008).
Diverse individuals need to work together closely
and integrate ideas in an interdisciplinary manner
to solve these problems (Fiore, 2008). Research
along these lines has been called interdisciplinary or
transdisciplinary and, more recently, “convergence
science.” The goal is to have a convergence of multiple
fields and interdisciplinary work that will “make
fundamental contributions in our drive to provide
creative solutions to the most difficult problems
facing us as a society” (National Research Council,
2014, p. vii).

Research teams are forming around these problems,
in no small part motivated by the increased funding
of research requiring collaboration across multiple
disciplines and aimed at solving complex scientific
and societal problems. Funding is coming from the
National Science Foundation such as their Science
and Technology Centers and Growing Convergence
Research programs, and from the National Institutes
of Health such as the Clinical and Translational
Science Awards. However, a longer history exists,
starting with the National Cancer Institute’s
Transdisciplinary Tobacco Use Research Centers
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“'I'eam science” refers to

collaborative, often cross-
disciplinary endeavors engaged in
by researchers (Hall et al., 2018).
These researchers may be situated
solely at institutions of higher
education or may collaborate with
non-academic partners including
government, industry, and community
organizations. Science teams
often engage in differing forms of
cross-disciplinary research-from
multidisciplinary to interdisciplinary
to transdisciplinary-in order to
examine problems and develop
new knowledge not feasible by a
single discipline (Fiore, 2008). Those
scholars who study what makes
science teams effective, how to
best manage such collaborative
engagements, and what interventions
can improve scientific teamwork, are
associated with the “science of team
science” field. This area of scholarship
draws from multiple disciplines that
examine the study of groups and
organizations, including scholars
from the social and organizational
sciences (Hall et al., 2018; Stokols
et al., 2008). As team-based efforts
are becoming the norm (Wuchty et
al., 2007), how to best support those
teams working to solve complex
scientific and societal challenges will
likewise grow in importance (National
Research Council, 2015).

(TTURC) program (National Cancer Institute, n.d.),
which ran from 1999 to 2009. The TTURC initiative
was specifically designed to fund research that
integrated fields of science to understand tobacco use
as a significant health problem.

Despite the value of conducting interdisciplinary
research, diverse research teams can encounter
issues related to aligning goals, sharing leadership,
and communicating effectively. This can impede
progress, lead to dissatisfaction, and negatively
impact team science effectiveness (National Research
Council, 2015). Having an individual on the research
team who focuses their attention on interpersonal
dynamics can help mitigate some of these challenges
(e.g., Jiang et al., 2023). Traditionally, the principal
investigator (Pl) has assumed this responsibility,
managing both the research and teamwork
processes. However, the administrative burden
associated with developing and leading research
projects, especially complex collaborative ones,

limits the time that Pls can devote to team building—
establishing effective communication channels,
mediating interpersonal disputes, motivating team
members, and uniting diverse perspectives (Bammer
et al., 2020).

Research Administration (RA) and Research
Development (RD) staff could serve as coaches

and play a larger role in supporting positive
interdisciplinary teaming, filling these noted gaps

in team support. RA and RD staff may already be
ideally placed to serve as coaches because they
already collaborate with faculty at higher education
institutions related to grant seeking and other
research-related activities. These staff members are
already seen by Pls as providing valuable support

for their grant seeking and other research-related
endeavors (Goff-Albritton et al., 2022) and have seen
recent increased expansion in scope and areas of
specialization, including in the areas of networking
and team management (Eck & Roney, 2023; Zink et al.,
2022). RD professionals as described by Levin (2011)
and RA professionals as described by Zink et al. (2022)
already support the pursuit of large and complex
projects, which are typically conducted by faculty



teams. Therefore, the opportunity exists to modify
and enhance the ways RA/RD staff provide this type of
support. It is relevant and timely to provide solutions
that help support interdisciplinary research teams in
proactive and practical ways by examining existing
resources and services (i.e., provided RA/RD staff),

as well as determining what competencies could be
internally developed.

To provide enhanced support to faculty research
teams, and explore how RA and RD professionals can
play a larger role in team development and project
ideation, we developed a team science program that
drew from the Science of Team Science (SciTS) and
studies of team science effectiveness (e.g., Hall et

al., 2018). This area of research was started in the
2000s by the National Cancer Institute in order to
study the effectiveness of collaborative research and
scientific teamwork (Stokols et al., 2008). Since then,
researchers have examined a number of approaches
for improving teamwork in science—from team
charters (e.g., Brower et al., 2021) to communication
training (Hubbs et al., 2020) to mentoring programs
(Guise et al., 2017). For the current program, we
focused on one area of team science, that of
coaching. Following Hackman and Wageman (2005),
we generally define team coaching as a role providing
activities to support coordination of individual and
joint effort to help meet objectives and complete

the team’s task. More specifically, this role supports
team members’ collaborative activities, which include
focusing on interpersonal skills (e.g., communicating
clearly and openly), team contributions (e.g.,
ensuring all members are heard and participating),
and coordination (e.g., scheduling), all in service of
meeting team goals and objectives.

In the current program, coaches filled various needs
of interdisciplinary research teams—facilitating
activities, providing feedback, encouraging members,
asking questions, among others. In general terms,
coaches were responsible for attending to both

the teamwork and taskwork of their teams (this
distinction is covered in more detail below; see
Figure 1). Coaches were embedded within each of
the program'’s faculty research teams, with an RA or
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RD professional serving the coach role. This coaching
support began when teams were first forming and
continued through the creation and writing of a
collaborative project idea.

Figure 1
The “Teamwork” and “Taskwork” of Team Science

Reflections on the Coach Role in an
Interdisciplinary Team Science Program

This reflective inquiry article describes a team science
program funded through a collaborative award from
the National Science Foundation to a multidisciplinary
blend of experts in Research Administration (RA),
Research Development (RD), and team science
located at universities across the state of Florida . The
award supported the creation and implementation

of the program to help interdisciplinary, inter-
institutional faculty research teams form and ideate
around societal challenges. The unifying theme for
the program was “Florida coastal challenges.” The
following guiding questions drove the creation of the
program and the summary of findings:

¢ What roles can non-technical coaches perform for
interdisciplinary research teams?
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* What are RA and RD professionals’ perspectives
on the roles and value of coaches embedded in
interdisciplinary research teams?

