
MATERIAL MATTERS 

Making Multidisciplinary Meetings Work 

. The Materials Research Society through 
Its meetings promotes multidisciplinary re· 
search and thereby distinguishes itself 
from the long-standing single-discipline 
technical societies. Making multidisci
plinary meetings work is a continuing 
challenge to t~e meeting chairs and sym
posium orgamzers, who must look beyond 
~he b~unds of established areas of study to 
Identify opportunities for scientific pro
gress i1~ materials research through the 
sy.nthe~IS of disciplines, techniques, and 
scientific understanding. MRS symposia 
~reorchestrated with this synthesis clearly 
111 mmd . A well-organized symposium can 
hasten scientific progress and influence the 
course of science for years to come through 
th.e effe~tive transfer of knowledge and 
stunulation of thought among the partici
pants. We see this process at work at MRS 
meetings. 

MRS meeting organizers are told that 
MRS has few formal requirements for suit
able symposium topics. A symposium 
should concentrate on new material, mate
rials properties, preparation, and develop
mei~t , although attention to techniques, 
?evices, and app.lications can be ancillary 
Issues . A symposium should have an inter
disciplinary treatment. A symposium 
sho.uld bring together people working on 
va.nous aspects of a selected topic who 
might not otherwise communicate with 
each other. 

Flexibility and responsiveness play a 
major role in the development of a success
ful meeting. While some symposia can be 
planne~ well in advance of the meeting, 
others hi~ a need for immediate dialogue in 
fast-movmg areas which cannot be antici
pated early in the planning process. The 
symposia on high-temperature supercon
ductors at the 1987 Spring and Fall MRS 
Meetings are the result of requests from 
the membership and the immediate re
sponsiveness of the meeting chairs, and 
they ~re implemented with enthusiasm by 
a flexible MRS headquarters staff, working 
within a system that has been nurtured on 
innovation . 

The membership has an ongoing role in 
de~elopment of symposia . Symposium 
t?p1cs come to MRS as informal sugges
tions and also as formal proposals . Helping 
the MRS Program Committee fulfill their 
objectives of dynamic, timely program de
velopment should be viewed both as an 
opportunity for members to provide input 
as well as a responsibility for members to 
accept in developing their own society . Jim 
Roberto, vice-chair of the Program Com-

Kathleen C. Taylor 
MRS President 

mittee, is chair of the subcommittee on 
program development . Tell him your ideas 
for future symposium topics. 

Once a symposium topic is selected, the 
content .o~ a symposium is determined by 
the P.articipants who submit papers to the 
meetmg as well as by the focus provided 
by the invited papers. You influence this 
process by your own contributions. We 
encourage you to influence the content of 
up.co~ing MRS sy~posia additionally by 
bnngmg appropnate symposia to the 
attentio.n of your colleagues, who may not 
o~hen~1se be aware of the meeting. Our 
d1vers1ty of symposium topics means we 
must work diligently to reach a new or ex
panding audience for part of each meeting. 
V'!e further encourage you to make sugges
tions to the symposium organizers on how 
they can make their symposia truly inter
disciplinary. Once you receive the Call for 
Papers booklet, contact the organizers of 
symposia which interest you and give 
them your suggestions for additional 
topics for discussion which you believe 
will add effectively to the treatment of the 
subject. 

MRS draw~ on all scientific disciplines 
for both meetmg and symposium organiz
ers, and no one field of science is viewed as 
s~bsidiary t~ another. While some sympo
SIUm orgamzers are well known within 
MRS, others come having never before 
attended an MRS meeting. MRS seeks all 
viewpoints in symposium organization 
and. in symposium content . Our new sym
posium orgamzers bring fresh approaches 
to symposium planning. At the same time 
they recognize immediately how an MRS 
meeting can give attention to and help ad
vance their own areas of research. 
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Making multidisciplinary 
meetings work is a 
continuing challenge to 
the ... organizers, who must 
look beyond the bounds of 
established areas of study to 
identify opportunities for 
scientific progress .... 

Putting together a successful MRS meet
ing is the result of a long hard effort on the 
part of the meeting chairs and symposium 
orgamzers. This effort is required because 
exactly what constitutes "materials re
search" today is not settled. The scope of 
~atenals research is neither arbitrarily de
fmed nor static. It is, however, undergoing 
rapi~ evolution, a process catalyzed by 
meetmgs such as ours. Materials research 
draws on all scientific disciplines , so the 
need for programming for each MRS meet
ing must be examined broadly . Are were
sponding appropriately as a society to the 
growth of materials research? Should we 
create a definition for materials research 
and s.o limit our programming? Might 
matenals research suffer if all who work 
on materials today define it , establish 
boundaries, and make it a discipline? To
day the diversity and growth make us 
work hard and are, I believe, the reasons 
our meetings "work." Perhaps for now ma
terials research should continue to resist 
strict definition. 
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