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■■■■■  MANOJ K. MALHOTRA, Feature Editor, University of South Carolina

Want to Launch a Successful
Academic Career?  Then Build
a Multi-Disciplinary Foundation
by Rohit Verma, University of Utah

Recent articles in the doctoral stu-
dents’ column provide ample
guidelines on getting an academic

job (Prahinski, 2002) and getting the dis-
sertation completed in an effective man-
ner (Grover & Malhotra, 2003; Aronson,
2001; Davis, 2000). In addition, we have seen
write-ups on frequently asked questions
(FAQ’s) and common mistakes made by
doctoral students (Robey, 2001; Grover,
2001). These articles provide extensive and
valuable suggestions for successfully man-
aging one’s doctoral program.

The purpose of this article is to high-
light (or reinforce) several points men-
tioned in earlier columns and to also
provide some other insights that I believe
have helped (and continues to help) me and
my colleagues in our respective academic
careers. In writing this article, I have incor-
porated the viewpoints of several of my
colleagues, but the obvious bias for a broad
multidisciplinary approach is primarily
mine. Hence, the ideas presented in this
paper represent only one possible strategy
for launching a successful academic career.

The Real World Is
Multidisciplinary
Let’s face it—most real-life business prob-
lems are not defined by functional bound-
aries. Those topics that do fall within various
academic functional areas of business man-
agement are almost always multidisciplinary.
For example, is product/service develop-
ment a marketing problem or an opera-
tional problem? Is customer relationship
management an IT issue or a marketing
issue? How about supply chain manage-
ment? As a POM academic, I would like to
claim it within our domain 100 percent;
however, by ignoring the IT, marketing,
financial, and human resources issues within
the supply chain theory, we would prob-
ably only be able to see a very narrow pic-

ture of what actually happens in real busi-
nesses.

While the importance of maintaining
one’s focus in research is undisputed, I be-
lieve that it is equally important to under-
stand and consider the broader issues that
are typically outside the domain of most of
the narrowly defined functional or topic
boundaries. Top-tier journals (e.g., Decision
Sciences, Management Science) and grant-
making organizations (e.g., National Sci-
ence Foundation) are increasingly
emphasizing the “balanced” approach be-
tween depth and breadth in research
projects. MBA curriculum in many univer-
sities are also taking a more integrative and
multidisciplinary form; in fact, several uni-
versities have even stopped offering tradi-
tional majors within the MBA program.
Therefore, I believe that it is essential for a
successful business-school teacher or a re-
searcher to develop the ability to approach
real-life problems with rigor, depth, and
thoroughness. For doctoral students then,
as future members of the academic com-
munity, it is important to develop a
multidisciplinary foundation early in their
educational program. But how does one
go about doing so, while also trying to get
an in-depth understanding of the functional
discipline (e.g. Operations, IT) or a sub-area
(e.g. Service Design, Customer Relation-
ship Management)?

Building Multidisciplinary
Foundation: Some Ideas
Take courses outside your core area as part
of doctoral coursework. In my doctoral
program a few years ago (1991–1995), I
took courses in international economy,
marketing, educational psychology, and
strategic management in addition to classes
within my chosen major of operations
management. Given the time constraints
that we all work with, it is not feasible to
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take these classes for grade-credit (unless
some such courses can be counted towards
Ph.D. credit); therefore, I simply audited
courses by receiving special permission
from the instructors. Also, with limited in-
tellectual capability, it was not possible for
me to receive the highest (or even a half-
decent) grade in each course—but that
didn’t matter at all. What did matter was
that I was introduced to many different
ways of thinking about research in social
sciences. In fact, some of the very best
projects I’ve been able to complete to date
(although others might have a different as-
sessment of their quality!) were only pos-
sible because of interactions with non-POM
individuals.

For example, during 1993, as part of a
course in educational psychology, Profes-
sor John Kircher strongly emphasized the
importance of statistical power in empiri-
cal research. He argued that although
many sophisticated statistical methods are
used to test hypotheses, social sciences
researchers often ignore the inter-relation-
ships between sample size, effect size of
the phenomenon of interest, and statistical
significance, leading to unreliable results.
He cited examples from medical/psycho-
logical lab experiments in classes. Experi-
enced POM researchers may recall that this
was a time when empirical research was
considered to be a “new frontier” within
POM and many articles were written about
theoretical and methodical aspects of sur-
vey-based projects (e.g., Flynn et al., 1990;
Meredith et al., 1889; Swamidass, 1991).
Within this context, Professor Kircher’s class
made me think about the reliability and
validity of survey-based empirical research.
Because of his course and subsequent dis-
cussions with fellow Ph.D. student John
Goodale, we were able to get our first pa-
per accepted in Journal of Operations Man-
agement (Verma & Goodale, 1995) prior to
going out into a very tough job market in
the fall of 1995.