¢ What are faculty perspectives on the roles and
value of coaches embedded in interdisciplinary
research teams?

The subsequent sections summarize the program
components and participants as well as describe the
coach role from the faculty and RA/RD professionals’
perspectives. The paper closes with conclusions and
recommendations for how to adapt the program and
its components to other institutional and research
contexts.

Overview of the Program

The team science program included both
professional development training and experiential
components across two stages: a three-day, in-
person “Research Summit” (August, before the Fall
semester began) and an eight-month virtual “Idea
Sprint” (September through April). The program was
designed to increase faculty knowledge, skills, and
attitudes related to team science through training
(at the Summit), supportive coaching (Summit and
Sprint), and knowledge integration activities
(Summit and Sprint). Through the program activities,
faculty researchers shared their expertise, interests,
and ideas as well as stabilized into teams focused
on an interdisciplinary research question and
project idea that addressed a societal challenge,
and ultimately produced a collaborative research

Table 1
Overview of Key Research Summit Presentation Topics and Team Activities

Morning Presentation: Background on
the field of Team Science and its

framing of the program

Presentations: Stakeholder talks
on local coastal issues

Lunchtime | Networking

Team Activity: Topic generation

Afternoon

Team Activity: Problem mapping

Dinnertime | Networking & reflection

Presentation: Fundamental
concepts to form, mature, and
sustain teams

Presentation: Tools for
interdisciplinary teaming

Networking

Team Activity: Asset sharing and
project brainstorming

Preparation for team pitches
Networking & reflection

...........................

product (white paper). The RA/RD team coaches
participated in the same team science training
(Summit) as the faculty to enhance their knowledge,
skills, and attitudes in relation to interdisciplinary
collaborations. Additionally, a member of the grant
group who is an expert in team science met monthly
with the coaches to continue their professional
development and guide them throughout the

Sprint as they were navigating their enhanced team
support role.

The Summit was designed to provide opportunities
for faculty to learn from and collaborate with diverse
stakeholders on the topic of Florida coastal issues
(see Table 1 for an overview of the Summit schedule).
Team science experts were invited to the Summit to
present on how best to engage in interdisciplinary
teaming. An important element was helping
participants understand the difference between
teamwork (focusing on interpersonal communication
and conflict management) and taskwork (focusing

on research-related responsibilities and goals)—
including how teamwork is an intentional process,
how teamwork affects taskwork, how these activities
are often simultaneously engaged in, and the
importance of attending to both for team success.
Team coaches began their role during the Summit
and facilitated the implementation of team activities.
Faculty participated in these facilitated team activities,
presented on their research interests, and pitched a
project idea (as a team) related to a pressing coastal
problem in the state.

Presentation: Virtual teaming
and shared leadership

Presentations: Funders and the
funding opportunity landscape

Networking
Preparation for team pitches

Final team pitch presentations
Networking & reflection




As can be seen in Table 1, the Summit's morning
informational sessions were paired with afternoon
activities where faculty coalesced into small teams
(three to five members each) around shared interests
and proceeded to work in those teams to develop a
collaborative research project idea around a central

Table 2

Disciplinary Make-up of the Faculty Research Teams
Team #1 ‘ Team #2
e Marine conservation e  Water resources & civil

* Developmental biology engineering

e Coastal biogeochemistry Environmental studies

e Energy & environmental
engineering

e Marine ecology

The Sprint portion of the program began a few weeks
after the Summit ended. During the Sprint, teams met
approximately every other week for an hour along
with their assigned team coach. Virtual engagement
at this stage was necessary because the teams

were geographically dispersed, with all members
coming from different institutions. Teams refined the
research questions that were originally developed
during the Summit, created accompanying conceptual
frameworks, and drafted white papers to integrate
and elaborate on their interdisciplinary project plan.

Team engagement included both structured and
unstructured interactions. Structured interactions
were team science-based activities and followed a
set schedule for all teams, each activity facilitated
by the team coach. For these structured activities,
and with other coaching-related activities (e.g.,
identifying relevant funding, reviewing white
papers), coaches dedicated time outside of the
team meeting (approximately 1-2 hours for a given
activity). Structured activities often included the use
of an existing collaboration tool or resource that
was adapted for use in the current program. The
versions of the tools that were used in this program
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interdisciplinary research question (see Table 2
for team makeup by discipline). The teams were
formed the afternoon of Summit Day 1, after the
“topic generation” activity, and teams pitched their
collaborative project ideas on the final day of the
Summit.

‘ Team #3 ‘ Team #4
e Chemical engineering ¢ Marine biology
e Biology & environmental e Urban & regional
studies planning
e Ecology e Environmental

physiology
e Disaster studies

Marine biology

e  Education

are described in Table 3. The table also includes
hyperlinks for more detailed information about
each tool. Additional suggestions for adapting and
implementing these tools are included in the final
section of this paper.

As an overview of the implementation process, the
Problem Tree activity was used during the Summit
once teams were formed to help define their research
topic. The Individual to Collective activity, which also
occurred during the Summit, helped teams narrow
their research topic based on the knowledge, skills,
and resources of team members. The Shared Team
Roles activity occurred at the team'’s first Sprint
meeting to recognize and encourage the diverse
contributions of members to the team'’s functioning.
The Collaboration Agreement activity occurred early
in the Sprint period, over several meetings, to help
define team norms and create a strong foundation
for communication and cooperation. The Thumbs Up
or Down activity was a technique introduced during
the Sprint, and subsequently used throughout this
virtual engagement period at the coach’s discretion,
to facilitate decision making and work towards
consensus.

................................................................................. e
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Table 3

Team Science Tools and Resources Used in the Current Program

Tool/Resource Timing Description

Problem Tree Research Summit

impacts.

Individual to Research Summit

Collective collaborate.

