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Abstract 
 
This dissertation focused on exploring doctoral students’ conceptions of the scholarly com-
munity and research, and further, on analysing the relation between these conceptions and well-
being as well as study persistence in the doctoral process. The first two studies concentrated on 
analysing students’ conceptions of the scholarly community and their meaning with respect to 
one’s own thesis process. The last two studies focused on students’ conceptions of the personal 
meaning of the thesis work and conceptions of research in the context of their own doctoral 
journeys. The data were collected by surveys and interviews. Altogether 669 students from 
different disciplines participated in the surveys and 32 in the interviews. The analysis was con-
ducted by combining both qualitative and quantitative methods.  

Study I examined how doctoral students perceived their own role in the scholarly community 
and their experiences of their learning environment. The relation between their experienced role 
in the community and well-being as well as study persistence was also analysed. The results 
indicated that the experienced role in the community varied from a sense of belonging to feeling 
like an outsider and perceiving one’s own role as incoherent or contradictory. Students who 
experienced a sense of being part of the academic community also reported experiencing their 
learning environment in a more positive way. These students also reported less stress, anxiety, 
and exhaustion and greater interest in their own doctoral projects. Moreover, students who felt 
themselves to be part of the community had considered interrupting their studies less often than 
others. Their conceptions were also related to the faculties in question. 

 Study II took a more in-depth look at students’ experienced socio-psychological well-being 
by focusing on how they saw the scholarly community in terms of one’s own doctoral process. 
The results suggested that experiences of the community varied from perceiving it as empower-
ing to experiencing it as a burden. Seeing one’s own scholarly community as empowering was 
related to lower levels of reported stress, anxiety, and exhaustion and higher levels of interest in 
one’s own doctoral project. The students who experienced empowerment had also considered 
interrupting their studies less often. 

 Study III explored the thesis work’s personal meaning for the doctoral students and its rela-
tion to the experienced well-being as well as study persistence. The relations between the per-
sonal meaning of the thesis work and discipline were also looked at. The results suggested that 
personal meaning varied between emphasizing the process, the product, or both. Highlighting the 
meaning of the process was related to lower levels of reported stress, anxiety, and exhaustion, 
but to higher levels of interest. Students who emphasized the meaning of the process had con-
sidered interrupting their doctoral studies less often than other students. Differences were also 
apparent between faculties: students in medicine emphasized the meaning of the end-product 
more often than students in other faculties. 

Study IV analysed doctoral students’ conceptions of research and whether these were disci-
pline-related. The results indicated that research was most often seen as a personal journey. 
Rather typical was also seeing it as a “job to do”, as answering certain demands. Research was 



 

 

also seen as a means to qualify oneself or as making a difference by contributing to the discipline 
or to society. The students’ conceptions were found to be related to the discipline: students in 
medicine most often described research as a job to do while those in natural science and behav-
ioural sciences emphasized research as a personal journey.  

The results suggested that doctoral students experienced the meaning of research and the 
academic community very differently. Their conceptions were related to well-being and study 
persistence during the Ph.D. process, and were found to be discipline-related. The results en-
courage viewing the doctoral process not only as a cognitive effort but also as a process that is 
mediated by experiencing a sense of belonging and meaningfulness. 

 
 

Keywords: Doctoral education, doctoral students, scholarly community, conceptions of re-
search, well-being, engagement 
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Tiivistelmä 
 
Tässä väitöskirjassa tutkittiin tohtoriopiskelijoiden käsityksiä tiedeyhteisöstä ja tutkimuksen 
tekemisestä sekä selvitettiin näiden käsitysten yhteyttä opiskelijoiden kokemaan jaksamiseen ja 
sitoutumiseen väitöskirjaprosessissa. Kaksi ensimmäistä osatutkimusta käsittelivät opiskelijoiden 
kokemuksia tiedeyhteisöstä ja sen merkityksestä ja kaksi jälkimmäistä osatutkimusta tarkasteli-
vat opiskelijoiden käsityksiä tutkimuksen tekemisestä sekä erityisesti heidän väitöskirjatyölle 
antamaansa merkitystä. Aineisto kerättiin sekä kyselylomakkein että haastatteluin. Kyselyyn 
osallistui 669 (lääketieteellisestä, humanistisesta ja käyttäytymistieteellisestä tiedekunnasta) ja 
haastatteluun 32 (luonnontieteistä, lääketieteestä ja käyttäytymistieteistä) eri tieteenalojen tohto-
riopiskelijaa. Analyysissa yhdistettiin sekä laadullisia että määrällisiä menetelmiä.  

