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Abstract
Transdisciplinary research (TDR) is widely regarded as a key mode for connecting science and society and generating integrated, transformative knowledge. While prior work has often examined the contextual, methodological, and impact-related aspects of TDR quality separately, this contribution argues that it is their interdependence that determines whether TDR fulfils its transformative ambitions. Many projects fall short of these ambitions, not due to flawed intentions, but because of a subtle and structurally encouraged phenomenon we call process drift.
This contribution reflects across five years of empirical and conceptual work in the German research platform tdAcademy, which examined scientific and societal effects, innovative formats and methods, and contextual dependencies separately before turning to selected relations between them. Building on these insights, we offer a conceptual argument that foregrounds process drift as a quality challenge with direct consequences for whether TDR generates transformative change or merely produces a set of well-intentioned but disconnected activities that rarely accumulate into lasting impact. We define drift as the gradual, largely unnoticed departure from a project's transformative intentions — the cumulative result of situationally rational decisions whose combined effect on research direction and outcomes appears to go unreflected.
Our argument centres on a triangle of three interdependent dimensions: (1) contexts — dynamic configurations of external, internal, and temporal-spatial conditions; (2) formats and methods — the structured arrangements through which collaboration and knowledge co-production are enacted; and (3) intended societal and scientific effects, including the project's contribution to broader systemic change. When the alignment across these three dimensions is not actively and continuously reflected upon, there is a risk of drift occurring — and TDR gradually drifts away from its transformative horizon, leaving behind a trail of activity without traction.
A particular challenge lies in the temporal structure of TDR effects: proximate effects such as networking and short-term learning, or dedicated project deliverables may still emerge even in drifting projects, masking misalignment with the more distal, systemic effects that lasting transformation requires. To illustrate how this triangle can be navigated in TDR, we draw on four cross-cutting process quality principles identified in our work — junctions: adaptivity (responsive adjustment of methods to evolving contextual conditions and dynamics); hierarchy (surfacing and balancing power asymmetries between scientific and practice actors); inclusiveness (integrating diverse knowledge systems and actor perspectives without losing coherence); and trust (building relational conditions that enable genuine co-production and knowledge uptake across system levels).
Crucially, drift is not primarily a matter of individual competence. It is structurally encouraged by institutional environments and funding conditions that reward procedural compliance over reflexive reorientation — making it a systemic feature of TDR itself. By introducing process drift as  a conceptual lens, this contribution invites the ITD community to engage with TDR quality as an object of meta-reflection in its own right — advancing theory development on how transformative ambition can be sustained, not just declared, throughout the research process and beyond.
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