Shared Team Roles | Idea Sprint

Collaboration
Agreement

Thumbs Up or
Down

Idea Sprint

Idea Sprint

Unstructured team interactions occurred during the
biweekly team meetings in the Sprint period when no
formal team development activities were scheduled.
Unstructured time represented the majority of

the eight-month Sprint period and allowed teams

to individually engage in their scientific taskwork
(e.g., work on white paper) and coordinate their
collaborative efforts (e.g., articulate goals).

Program Participants

The team coaches included Research Administration
(RA) and Research Development (RD) staff from four
universities. See Table 4 for additional information
about the involved staff along with information about

Table 4
Participant and Affiliated Institution Information

A brainstorming activity to depict a problem space and identify causes and
An exercise to uncover opportunities to harness team resources and

An activity to empower all members of a team to contribute.

A tool that facilitates a shared purpose and sets expectations for team
communication and behavior for team success.

A simple process that uses one’s hand to indicate agreement, disagreement,
or uncertainty related to a topic.

their institutions (institutional characteristics are
drawn from the Carnegie Foundation’s Classification
of Institutions of Higher Education, Basic classification,
2021 and the U.S. Department of Education, Eligibility
designations and applications for waiver of eligibility
requirements, 2024). The faculty participants included
16 researchers from 12 institutions across the state of
Florida, who were recruited through an open call for
participants circulated via email. They had disciplinary
interests spanning marine sciences (n = 5), biology (n
= 3), engineering (n = 3), environmental studies (n = 2),
disaster studies (n = 1), education (n = 1), and urban
and regional planning (n = 1). See Table 4 for more
information about the faculty participant ranks and
institutions.

Coaching Activity

Position/Rank

RA Grants Specialist
RD Manager

RD Directors
Assistant Professor
Associate Professor
Full Professor
Faculty Director
Institution Type

R1

R2

M1

Coaches (n=4) Faculty (n=16)

1 -
1 -
2 -
- 3
: 4
- 8
- 1
1 4
2 3



M2

Baccalaureate College
PUI

HSI

HBCU

Public

Private
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1
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Note: R1, R2, M1, M2, and Baccalaureate College are Carnegie classifications. PUI=Primarily Undergraduate Institution,
HSI=Hispanic-Serving Institution, HBCU=Historically Black Colleges and Universities.

Program Observations

Information about the experiences and reflections

of the faculty and coach participants was collected
throughout the program. This information included
both quantitative and qualitative information to
capture participant perceptions of themselves as

well as their teams and other aspects of the program
before, during, and after the program period. The
following sections present a brief description of how
this information was collected and analyzed as well as
how participants viewed the program activities, role of
the team coach, and their own development over time.

Data Collection Method and Analytical Approach

Reflections and outcomes for both coaches and
faculty were collected via longer surveys administered
at the beginning and end of the program as well

as brief monthly surveys. These surveys tracked
opinions on team-based research, learnings and
confidence related to team science, reflections

on team activities, perceptions of team progress,
takeaways from the program, and other feedback
related to program content and format. Coaches also
engaged in reflection through journaling (weekly and
monthly) and structured interviews (beginning of the
program and post-program). Two authors analyzed
the collected information for themes, including direct
quotations to support and illustrate the identified
themes. The remainder of the research team
reviewed the summary findings and agreed upon the
reported observations. The themes were considered
in conjunction with descriptive statistics to gain a
holistic understanding of how both coaches and
faculty experienced the program. These were used by

the team science expert to help guide coaches in their
development, for example, in discussing challenges
identified in their reflections or team process issues
revealed through faculty feedback.

Given the small number of individuals in the program,
this reflective inquiry piece is provided to outline
initial observations and evidence about a potential
new role for RA/RD professionals. Further, the
limited sample prevents statistical analyses that
could provide more general inferences. Thus, more
controlled studies would be needed to provide data
to more clearly evaluate the effectiveness of the
program or to generalize results to other contexts.
As such, the following sections present quotations
and some basic descriptive statistics to describe

the experience of having a non-technical support
person provide coaching during the development of
interdisciplinary research questions, project ideas,
and white paper products. In this way, we provide a
foundation for follow-on research that could more
rigorously test varieties of team coaching initiatives
for RA/RD professionals.

The Role of Coaches

Within the structured elements of the program, each
coach facilitated the same activities to enable the
continued interpersonal (teamwork) and research-
related (taskwork) development of their team.
However, the role was not standardized. Throughout
the program each coach had a somewhat unique
approach to their role that was influenced by their
experience working in research administration or
research development, their personal view of the role,

.................................... 3
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and the perceived needs and expectations of their
research team. Given this, we can offer a general
definition of team roles as activities that support team
collaboration such as facilitator, mediator, motivator,
and organizer.

As a more detailed example of how the coaches
viewed their roles, one coach expressed a preference
for not being viewed as part of the research team.
From this perspective, the role of the coach did not
involve contributing to the completion of project

tasks. Instead, this coach organized the “behind the
scenes” meeting logistics while not intervening in

the majority of team meetings and activities. The

other coaches viewed their role more expansively.

Two coaches functioned as team builders while also
making key contributions to the taskwork of the team,
anticipating their needs and what to do next. The final
coach interpreted the role as a support function whose
work—whether administrative, team development, or
research-focused—should be defined by the rest of the
team. In this latter view, the role of the coach reactively
changed to meet the needs of the team throughout
the course of the program.

Despite taking different approaches, there were
commonalities in how coaches interacted with

their teams. For example, all coaches provided
administrative support in the form of scheduling,
document management, and notetaking as indicated
in the following quotes.

“First and foremost [ was the] logistics manager. |
was responsible for setting the meeting, sending out
the calendar invites, and after each meeting sending
the notes document, the recording, and within the
email the next steps that each person or the group
is going to take before the next meeting. Otherwise,
during the meeting, | took notes.”

“I was there to support them, but they are so self-
sufficient, like they just took off and all worked
together so well that | didn’t really have to do much

except rein them in on time...And then of course |
took notes for them.”