Osatutkimuksessa I selvitettiin tohtoriopiskelijoiden kokemusta omasta roolistaan tiedeyh-
teisössä sekä heidän kokemuksiaan omasta oppimisympäristöstään. Tutkimuksessa analysoitiin 
myös osallisuuden kokemuksen yhteyttä koettuun hyvinvointiin ja sitoutumiseen väitöskirjapro-
sessissa. Tulokset osoittivat, että tohtoriopiskelijoiden kokemukset omasta roolistaan tiedeyhtei-
sössä vaihtelivat osallisuudesta aina ulkopuolisuuteen ja oman roolin kokemiseen jäsentymättö-
mäksi tai ristiriitaiseksi. Opiskelijat, jotka kokivat itsensä osaksi tiedeyhteisöä, kokivat myös 
oman oppimisympäristönsä mielekkäämpänä kuin muut. He raportoivat myös vähemmän stres-
siä, uupumusta ja ahdistusta ja ilmaisivat kokevansa enemmän kiinnostusta omaa väitöskirjatyö-
tään kohtaan ja harkinneensa muita harvemmin opintojen keskeyttämistä.  

Osatutkimuksessa II syvennyttiin tarkemmin tarkastelemaan jatko-opiskelijoiden sosio-
psykologista hyvinvointia eri tiedeyhteisöissä. Tulokset osoittivat, että jatko-opiskelijoiden koke-
mukset oman tiedeyhteisönsä merkityksestä vaihtelivat voimauttavasta aina kuormittavaan. Voi-
mauttava ja kannustava kokemus omasta tiedeyhteisöstä oli yhteydessä alhaisempaan stressiin, 
ahdistukseen ja uupumukseen. Voimautumista kokevat opiskelijat raportoivat myös olevansa 
kiinnostuneempia omasta tutkimuksestaan ja he olivat harkinneet opintojen keskeyttämistä 
harvemmin kuin muut opiskelijat. 

Osatutkimuksessa III analysoitiin tohtoriopiskelijoiden väitöskirjatutkimukselleen antamaa 
henkilökohtaista merkitystä ja sen yhteyttä hyvinvointiin ja opintoihin sitoutumiseen sekä tie-
teenalaan. Tulokset osoittivat, että opiskelijoiden työlleen antama merkitys vaihteli sen mukaan 
painottivatko he lopputuotosta, prosessia vai molempia. Prosessin painottaminen oli yhteydessä 
alhaisempaan stressiin, ahdistukseen ja uupumukseen sekä korkeampaan kiinnostukseen. Lisäksi 
prosessin merkitystä painottaneet olivat harvemmin harkinneet opintojen keskeyttämistä. Tie-
teenalojen välillä havaittiin eroja: lääketieteellisen tiedekunnan tohtoriopiskelijat painottivat 
useammin pelkän lopputuloksen merkitystä kuin muut opiskelijat.  

Osatutkimuksessa IV puolestaan analysoitiin kolmen eri tieteenalan tohtoriopiskelijoiden kä-
sitystä tutkimuksen tekemisestä. Tulokset osoittivat, että useimmiten tutkimus nähtiin henkilö-
kohtaisena oppimisprosessina. Melko tyypillisiä olivat myös kuvaukset tutkimuksesta erilaisiin 
vaateisiin ja odotuksiin vastaamisena. Jonkin verran opiskelijat kertoivat myös näkevänsä tutki-
muksen tekemisen henkilökohtaisten meriittien hankkimisena ja toisaalta kontribuution tekemi-



 

 

senä tieteenalalle. Näissä erilaisissa kuvauksissa painottui erilailla prosessi vs. produkti ja edel-
leen yksilöllisyys vs. yhteisön merkitys. Käsitykset olivat yhteydessä tieteenalaan: Lääketieteen 
tohtoriopiskelijat kuvasivat tutkimustyötä useammin erilaisiin vaatimuksiin vastaamisena kuin 
muut. Luonnontieteilijöiden ja käyttäytymistieteilijöiden kuvauksissa korostui puolestaan tutki-
muksen näkeminen henkilökohtaisena oppimispolkuna. 

Neljän osatutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, että opiskelijat kokevat sekä oman roolinsa 
tiedeyhteisössä että tutkimustyön merkityksen hyvin eri tavoin. Sekä kokemus tiedeyhteisöstä 
että tutkimustyöstä oli yhteydessä opiskelijoiden jaksamiseen ja väitöskirjaprosessiin sitoutumi-
seen. Kokemusten havaittiin olevan yhteydessä myös tieteenalaan. Tutkimustulokset kannustavat 
pohtimaan väitöskirjaa ei ainoastaan älyllisenä ponnisteluna vaan myös prosessina, jonka onnis-
tumiseen ovat yhteydessä kokemukset yhteisöstä, oman toiminnan merkityksellisyydestä ja 
hyvinvoinnista.  
 

 

Avainsanat: Tohtorikoulutus, tohtoriopiskelija, tiedeyhteisö, käsitykset tutkimuksen tekemisestä, 
hyvinvointi, sitoutuminen 
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1 Introduction 
 
The process of completing a doctorate, the highest possible degree, is not a 
simple one. It involves becoming an academic expert and a member in the 
scholarly community. It is not, however, solely a cognitive endeavour. Dur-
ing this lengthy and demanding process doctoral students are challenged both 
intellectually and emotionally. They are expected to develop the competen-
cies for conducting research in their own field in order to work both as inde-
pendent researchers as well as part of the scholarly community.  