Audit multidisciplinary courses after
completing comprehensive examination.
Yet another strategy is to continue taking/
auditing non-major classes after the
completion of the comprehensive exami-
nation. This is the time when doctoral stu-
dents must come up with their research
proposals and start working on their dis-
sertations. In my opinion, this situation is
ideal for exploring other functional fields.
In addition to “getting a break” from the

literature in the major area, students might
develop a new perspective for looking at
the research problems they intend to pur-
sue. I believe that that at this stage in the
Ph.D. program, insights from other fields
could provide invaluable help in formulat-
ing a good dissertation proposal.

Here is another personal example in
this context. When starting to work on my
dissertation, I was struggling to come up
with research methods for linking market
preferences with operational constraints/
capabilities within the service industry. Be-
ing an engineer-turned POM major, I was
exploring both mathematical program-
ming and simulation modeling approaches,
while at the same time thinking about giv-
ing my dissertation an empirical focus. It
was a struggle—the theoretical model was
ready but the “action plan” was far from
complete. About this time, I happened to
meet Professor Jordan Louviere in a mar-
keting brown bag seminar who suggested
that I might benefit from auditing his Ph.D.
seminar on something called “Choice Mod-
eling”! That course was a defining moment
in my doctoral project and has become a
cornerstone of my subsequent research
stream. I sometimes wonder what would
have happened to my career and research
if I had not attended this marketing semi-
nar and had not met Jordan!

Read journals outside the core area.
That doctoral students have to familiarize
themselves with the current and classic lit-
erature in their chosen field goes without
saying. At the same time, as Thomas Kuhn
notes, few major developments in science
come from work done by people trained
in narrow sub-areas of particular fields (see,
for example, http://webpages.shepherd.
edu/maustin/kuhn/kuhn.htm for back-
ground information about Professor Kuhn
and Philosophy of Science). Kuhn suggests
that instead, most major breakthroughs
and insights come from cross-disciplinary
training or teams that provide new insights
or new ways of looking at problems. I, for
one, strongly believe in Kuhn’s ideas, and
therefore would like to emphasize further
that all Ph.D. students should routinely read
articles published in journals outside their
primary field of interest to the extent that
it is feasible and reasonable given the time
constraints. Of course, one definitely has
to pick and choose, since it is most defi-
nitely not possible to read every journal in
every scientific field out there.

Perhaps the toughest part of a Ph.D.
program is to develop the skill for gener-
ating research ideas. How does one go
about thinking of research questions? And
how does one handle nagging questions
such as “What if someone else has already
looked at the same research problem and
solved it?” “What if my idea is no good?”
Unfortunately, there are no easy answers
to many of these questions, but a multi-
disciplinary perspective to many of these
issues can help address them in a more
complete manner. As I mentioned earlier,
important management topics such as
product development, supply chain man-
agement, and CRM are being studied by
researchers in many different fields. So
there is one other way of finding out if you
have a truly new research idea without
keeping track of publications from jour-
nals in various fields!

Attend multidisciplinary conferences.
In many ways, attending conferences are
even more important than reading jour-
nals. Because of the lead times associated
with the peer-review process, journals
document “hot-topics” of the recent past
and may be lagging in new and emerging
research themes. So I suggest that Ph.D.
students should start attending conferences
early in their program. Furthermore, I rec-
ommend that they try to attend at least a
couple of multi-disciplinary conferences
(e.g., DSI and INFORMS) to get a feel for
how researchers in different fields are ad-
dressing problems that cut across functional
boundaries.

Being Multidisciplinary Is
Important But …
A word of caution: Many researchers
might argue (and I agree) that too much
emphasis on multidisciplinary issues might
lead to lack of focus in one’s research. Like
everything else, a balance is needed. There-
fore I do not recommend that doctoral stu-
dents spend most of their time enhancing
their multidisciplinary knowledge at the
cost of weakening their major’s functional
foundation—it is important to both balance
and prioritize. I don’t believe, however, that
one can ever develop a general equation
to calculate “how much” multidisciplinary
focus is “too much.”

See Doctoral Issues, page 16
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To meet our challenge means that we
must do several important things: (1) De-
velop the material further so that more
varied problems can be solved. (2) Find
more situations to which existing theory
can be applied. (3) Increase the number of
people who know the basics of the theory
and apply it to problems they encounter
or suggest applications to problems they
encounter. (4) Collect more data on situa-
tions which can improve the base of the
theory.
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