Coaches also guided the teams through the research
process to ensure that all members were engaged,
had a mutual understanding of the key points of

the discussion, and agreed on the timeline. Coaches
provided this monitoring function by paying attention
to individual members of the team, gauging their
feelings through nonverbal and verbal cues, and
ensuring everyone had space to contribute.

“Moving people through the steps and being the
recorder, the note taker, as well as at moments
taking a step back and saying, ‘Ok, what did we just
discuss? Let me write it down. Can we move on now?”

“I really enjoyed asking faculty and posing questions
that could help them consider other perspectives. ‘Have
you considered this? What did you think about this?

Is this the next direction?' | don't want to say leading a
group because it was coaching it, but I like being on the
leading edge of helping the discussion progress.”

“I also served as a gauge. So if things were going off
the rails for anybody, just observing body language
and expressions and things that maybe something
wasn't going well, that type of thing.”

“I did try to keep an eye on making sure everyone
had an opportunity to share a thought, especially
around major decisions or next steps.”

Coaches provided a unique, non-technical viewpoint

on the research teams' project ideas and provided
feedback. The coaches provided a check on technical
jargon, motivated the team, and were able to pay
attention to interpersonal dynamics. Coaches perceived
that faculty viewed this type of support as beneficial.



“I had a couple rounds of giving them feedback on
how they talked about each slide and what they
might want to focus on, as well as suggesting to
them, which they accepted, a less jargony and more
broad audience title for their project.”

“What does the coach do? At pivotal moments helps
the team move forward. At points of indecision helps
the team move forward. At times, | think | also helped
with motivation, like You guys are doing good. This is
great. Here’s what you might consider next.” You're an
extra support in moments where there’s gaps.”

“l wish we could have a coach in every large group.
One of my team members said, ‘If we could have
somebody like you in all of our big things, how
much better everything could go. Someone who is
not involved in the research but who is just being
attentive to the team.” And | completely agree.”

Coach Growth and Perspectives on Coaching

Based on the data collected at the start of the
program, all the RA and RD professionals who
served as team coaches in this program came with
an interest in team science and willingness to learn.
The coaches had varying degrees of prior experience
supporting research teams, and generally lacked
explicit knowledge and skills related to team science.
Based on a pre-program survey, none of the coaches
reported prior training in team science. However, on
average, they felt confident in their ability to support
researchers in team science activities (M = 4.00; scale
of 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree"). This is
despite acknowledging they did not fully understand
the theoretical (M = 2.60), practical (M = 2.60), and
technological (M = 2.80) considerations of team
science, likely owing to their lack of formal training.

When asked to reflect on what they already knew
about team science, most coaches had no prior
knowledge in this area but were interested in
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learning about foundational concepts such as shared
leadership, diversity for innovation, virtual teaming,
and facilitation. Coaches were initially concerned
with how to ensure that all team members had a
voice, methods for maintaining motivation within
geographically dispersed teams, and whether faculty
would be open to the program’s team formation and
development activities.

Participation in the program enhanced the coaches’
understanding of team science. At the end of the
program, after the coaches were no longer meeting
with their teams, a complementary post-survey
was administered covering the same topics as the
pre-survey and using the same response scale (1
“strongly disagree”to 5 “strongly agree”). The biggest
gains were seen from pre- to post-program in the
questions related to team science theory (4=2.15),
practice (4=2.15), and technology (4=1.95). Coaches
also felt more confident in their ability to train others
in the practical (4=1.80) and technological (4=1.75)
considerations of team science and somewhat

less confident in training others in the theoretical
considerations of team science (4=1.25).

Related to the theoretical aspect of team science,
coaches reflected on the importance of developing a
safe and trusting environment where team members
could take risks and ask vulnerable questions. Aligning
expectations, setting norms, and developing trust
allowed teams to move through challenges. Coaches
benefited from a “team science guide” when navigating
this new support role and the related literature.

“[The most impactful experience in the program was]
exploring the field of team science for the first time
under the guidance of an expert. | had no idea of its
existence and robustness, and | think we've pulled
out some very practical tools, even some that can

be used on a daily basis outside of team science
proper.”

Coaches also described an increased appreciation for
many of the practical considerations around forming

..................................... s |
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interdisciplinary teams with members from multiple
institutions. For example, more time and resources
were needed to support a team with members from
different institutions and disciplines than initially
anticipated. Tasks such as integrating ideas across
disciplines to form a conceptual framework were
challenging for teams and required adequate time.
The challenge was amplified when some members
were absent from group meetings or had to prioritize
other aspects of their university work over the
team. Coaches helped to keep their team members
in sync through a shared team folder in the Cloud
(with meeting notes and team files) and email
communications related to meetings, including to
catch up members in their absence.

During the program, coaches were embedded
within their teams (attending all team meetings)

but were also “outsiders” in terms of not possessing
disciplinary expertise. This outsider position came
with some challenges, but generally, the coaches felt
that the faculty respected their role on the team.

“Sometimes | struggle as a coach because | don't
understand the technical topics so | feel like |

can't help them make breakthroughs, when the
conversation seems to not be going anywhere but |
can see they need a breakthrough.”

“They overall were so respectful of me...when you're a
younger person coming into a team of scientists who
are established in their field, and me being outside
their field, you never know what's going to happen in
that formula.”

“They listened to me. | listened to them...about what
their needs were and tried to pivot. | think in our
roles anyway that’s what we tend to do. We just take
people as they are and help them from that point of
view. | felt it started off very tenuous but ended up
being a very strong relationship.”

Coaches enjoyed supporting these teams and found the
role to be professionally rewarding. They recommended
that other RA and RD professionals pursue more
opportunities to coach interdisciplinary teams.

“Making connections and supporting other faculty
will always be my deepest joy in this field. If | can
support one faculty in pursuing their dream, | will
also be a success.”

“The most impactful experience has been to be in

a room with magnificent, caring minds that want
to find a solution to a problem they are passionate
about.”

“As an RD professional, if | could do that as my job, |
would love [coaching].”