In the process of becoming academic experts, students tackle the discrep-
ancy between the challenges they face and their own sense of competence, 
their “experienced” competence, with respect to meeting these challenges. 
From time to time challenges may overpower their sense of competence, and 
it has been suggested that one of the things doctoral students need to learn is 
how to cope with insecurity and even feelings of stupidity as they struggle at 
the upper limits of their competencies (Schwartz, 2008). This very challenge, 
however, may serve as a catalyst for both intellectual evolution and well-
being. A large challenge combined with a matching experience of compe-
tence and support may lead to optimal motivational experiences, known as 
“flow” experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Experiencing flow may not 
simply be possible without overcoming some struggles and anxieties. 

Accordingly, the process of becoming a scholar does not take place with-
out challenges. Although doctoral students form a highly selected group of 
high-achievers with good academic records based on their previous studies, 
they still seem to experience difficulties on their doctoral journeys. Accord-
ingly, the number of doctoral students who never finish their degree is quite 
high in many countries. Depending partly on the discipline and the country in 
question, the numbers range between 30% and 50% (Bair & Haworth, 1999; 
Gardner, 2008; Golde, 2000; 2005; McAlpine & Norton, 2006; Nettles & 
Millet, 2006; Oost & Sonneveld, 2004),with some sources suggesting even 
higher attrition rates (Gardner, 2007). As well, those who do persist often 
take a long time to finish and may find their enthusiasm for the work greatly 
diminished towards the end (Walker, Golde, Jones, Bueschel & Hutchings, 
2008).  

What then, contributes to being engaged in the Ph.D. process? Previous 
research has looked for answers from several complimentary factors, such as 
support for studying, socialization into an academic community, motivation, 
previous study success, and structural factors (e.g. Golde, 2005; Lovitts, 
2001; Smith, Maroney, Nelson, Abel & Abel, 2006). However, the reasons 
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for either a successful or unsuccessful doctoral process cannot be reduced 
solely to the environment or the individual, but instead must be considered as 
developing in the dynamic interaction between the doctoral student and 
his/her learning environment. This has been pointed out for instance by Lind-
blom-Ylänne & Lonka (2000) who have studied undergraduates in different 
disciplines. Doctoral students can be considered to perceive their learning 
environment based on, for instance, their own motives and approaches to 
learning and researching. On the other hand, the practices in each learning 
environment affect students’ thinking and actions, and moreover, students 
themselves also shape the practices of the scholarly community by being part 
of it. This dynamic between the student s and their learning environment may 
at best foster harmony and congruence, but in some cases friction, resulting 
from a mismatch between students’ thinking and the environment’s practices.  

For doctoral students, the main learning environment is the scholarly 
community in question (Gardner & Mendoza, 2010; Golde, 1998; 2000; 
2005; Lovitts, 2001) provided, for instance, by the research group, doctoral 
programme, or the department the students work in. This environment pro-
vides the grounds for learning competencies such as understanding one’s own 
discipline, the ways to conduct research, and the ways to communicate the 
research to others, both inside and outside the scholarly community.  

The interaction between the students and their primary learning environ-
ment, the scholarly community, plays a part in the kind of academic expertise 
the students acquire. Students adopt conceptions of conducting research that 
are typical to each community (Golde, 2010), and values that are held as 
important in that community are also reflected in what the students learn to 
consider worth striving for (Sweitzer, 2009). Students’ conceptions of re-
search interact with how they engage themselves in both the context and the 
content of doing research (Meyer, Shanahan & Laugksch, 2005). Their con-
ceptions of research influence various choices and decisions, such as what 
they perceive to be worth achieving during the doctoral process, and can 
therefore be seen as important regulators of the Ph.D. process (Pearson & 
Brew, 2002). Therefore conceptions of research guide one’s participation in a 
scholarly community’s practices.  

The dynamics between the students and their environment contributes not 
only to what is learned but also to how doctoral students experience their 
doctoral process. The process that mediates how doctoral students become 
and are received as members in their own communities is also related to pos-
sible experiences of empowerment and well-being that may function as the 
basis for engagement, or in some cases, to negative experiences of exclusion 
that may be related to lower engagement. 
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Accordingly, it seems that to understand the development of an engaging 
and meaningful doctoral process, we need to focus on the interaction between 
students and the scholarly community in which they conduct their studies and 
research. Although previous studies have addressed doctoral students’ ex-
periences of working as a part of various scholarly communities and some 
have addressed students’ conceptions of doing research, few have investi-
gated these in relation to well-being and study engagement in the Ph.D. pro-
cess. This study intends to shed more light on these questions.  

 
1.1 The interaction between the student and his/her community  

Learning is at the core of doctoral education. The doctoral journey is essen-
tially about learning to become a researcher, learning about research, learning 
to create new knowledge, learning about the practices of the scholarly com-
munity as well as learning to participate in these practices. Learning is always 
embedded in the context and in the continuous interaction between the 
learner and the learning environment (e.g. Lave & Wenger, 1992; Salomon & 
Perkins, 1998; Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 1978). This conception of learning 
centrally relies on the perception that human development is inherently situ-
ated in the social, interactional, cultural, and organizational context and 
highly dependent on the support, i.e. scaffolding, of others in order for the 
individual to learn and develop (Salomon & Perkins, 1998; Wertsch, 1991). 
In this study, learning is thus viewed as an active process that is both socially 
mediated and social per se, i.e., participation in cultural activities of a spe-
cific context.  

Accordingly, doctoral studies always take place within a particular con-
text and are mediated by the social practices of the scholarly community in 
question. The scholarly community provides a learning environment that 
includes various complementary elements such as supervision, knowledge, 
learning and assessment practices, the physical learning environment as well 
as relationships with other people, with faculty and peers (e.g. Gardner, 2007; 
2008). While the goal of the doctoral journey is for doctoral students to de-
velop into independent scholars, this process is, at best, a collaborative one 
and students need the support of both faculty members and peers (Austin, 
2010a). In fact, several studies suggest that interaction with peers and faculty 
are the key to a successful Ph.D. process in terms of persistence and satisfac-
tion (Gardner, 2010; Golde, 1998; 2000; 2005; Lovitts, 2001). It is important 
for doctoral students that they experience a sense of belonging to their own 
community and feel that others appreciate their work and are interested in it 
(Austin, 2010a).  
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The dynamics between the student and the scholarly community are af-
fected by several factors (e.g. Golde, 2010). First, the scholarly community 
itself is a complex, nested entity of several different layers, for instance de-
partment or specific research group, that all have unique cultures and prac-
tices (e.g. Nummenmaa & Pyhältö, 2008; Pyhältö, Nummenmaa, Soini, 
Stubb, & Lonka, 2012). Furthermore, students rarely enter just one commu-
nity but rather many communities that may be either complementary or con-
flicting depending on the interaction between the student and the community 
in each case. The forms and the intensity of the participation may also vary. 
In some communities, students may be central actors, while in others their 
participation is not so intense, more like observation. 

Students enter the various communities of practice as novice researchers 
at the beginning of their thesis process and begin an ongoing journey towards 
the centre of the community, towards expertise in their own domain with the 
help, the scaffolding, of advanced students and senior academics. The kind of 
‘step-by-step’ movement from the edge of the community towards its centre, 
an evolution from novice to expert, has been referred to as legitimate periph-
eral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1992; Wenger, 1999). Such a process 
can also be described as one of guided participation (Rogoff, 2003). It can be, 
but not necessarily is, intentional instructional activity, since a great deal of 
the interaction within these communities of practice is informal. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge that instead of becoming a member of a community, 
students become members of communities. The doctoral programme, the 
department within a larger faculty, and one’s own peer group, to name a few 
entities, can be considered as different layers of the community of practice 
that academia provides. Experiencing the scholarly community may also vary 
in terms of how concrete (one’s own research group) or abstract (the whole 
discipline) the community is considered to be (White & Nonnamaker, 2008). 
Participating in these different communities has also been described as an 
initiation rite into tribes of academics inhabiting particular domains (Ylijoki, 
1998). 

While the size of the academic community may vary depending on 
whether it is a research group or a whole department, typical of these com-
munities is that they have a shared domain from where questions and enquir-
ies emerge, in addition to common tools such as certain paradigms and means 
of striving towards goals, as well as a common cultures, habits, and lan-
guages (Kasworm & Bowles, 2010; Lea, 1998; Ylijoki 1998). A considerable 
amount of the information and knowledge embedded in scholarly communi-
ties is tacit in nature, which makes it even more important for doctoral stu-
dents to be able to participate in the culture and activities of scholarly com-
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munities in order to develop their academic expertise (Gergolm, 1990; Hol-
ley, 2010; Ylijoki, 1998; 2000). Successful learning takes place when stu-
dents are able to grasp the cultural practices that they need to become full 
members of their academic communities (Lea, 1998). These features of aca-
demic practice intertwine with individual experiences, creating a totality of 
ways in which academics think, interact, and engage, and bring into play the 
underlying purposes that motivate academics (McAlpine & Åkerlind, 2010). 
Thus the academic practice of each community is always socially created: it 
does not simply appear, but instead is actively built, whilst sometimes in an 
implicit manner.  