“Don’t be scared. There are very good resources
available to you. You don't have to have all the
answers. And you can make a difference by doing
this.”

Faculty Growth and Perspectives on Coaching

About one-third of faculty in the program had
previously participated in one or no interdisciplinary
research projects, and about one-third additional
faculty had previously participated in two to three.
The remainder of the faculty had participated in

an estimated five to 20 previous interdisciplinary
projects in their career. At the start of the program,
in response to questions capturing faculty
members’ experience and confidence in generating
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research
questions, over two-thirds of faculty were already
fairly confident and experienced in these areas,
indicating either “agree” or “strongly agree” in response
to these items (experience M = 4.19, confidence

M = 4.13). This can likely be attributed to the self-
selection by participants into the program as a



result of advertising with a focus on interdisciplinary
collaboration to solve complex scientific problems.

Despite many faculty members' pre-existing
experience and confidence in the research question
generation space, as noted above, most had yet

to find more than a few opportunities to apply
these skills in actual research projects. As such, this
program afforded several faculty benefits. Faculty
valued the opportunities to find new collaborators
across the state, be creative and interdisciplinary,
practice and get better at collaboration and team
science, and secure research funding. They also
gained an increased awareness of several aspects
of team science, including how to engage across

disciplines and the value of collaborating in this way.

“I learned a new way to collaborate with group
members where it really felt productive, equal, and
challenging.”

Table 5
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“I learned that my expertise will not always be the
focus of the team and that learning a new discipline
can improve how | approach big picture questions in
science.”

“My default position for big scientific questions is no
longer, ‘What are the reasons this won't work?' It is
now, ‘How can | build the right team for this?”

Coaching helped these disciplinary experts form

into well-functioning, interdisciplinary teams.

Faculty appreciated having a non-technical member
connected to their team, with 70% of faculty
indicating that having a coach was beneficial “to a
very great extent.” Faculty reported that the most
important coaching activities were scheduling
meetings and supporting and encouraging members
(see Table 5).

Faculty Ranking Responses for the Usefulness of Various Coaching Activities

Coaching Activity

Mean Count of Individuals that Selected the Activity
Rank as Most Important

Meeting scheduling

Supporting/encouraging members

Providing templates, guides, or other resources
Finding funding opportunities

Helping teams over roadblocks

Leading team building activities

Guiding brainstorming discussions

Document editing

Other (please describe)

3.19
5.06
5.13
5.19
5.25
5.94
6.06
6.81
8.75

_ A O NN

Note: “Mean Rank” refers to the average ranking position respondents placed each activity at. Nine options were provided.
Lower mean rank values are interpreted as being more useful (i.e., closer to the #1 spot).

From the faculty perspective, coaching was especially

important when teams experienced challenges. The
presence of the coach helped faculty to navigate,
facilitate discussion around, and progress through
these challenges.

“If it were not for our coach, | am not sure we would
still be a team, but the coach has really done a great
Job to keep open the lines of communication.”

..................................... 7]
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“She [the coach] has also provided a lot of great
tools to keep us organized, on point, and is trying to
hold each one of us accountable (action items after
meeting, for example).”

“Working with group members that are cross-
disciplinary was uncomfortable at first but became
powerful throughout the process and is different
than what I've done before.”

“Collaboration takes time and patience to keep
pushing through the setbacks that inevitably arise
when tackling complex guestions.”

“Life (competing priorities) will always get in the way,
but having a goal, process, and project manager/
coach can improve the likelihood of success.”

The faculty also reported that they considered the
coaches to be important members of their team as
well as a particularly valuable aspect of the program
in supporting team progress.

“The most helpful aspect of the program so far is the
efforts of our team coach.”

“We wouldn't be making the progress we actually
have been making without the prodding by our
coach.”

“Coaching was crucial to progress and team
development .”

The role of coaches in the program was both
structured and adaptable, with each coach tailoring
their approach based on their professional
background, personal philosophy, and the evolving
needs of their team. While all coaches provided

administrative support and facilitated teamwork, their
level of involvement varied—some remained mostly
behind the scenes, while others actively contributed
to team discussions and progress. Despite these
differences, faculty overwhelmingly found coaching to
be beneficial, particularly in maintaining organization,
overcoming challenges, and fostering collaboration.

Building on these insights, the next section examines
broader themes that surfaced throughout the
program, connecting them to the literatures on

team development and coaching. The analysis
highlights how coaches embodied roles that blend
facilitation, integration expertise, and advising,
positioning RA and RD professionals as valuable team
science coaches who can enhance interdisciplinary
collaboration and grant success.

Evaluation of Emergent Concepts

In this section we evaluate our observations in the
context of the broader literature on team science and
the study of team coaching. First, regarding the study
of teams, our findings show that coaches alternated
between and sometimes integrated support for two
key team processes: teamwork and taskwork. Fiore
(2008) noted that science teams consist of those who
have developed a tremendous amount of expertise
in their “task” of science (e.g., understanding theory,
methods, data analyses), which is developed through
academic course work and experientially. However,
he noted that scientists have little formal training or
courses on teamwork (e.g., communication, shared
leadership) and relatively few have learned this skill
experientially. In the present context, coaches and
faculty were taught about these distinctions and
limitations in teamwork experience, first through the
Summit's team science presentations and then in
practice through team science activities incorporated
into the Sprint (e.g., collaboration agreement). As
captured in coach reflections, we see that most of
their time was spent in support of teamwork (e.g.,
ensuring contributions from all members), with some
elements of taskwork brought forth (e.g., facilitating
conceptual model building such as in the Problem
Tree exercise).



Second, in the literature on coaching, our findings

fit with the ideas foundational to initial research on
coaching in teams (Hackman & Wageman, 2005).