One factor affecting the relationship between doctoral students and schol-
arly communities is the socialization process. How are students socialized in 
the culture of the communities? (E.g. Antony, 2002; Austin, 2002, Ellis, 
2001; Gardner, 2007; 2008; Nettles & Millet, 2006; Millet & Nettles, 2010; 
Golde & Dore, 2004; Weidman, Twale & Stein, 2001; Weidman & Stein, 
2003.) Socialization is typically viewed as a process of acquiring knowledge 
and skills that enable individuals to be effective members of society (Brim, 
1966), and organizational socialization more specifically as a process by 
which individuals acquire the social knowledge and skills necessary to play 
an organizational role (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979, p.211). Golde (1998) 
suggested that doctoral student socialization could be viewed as a process 
through which newcomers are taken and made into members of a community 
of a certain department or specific discipline. For doctoral students, however, 
it is a question of dual socialization: at the same time as students are learning 
their new role as graduate students they begin to envision the role of a future 
academic (Golde, 1998). Weidman, Twale & Stein (2001) and Walker et al. 
(2008) emphasized the importance of the knowledge, skills, and values nec-
essary for entry into a professional career in their conceptualization of gradu-
ate students as ‘members to be’ of academic communities.  

Yet underlying many of the definitions of socialization are modernist as-
sumptions that socialization is a one-way process where newcomers are 
molded as members of the community (Tierney, 1997) and where becoming a 
member of the scholarly community is something that just happens to stu-
dents (McDaniels, 2010). To oppose this view, a more postmodern sugges-
tion is that the process of becoming a member of a scholarly community 
should be viewed as a “two-way street” where newcomers also mold the 
practices and culture of the community they are entering by bringing along 
their own perspectives, values, and ideas (Austin, 2010a). Therefore students 
are not merely passive participants in the practices of the scholarly commu-
nity, but instead there is a constant interaction between the student and the 
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environment. Austin (2010a) emphasized that doctoral students themselves 
have an opportunity as well as the responsibility to do much to shape their 
experiences concerning working in scholarly communities. By doing so, she 
argued, these young scholars can leave their mark in academia since the so-
cialization process of students into scholarly communities affects not just the 
individuals but also the environment. This is especially important to ac-
knowledge in situations where communities want to change and improve 
their practices.  

During the process of becoming a member of a scholarly community stu-
dents face a number of challenges. The relationship between doctoral stu-
dents and their primary learning environment is mediated by various attrib-
utes such as the students’ and their supervisors’ prior learning (and supervi-
sion) experience, goals, and strategies reflecting, for instance, conceptions of 
conducting research (Murphy, Bain & Conrad, 2007; Brew, 2001; Kiley & 
Mullins, 2005). Doctoral students’ conceptions of what they are doing and 
supervisors’ conceptions of what their students should be doing may some-
times collide and create challenges in the supervisory relationship. Students’ 
conceptions of the scholarly community and their own role in it are con-
structed in this very interaction between the student and his/her learning envi-
ronment. Even if every coin has two sides and sometimes students’ experi-
ences and conceptions do not necessarily mirror the reality, or at least the 
experiences of others, it is largely the students’ own experiences that guide 
their doctoral journey the most. Accordingly, conceptual change is always 
guided by existing perceptions and prior knowledge (Pintrich, Marx & Boyle, 
1993).  

Previous studies suggest that doctoral students experience their scholarly 
communities and their relation to these communities in varying ways. Para-
doxically, it is typical that the community is often most noticeable by its 
absence (Walker et al., 2008). Golde (2000; 2005) pointed out that doctoral 
students who interrupted their studies emphasized a lack of academic integra-
tion in terms of not having good and meaningful relationships with faculty 
and particularly with supervisors, as well as a lack of social integration into 
to the peer group. Unlike in previous studies, she reported that students also 
openly described the emotionally straining experience of having to explain 
the reasons for leaving the community and sometimes even devising false 
stories. Golde further suggested that the fit between the student’s and com-
munity’s conceptions and expectations was an important regulator of persis-
tence. She identified six types of misfits that had affected students’ decisions 
to leave: 1) research practices not matched with student’s strengths, 2) poor 
fit of expectations between the student and the faculty, 3) mismatch between 
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student and advisor, 4) students perceiving faculty life as incompatible with 
personal goals, 5) students perceiving the job market to be poor, and 6) struc-
tural isolation of students.  

Gardner (2007; 2008) later highlighted the importance of the community 
and suggested that socialization should be viewed as a multifaceted process 
that takes place simultaneously at several different levels: Socialization to (1) 
the overall culture that encompasses graduate education, (2) the institutional 
culture and norms that govern the daily work, (3) the disciplinary culture, and 
(4) the departmental culture with interpersonal relations and history. Fur-
thermore, Hasrati (2005) and Shacham and Od-Cohen (2009), who studied 
the importance of the scholarly community to doctoral students from the 
perspective of communities of practice, reported that students particularly 
stressed the meaning of informal relations and contacts within scholarly 
communities. Students reported that they had learned the most through in-
formal interactions with both their supervisors as well as fellow students.  