In this research coaching that focuses on team

effort, strategy, and knowledge of team members

is productive. We find this in various instances in

the current program. For example, the Individual to
Collective activity (part of the Summit) in the early
stages after teams had formed, focused explicitly on
the knowledge and other resources team members
bring to the team. Outside of planned activities like
this one, coaches were flexible in the type of support
they provided depending on the stage of the program
(early or later) and what the team was working on
(e.g., creating a white paper outline, revising a white
paper draft). This aligns with what coaching theory

as described by Hackman and Wageman (2005)
considers as “time dependence” and “developmental
coaching,” that is, focusing on the form of coaching
that will be most effective depending on whether the
team is more novice (i.e., newly formed) or mature.
Applying these concepts to our case, coaching theory
notes that motivational coaching is best done with
newly formed teams. In our coaches' reflections they
often point to their role as motivator for the team
and encouraging the team’s progress. Hackman

and Wageman also note that coaching that focuses
on more intensive team learning, such as how to
self-regulate and detect and correct errors, tends to
be better once the team matures. This fits with the
general team learning literature on concepts like team
reflexivity (e.g., Gabelica et al., 2014), where teams are
provided feedback and encouraged to reflect on prior
performance and plan for improvement. Our coaches
noted that they benefited from their reflections and
how the monthly sessions with the team science
expert helped them understand team performance
issues, throughout the many months of the Sprint
period, to help improve teamwork.

Third, the study of science teams has led to the
identification of new roles that align with, or are
complementary to, team coaching. The roles
and the terminology used to describe them vary,
but there exists substantial conceptual overlap.

THE JOURNAL OF RESEARCH ADMINISTRATION ¢ 55

In the study of teams, the more general role of
“facilitator” was used to describe those who work
with research teams in some capacity to support
their collaboration. Widdowson et al. (2020) defined
the facilitator role as one that provides advice and
guidance to a team, whereas a “coach” does not
provide such solutions but rather empowers the
team to find their own solutions. In our case, the
program’s coaches straddled these definitions,
incorporating both moments of explicit advice as
well as posing open-ended questions for faculty
members to arrive at their own conclusions. In this
way coaches in the program treated the coach role
as operating on a continuum, as Hawkins (2017)
describes, where different skills were needed to
serve different purposes and time points in the
team'’s development. Clutterbuck (2007) prefers

a starker line between coaching and facilitating,
acknowledging that coaches may sometimes use
facilitation, but that these two roles are aimed at
fundamentally different purposes.

More recently, the role of facilitation has been
adapted for science teams and operationalized as a
formal role within a team. Here, the role is held by
someone with expertise grounded in why and how
disciplines integrate their knowledge bases for new
knowledge creation, but who also holds “interactional
expertise” (Cravens et al., 2022). This latter element
of interactional expertise requires some level

of understanding of how scientific communities
associated with many different disciplines
communicate and practice their science (Bammer

et al., 2020; Collins, 2004). RA and RD professionals
are frequently in close contact with researchers, and
those agencies and organizations who fund them,
and have become socialized to research in many
fields. This provided the coaches in the current
program with a foundation in the language of the
scientific process as well as an awareness of obstacles
that may arise during this process. Despite this prior
experience, it can still be challenging for the coach
“outsider.” Our coaches noted that they sometimes
felt challenged by their lack of disciplinary expertise
in the domains of research in their team. At other
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times, however, the non-technical viewpoint brought
by the coach was considered an asset to the team,
ensuring their written products were understandable
to broader audiences. A more general definition
describes science facilitation as including areas like
organizing scientists and their meetings as well as
providing support for project coordination (Jiang et
al., 2023), without the need for deeper knowledge

of or experience with the engaged disciplinary
communities. Here we see clear overlap with our
coaches in that managing responsibilities like team
meetings was prevalent.

A related role, with greater specificity, is that of

an “integration expert.” These are individuals who
take on the role of helping scientists synthesize
knowledge from different disciplines. Hoffmann et
al. (2022) define integration experts as “academics
who lead, administer, manage, monitor, assess,
accompany, and/or advise others” on the process

of interdisciplinary integration (p. 3). Coaches in

the current program facilitated integration across
disciplines using tools such as the Problem Tree

and Individual to Collective exercises. These tools
helped faculty participants’ various views on a central
problem come together for a greater understanding
and multifaceted approach to addressing it. Also
fitting with our findings, in discussions of facilitators
and integration experts, there is mention of coaching
in some form or another. That is, although they define
these other roles along some set of competencies,
there is overlap in that facilitation, integration,

and coaching all find their way into discussions of
each. For example, Cravens et al. (2022) assert that
facilitators can “serve as a coach to aid reflective
learning” of others in a meeting (p. 11). Hoffmann

et al. (2022) describe “advisor” as a competency for
integration expertise that aligns with our results

in that it involves “accompanying, supporting, or
coaching others in leading integrative processes and
reaching integrated outputs” (p. 3). Thus, even if these
roles are taking on different named titles, they share
some core competencies that were articulated by the
current program'’s coaches.

...........................

Shifting to where coaching itself shows up in the
research of science teams, the only empirical study
to this effect included examination of the amount
and type of support given by research development
offices at a large medical school (Stephens et al.,
2024). The focus was on support for proposal writing,
and they examined nearly a decade’s worth of grant
applications. “Science team coaching” was defined as
team facilitation, project management, and meeting
guidance. Team facilitation involved processes like
monitoring taskwork or providing feedback to keep
the team on track. Project management for grant
writing had to do with helping organize documents
relevant to the proposal, with an emphasis on
managing grant subsections as well as ancillary
documents (e.g., support letters). Finally, meeting
guidance focused on preparation (e.g., agenda
setting) as well as traditional facilitation of meetings
(e.g., monitoring discussions). Stephens et al. (2024)
found that coaching was related to success in

grant awards and mattered most for large awards.
Importantly, this was a retrospective analysis of
coaching support provided to the proposal team,
and there was no formal training in coaching by the
research offices reported. Thus, we complement the
findings of Stephens et al. by providing one of the
first interventions to include coach training for RA and
RD professionals that is amenable to multiple stages
of team development from early networking and
team formation, through project ideation, and to the
writing of grant proposals and other research-related
documents.