The studies referred to above highlight the importance of the scholarly 
community in the doctoral journey. As cited by Walker et al. (2008), Brown 
& Duguid (2000) argue as follows: “Become a member of the community, 
engage in its practices and you can acquire and make use of its knowledge 
and information. Remain an outsider, and these will remain indigestible”. 
While this may sound harsh, it is worth carefully considering. Certainly there 
are exceptions, but those who flourish in true isolation are few (Walker et al., 
2008). By participating in the practices of scholarly communities, doctoral 
students not only receive support and feedback for their own learning but also 
ascribe meaning to the research carried out in the community in question. In 
this way the students recognize what is valued and strived for in the commu-
nity; this recognition interacts with their own motives, hopes, and aspirations, 
and conceptions are developed about the content of their work, namely re-
search. These conceptions are discussed in the following section. 

 
1.2 Conceptions of research 

Conducting research and learning to become a researcher is at the heart of 
doctoral education and is centrally mediated by how students perceive re-
search work (Pyhältö et al., 2012). In the last ten years a growing interest has 
emerged in studying academics’ conceptions of research. This line of re-
search proliferated from Brew’s (2001) notion that even if academics seem to 
believe that it is clear what people mean when talking about doing research, 
the conception is rarely questioned. It has been argued that academics’ con-
ceptions of research actually vary a great deal when asked to elaborate on 
how they understand it (Brew, 2001; Kiley & Mullins, 2005; Trigwell et al., 
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2004; Åkerlind, 2008a). Previous studies have mainly focused on exploring 
the conceptions of academics who have already established their place in the 
academic community. Less is known about how younger academics, such as 
doctoral students, perceive research work. At the same time, the doctoral 
journey forms the very process where conceptions of research develop and 
are constantly redefined in the interaction between the student and the schol-
arly community. 

Accordingly, the doctoral journey becomes a continuous meaning-making 
process that commences when students first begin to plan their doctoral stud-
ies and continues through various phases to the completion of the thesis. This 
meaning-making is embedded in the dynamic interaction between the stu-
dents and their environment. During this challenging journey students are 
faced not only with questions related to a certain field of study, but more 
generally, with questions related to conducting research per se. It is an ongo-
ing process of sense-making that is guided by questions such as “what am I 
doing”, “why am I doing it”, “what does it mean to do a dissertation and to 
become a scholar”, and “what does doing research mean to me”. Such ques-
tions are especially important at the beginning of the research process (Don-
gen, 1988; Golde, 1998; Hughes & Kleist, 2005; Valdez, 1982). When taking 
into account the dual socialization process that students undergo, as sug-
gested by Golde (1998), these questions can be viewed through two kinds of 
lenses. First, the answers to the above questions reflect doctoral students’ 
conceptions of learning and further their study orientations, and second, they 
reflect students’ conceptions of research work. 

Doctoral students’ reasons for undertaking a doctorate, and hence the per-
sonal meaning they derive from the doctoral project, vary. Such meanings 
reflect the students’ values and aspirations. The experienced meanings further 
relate to various choices and decisions, such as what students perceive to be 
worth striving for during their studies, and can therefore be perceived as an 
important regulator of the doctoral process. Doctoral students’ experienced 
meaning of the research work can be portrayed as parallel to the general 
study orientations of university students that have been investigated by many 
researchers (e.g. Lonka & Lindblom-Ylänne, 1996; Mäkinen et al., 2004; 
Vermunt, 1996). Despite certain differences in the concepts that are used to 
describe such orientations, the overarching idea suggested in several studies 
is similar. Students orient themselves towards studying differently in terms of 
whether they emphasize the studying itself (e.g., learning or personal inter-
est), or the exchange value of studying (e.g., qualification for professional 
work). The latter was more typical of disciplines that qualify students for 
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certain professions, such as medicine (Lonka & Lindblom-Ylänne, 1996; 
Mäkinen, Olkinuora & Lonka, 2004).  

Furthermore, the way doctoral students perceive what they are doing and 
for what purposes also reflects their conceptions of research as academic 
work. It has been argued that researchers perceive doing research in a variety 
of qualitatively different ways (Brew, 2001; Kiley & Mullins, 2005; Åker-
lind, 2008a). Brew (2001) first suggested that conceptions of research vary 
depending on whether researchers emphasize the meaning of the end-product 
or the process of conducting research. She found that the academics she in-
terviewed portrayed research in four qualitatively unique ways. Some of the 
descriptions of research that the participants reported reflected what she iden-
tified as the domino conception. These descriptions emphasized research as a 
process of putting separate elements together to achieve an outcome. In other 
words, research was seen as a straightforward process. Others emphasized 
research as a mining-like process and highlighted the importance of discov-
ery. Brew (2001) referred to these as layer conceptions, to describe the re-
search process as trying to find answers layer by layer. She also found that 
some participants pictured research work as trading in the sense that academ-
ics emphasized the meaning of end-products, such as publications, as trade-
offs that were of personal benefit. Finally, some of the descriptions painted a 
journey-like picture of research work, with participants emphasizing learning 
and personal, even existential, transformation.  