Our findings also build on earlier work that included
a retrospective analysis of research office support
for team science proposals. Mulfinger et al. (2016)
found that most team science proposals relied on
decentralized support for grant writing, where help
was provided at the department or college level rather
than through the central research office. Further,
they did not discuss whether there was any form of
team science training and only considered where
any grant support was offered. As such, we pave the
way for creating a new set of competencies, type of
service, and potentially a dedicated position within



grant development offices by providing a model for
how to train research office personnel on coaching
teams, including those seeking team science grants.
Additionally, our program aligns with others who

have developed support initiatives for already existing
science teams. For example, Demes et al. (2019)
describe a program of professional development for
interdisciplinary research clusters at their university.
They tailored their program based upon the needs and
maturity of the research clusters (e.g., from new teams
needing help in writing collaborative grants to more
mature teams already successful in partnering). Thus,
our program is similar to what they would provide for
newly forming teams, although they did not focus in
detail on methods like coaching. Finally, our program
and the coaches' responses support recent findings

on the professions and services offered by research
administration and development professionals.

In particular, a survey of research development
professionals found that over 90% believed that there
should be support provided to faculty for complex
collaborative proposals, with over 80% stating that
there should be some form of grant team project
management like help with coordinating meetings
(Ross et al., 2019). Further, research development
professionals viewed these as likely being the most
impactful support activities. Additionally, Zink et

al. (2022) found that the research administration
profession is expanding, with RA staff adding new roles
including those considered research development.

Taken together, the existing literature highlights
various roles that individuals can take, with varying
skills and prior experiences, in relation to supporting
collaboration and team science. The current program
adds to these areas by defining a “team science
coach” role and providing accompanying training
and activity ideas that can be filled by RA and RD
professionals. These professional groups are well
positioned in relation to faculty and research teams,
and they have great potential to be tapped for team
support roles. A combination of advisor, facilitator,
and coach—focusing on both teamwork and taskwork
processes—will likely serve RA and RD staff for most
team support positions.
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REFLECTIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Collaborative research, especially pursuits that

cross disciplinary boundaries, presents challenges.
Additional support can help with team interactions
and performance. In the case of the current program,
this support was provided by non-technical experts
in the form of RA and RD staff brought in to work
with newly formed faculty research teams. The
support was directed at both the task- and team-
related aspects of the research groups and was
termed “coaching.” This twofold coaching support
had as one component to help teams meet their
objectives generating research questions, developing
shared scientific frameworks, and writing research
products (taskwork). More unique to this program,
and as compared to other research support roles,
coaches were also charged with fostering a positive
collaborative environment to help members
communicate better, navigate disagreements,

and make decisions (teamwork). Interestingly,

the top-ranked coaching activity by faculty was
meeting scheduling (taskwork) with supporting and
encouraging members (teamwork) coming second.
While perhaps considered by most as a menial task,
coordinating busy faculty schedules (especially for
those at teaching-intensive institutions) is no small
feat and acknowledged by faculty in their rankings
(remember the administrative burden of teaming
noted in the introduction). This coaching task

was likely a required support function for faculty
participation in this voluntary, exploratory program.
Once faculty were in the same virtual place, the team
building functions of the coach, along with other
resources and support the coach could provide, were
able to be utilized.

Overall, what was learned through examining the
coach role in this team science program was that
both the RA/RD coaches and faculty researchers
recognized the value of the extra coaching support.
This was even though both parties were new to

the concept of coaching within research teams.
The coaches were somewhat more accustomed to

.................................... .|21
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supporting the taskwork of faculty and research
teams, as their daily jobs in RA and RD typically
involve interacting with researchers, serving as project
managers, collecting grant proposal documents,
providing feedback on proposals, and (in some cases)
supporting groups in the grant seeking process. The
teamwork aspect of the program and taking on a
more proactive role in directing the team'’s next steps,
was new to the participating RA and RD professionals
but was seen as a natural extension of the support
they provided and was found to be fulfilling.

The coach'’s role on the team was facilitated using
tools. These tools were activities or resources
adapted from those published for use by research
teams by other entities, such as the NIH Ombuds
Office and those in the team science field (adapted
from Bennett et al., 2022; NIH Ombuds Office, n.d.) in
the case of the Collaboration Agreement, or inspired
by the team science literature, as in the case of the
Shared Team Roles activity (inspired by Mathieu et
al., 2015). Faculty were participatory and receptive

to these tools and related activities. They benefited
from the non-technical viewpoint that their coach
provided, helping them to write using language that
was understandable to broader audiences, as well

as having an accountability partner who was keeping
them on track to meet their goals. The professional
experiences of the RA and RD coaches in the grant
seeking space provided them with an understanding
of researcher culture and norms and also enabled
them to provide additional key resources to teams
such as templates, guides, and funding opportunities,
which faculty appreciated. Having a coach present at
team meetings also ensured all faculty, even quieter
ones, had a voice in the direction and decisions of the
team.

Ideas for Adaption and Adoption

There are some important points for those
considering adopting this program or a subset of its
components in support of faculty research teams.
First, a full-blown program with dedicated coaches
and an intensive schedule of team science training
and activities is not necessary for every research

...........................

team. The featured program’s schedule served

the purpose in the current project to explore the
coach role and develop helpful team tools. A second
program iteration is already being implemented that
tests a scaled back program model with reduced
time and training commitments. The new program
relies on the documentation and guidance developed
for each tool via the discussed program in place of
training seminars (see description of the developed
“learning objects” below) and considers other areas
the comprehensive program can be adapted for
accessibility, scalability, and sustainability. This
program will further explore what parts of a program
like this are essential for success.

That being said, in the current program the coach’s
commitment was largest at the program start, with
the all-day Summit event occurring over three days.
After the Summit, when the biweekly (every other
week) Sprint meetings occurred, a coach's time
commitment was typically just for the one-hour

team meeting. Occasionally, pre- and post-meeting
activities such as providing feedback on a white paper
or collecting resource materials for the team took the
coach an hour or two outside of the team’s meeting.
While this ongoing commitment was not large for

the one team for which the coach was responsible,

it could be challenging for a single staff member to
scale this type of constant support and presence at
team meetings for many teams.