Later, Åkerlind (2008a) presented academics’ conceptions of being a re-
searcher as a continuum extending from seeing research work as fulfilling 
academic requirements to establishing and developing oneself and to con-
tributing to the discipline. Based on another study, Åkerlind (2008b) sug-
gested that young post docs’ conceptions of themselves as developing re-
searchers fell into four qualitatively different categories: becoming confident, 
becoming recognized, becoming more productive, and becoming more so-
phisticated. Pitcher and Åkerlind (2009) further explored post docs’ concep-
tions of research; using a metaphor method they found that post docs viewed 
research in varying ways based on whether it was portrayed as explorative, 
spatial, constructive, or organic. Typical of seeing research as explorative 
were metaphors related to ‘traversing terrain’, for example. Typical of de-
scribing research as spatial was to refer to ‘the area’ of the research, and to a 
sense of spreading out into an area of knowledge through the research. In this 
respect the post docs considered ‘narrowing the scope’ to be important. On 
the other hand, metaphors about research as constructive underlined conduct-
ing research in order to add to the domain’s knowledge. Typical metaphors in 
this category included ‘filling the gaps’ in knowledge. The authors reported a 
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sense that the post docs wanted to add to the accumulated body of what is 
known. Finally, the metaphors highlighting research as organic had a refer-
ence to life and organic things. Research was said to ‘die’ if it did not have ‘a 
good run’. The authors reported there to be a feeling of research being or-
ganic and alive.  

It seems, based on the previous studies, that conceptions of research re-
flect students’ and senior academics’ relation to what they are doing when 
conducting research. Conceptions are unique and individual but develop over 
time, and in constant interaction between the individuals and their environ-
ment. While the different studies reported here, exploring the conceptions of 
research, identified seemingly similar conceptions, Åkerlind (2008a) points 
to an implicit variation in the nature of the research questions between the 
different studies, with some focusing on views concerning the different out-
comes of research, some on different conceptions of the process, and others 
on the purposes or intentions behind the research work. Nevertheless, these 
studies provide a good overall picture of the same phenomenon, portrayed 
from slightly different angles. Although conceptions of research have been 
studied among academics from different disciplines in different phases of 
their own careers, the frequency of the various conceptions has been argued 
to still remain unclear (Åkerlind, 2008a).  

How do these conceptions of research then develop? Firstly, they do not 
develop in a vacuum but rather in social interactions and in the various proc-
esses of participation in the activities of the scholarly community. The above-
mentioned studies addressing conceptions of research have been criticized for 
focusing entirely on individual conceptions and thus for partly hiding the 
socially constructed nature of these conceptions (Lucas, Healey, Jenkins & 
Short, 2008). Accordingly, it has been suggested that conceptions of research 
should be viewed in relation to a context, such as the discipline, while still 
acknowledging that no single attribute, like disciplinary allegiance, deter-
mines how academics perceive ‘research’. And, while the personal meaning 
that students attribute to their doctoral research may partly originate from 
previous learning experiences during their undergraduate years, it also devel-
ops during the Ph.D. process in the constant interaction between the students 
and the learning environment. The conceptions of research may differ at 
various points of the doctoral journey; for example, students beginning the 
process may have conceptions different to those of more advanced students, 
due to, for instance, a lack of experience and expertise. The learning envi-
ronment, on both a smaller and larger scale, has an impact on the individual 
experience: students tend to adopt meanings, values, roles, and norms that 
they perceive to be valued in the environment (Kaplan & Maehr, 1999; Seif-
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ert, 2004). For example, it may be assumed that if a research group in particu-
lar stresses external factors and what is countable, such as number of publica-
tions, doctoral students may adopt the conception that performing well based 
on extrinsic criteria is an important measure of a successful Ph.D. process, 
whereas in a group where, for instance, learning and developing one’s own 
understanding are primarily valued, students may adopt the same kind of 
orientation in their own processes as well. Furthermore, some disciplines 
where degrees are oriented towards a certain profession may promote a more 
professional way of going about one’s studies (Lonka & Lindblom-Ylänne, 
1996). 

Previous studies on doctoral students have identified a number of concep-
tions that doctoral students have concerning research work. Students may 
form a conception of a research project as either a journey towards academic 
expertise, in other words as a learning process, or as a means to an end, as a 
way of acquiring qualifications and proving one’s expertise (e.g., Hoskins & 
Goldberg, 2005; Leonard, Becker & Coate, 2005). Meyer, Shanahan, and 
Laugksch (2005) likewise argued that doctoral students may conduct research 
for intrinsic, extrinsic, or strategic reasons, organize their research activities 
accordingly, and further, conceptualize differently what “research” is and 
how it should or should not be done. They further suggested that conceptions 
of research can serve as a frame of reference for doctoral students’ choices, 
decisions, and actions during the doctoral journey. Thus the conceptions of 
research interact with how students engage themselves in research and act in 
scholarly communities. However, while perceptions of research may influ-
ence how academics organize their work, the contrary may also be true; i.e., 
how the work in different academic communities is organized relates to how 
academics view research work. It is also important to acknowledge that 
sometimes an individual’s conceptions may be similar to those typically held 
by the community, and that sometimes there can also be a mismatch between 
an individual’s and a community’s conceptions. This mismatch may cause 
friction in students’ work.  