For those considering a more limited intervention,
one or more tools can be selected and used in
isolation or together, depending on the nature of the
team, length of engagement, and type of support
being provided from within or outside the team.
Additionally, a coach may be invited just for the
implementation of a single activity for the team, and
then not invited again to a team meeting until a future
date (or not at all). For example, the Collaboration
Agreement can be used to launch a new team,
especially one that is planning to be engaged over the
longer term. The length of engagement is important
for the full use of this tool as it covers a wide array of
topics related to sustained team interactions and can



take several team meetings to complete. Alternatively,
a subset of the questions contained in the agreement
could be chosen for short-term teaming based on
the needs and planned activities of the team. For
example, for team members in the planning phases
of a collaboration, such as at the start of writing a
grant proposal, questions related to purpose, vision,
and communication may be most pressing whereas
authorship and credit may become more relevant
once it is known whether the proposal is funded and
the project gets underway.

A simple tool that can be used in any team setting,
short or long term, and that especially benefits a
virtual team environment is the Thumbs Up or Down
technique. This quick process can be called for to
assess agreement among team members in relation
to a topic under discussion or when deciding on next
steps. For example, to determine whether individuals
are ready to move forward to another agenda item

in a meeting, someone may ask, “Can | get a thumbs
up or down about whether we are ready to move on
to the next topic?” Members on the videoconference
screen can show thumbs up, down, or even sideways.
Any members whose thumbs are not up are invited to
express their feelings or concerns about moving on to
the next topic.

For those desiring to expand their coaching toolbox,
the program’s above-linked tools (Table 3) are
designed to be usable “off the shelf” by anyone
interested in implementing them. Each tool has
content that acquaints users with relevant team
science subject matter, provides instructions for

an interactive activity, and includes use cases and
considerations for implementation. The authors have
turned many additional resources from the program
into modular team science activities in the form of
“learning objects” that are free to use and published
on the Florida Research Development Alliance’s (FL-
RDA) website (Team Science Learning Objects, n.d.).
(FL-RDA is a statewide network of professionals who
engage in research development activities, including
RD and RA staff, research leaders, and faculty holding
leadership positions.) These learning objects can
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be used in place of formal team science training
for individuals interested in being team coaches or
others interested in incorporating team-focused
activities into their own teams. This resource is like
other ready-to-use collaboration toolkits available
online that do not require specialized knowledge or
experience to use.

The current findings and cited literature suggest

that several coaching methods can be beneficial

(i.e., there is no “one right way” to coach). Coaching
is, by design, responsive to the nature and activities
of the individuals it serves. Coaches in the current
program served various roles (that varied between
coaches and across time): administrator, monitor,
motivator, and guide. Importantly, coaches need

to find the balance between the tasks and teaming
of the group and not let interpersonal issues go
unattended. The data from the current study do not
suggest that an external support person is required
to serve this coaching role. A member of the research
team, such as the Pl or another member, could

take on the responsibility of providing teamwork
support, or these responsibilities could be shared.
However, from experience, it is often the case that
all the technical experts on the team (PI, Co-PlIs, and
other collaborating researchers) concentrate on the
taskwork activities and the team-related aspects get
overlooked. Having an external support person with
defined roles—such as being the meeting scheduler,
note taker, and teamwork champion (all of these
roles being the most favored aspects of how coaches
supported teams in the current program) ensures
someone is dedicated to and responsible for ensuring
a cooperative environment.

We purport that RA and RD staff are well-situated to
provide this coaching support, as they are frequently
tasked with supporting groups of researchers (in the
typical case, when these groups are pursuing grant
funding). Not only are they already working with
faculty teams, but they may already be seen as go-to
people to organize meetings, monitor project tasks,
and provide advice. We suggest these staff members
could offer additional services, likely working in

.................................... 23
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collaboration with the PI(s) of teams, especially

for groups that are new and still learning about

each other, to help in defining member roles and
norms for interacting. In this vulnerable time, when
members are often overwhelmed with the tasks of
creating a cohesive project idea and collaboratively
crafting grant documents, having someone dedicated
to maintaining positive working relationships within
the team can be valuable. RA and RD staff can

also aid in helping researchers (especially those
from different disciplines) combine their expertise
into a collaborative project framework and idea
(termed “integration” in the literature). This role is

an enhancement of the typical RA/RD taskwork of
managing meetings and proposal documents—or,
for some, running faculty networking events—and
can be facilitated by using available ideation and
collaboration tools, such as the Problem Tree activity
described above.

While reference is made to RA and RD professionals,
other positions (either embedded within or external
to teams) can also be substituted based on the
team’s needs and affordances of the research
context. Increasing the proportion of “coaching” that
a staff member performs, especially if it becomes a
substantial portion of their professional role, would
also require careful consideration of workload,
compensation, and professional development
opportunities to ensure that these individuals remain
motivated and effective. Future research should

be conducted to examine how the new coaching
role impacts the professional development (e.g.,

competencies) of the coaches, how training impacts
the effectiveness of coaches, research productivity
outcomes for “coached” faculty and teams, and how
the level and amount of support provided by coaches
impact these outcomes.

The observations made from the implementation
of this team science program suggest that
interdisciplinary research teams can benefit

from including a role designed to support
collaborative activities. This scenario includes
providing opportunities and making space for full
participation of all members. When researchers
see the positive experiences that can be had in
these groups, they may become more inclined to
seek out or start collaborations, including those
that tackle complex societal challenges. With
higher-functioning teams comes greater discovery
and innovation as well as outputs and success,
from scholarly publications to grant awards
(Stipelman et al., 2014). The current program
instituted a coaching model including RA and RD
professionals as the non-technical support persons
on teams, directing their attention to the teamwork
and taskwork aspects of the research project.
Participating faculty and RA/RD staff enjoyed and
benefitted from the collaboration, integrating and
complementing each other’s work efforts. Engaging
RA and RD professionals in this work makes them
part of the research process, elevating their role

in assisting research teams to reach their fullest
collaborative potential and have their biggest
potential impact on science and society.
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