Meyer et al. (2005) found that students perceived research in five qualita-
tively different ways, as information gathering, discovering the truth, a proc-
ess of exploration and discovery (leading to understanding), uncovering the 
hidden, and finding solutions to problems/answering questions. Wood (2006), 
who studied educational doctoral students, reported that most of them empha-
sized the experience of “changing as a person” when asked to describe their 
learning how to conduct research. When the conceptions of younger academ-
ics are compared to those of more advanced researchers as reported by Brew 
(2001) and Åkerlind (2008a) for instance, they seem rather parallel to one 
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another although Meyer et al. found less of an emphasis on the end-product 
than was reported by Brew (2001), Hoskins and Goldberg (2005), and Leon-
ard et al. (2005).  

The previous studies on academics’ conceptions of research illustrate that 
the scope reaches not only the cognitive aspect but also researchers’ own 
emotions, and sometimes even existential experiences. This implies that the 
dynamics between the individual and his/her environment affect not only 
how research work is perceived but also the experienced emotions and en-
gagement that relate to students’ well-being. The following section discusses 
these questions in the context of the doctoral process. 

 
1.3 Well-being and study engagement in the doctoral process 

Many studies indicate that doctoral students experience a spectrum of nega-
tive emotions, such as distress, that may contribute to the high attrition rates 
among them (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Gardner, 2007; 2008; Golde, 2000; 
2005; McAlpine & Norton, 2006; Nettles & Millet, 2006; Oost & Sonneveld, 
2004). Thus the doctoral process is not only about the skills and knowledge 
that students learn on their journey to become scholars, it is also an emotional 
process of developing either well-being and engagement or ill-being and 
alienation. The journey towards a doctorate is always a rather intensive phase 
in students’ lives, and in the process of becoming a scholar emotional experi-
ences play a significant role. 

Well-being in this dissertation refers to especially socio-psychological 
well-being1. In this line of research, well-being has been typically divided 
into subjective well-being and psychological well-being (e.g. Keyes, Shmot-
kin, & Ryff, 2002) or more recently into hedonistic and eudaimonic well-
being (e.g. Ryan & Deci, 2001). In general: Both of them refer to the separa-
tion of seeing well-being as experience of positive emotions and lack of 
negative emotions (subjective well-being and hedonic well-being) and seeing 
well-being as more complex entity of personal striving and emotions and 
their interplay (psychological well-being and eudaimonic well-being). In this 
dissertation well-being is seen more in line with the latter definitions of well-
being. Furthermore, well-being is considered, as occupational health theories 
suggest, not simply an individual experience but instead a match (or ill-being 
as a mismatch) in the relationship between the individual and the environ-
ment (e.g. Leiter & Maslach 1988; Maslach 2003).  

                                                             
1 The shortened concept for sosio-psychological well-being, ‘well-being’, is used in the text 

from this point forward. 
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Accordingly: Well-being in the doctoral process cannot be considered 
only as lack of negative emotions. Stress is inevitable in such a long and 
challenging process as completing a doctorate, but even high stress at times 
may be coped with when students experience meaning in what they are striv-
ing for. Enthusiasm and interest, promoting engagement, may work as a 
buffer during challenging episodes of the doctoral journey. An important 
factor also is to what degree students feel they are competent enough to meet 
the challenges the process presents. Difficult and complex problem-solving 
situations may cause stress, but if students feel competent enough to solve the 
problem the stress can be used as a positive force that encourages them to 
work harder. When the challenge and competence are in balance, students 
experience high engagement in their work and develop a stronger interest in 
it (Hakanen et al., 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). This has been referred to 
as the optimal state of functioning, or “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  

What is it, then, that contributes to doctoral students’ well-being during 
the doctoral project? Well-being, while manifested in individual experience, 
always develops in the continuous interaction between the individual and 
his/her environment (Maslach, 2003; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Hakanen et 
al., 2006; Schaufeli et al.2002; Gonzalez-Roma et al. 2006) and is mediated 
by the experienced sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Ryan & 
Deci, 2001). The construction of well-being can therefore be considered as an 
active, collaborative, and ongoing process where the relations between indi-
viduals and their environment are constructed and modified (Soini, Pyhältö & 
Pietarinen, 2011). Furthermore, the relationship between participation in the 
scholarly community’s activities and experienced well-being is two-way: 
while participation and belonging lead to experiences of well-being, well-
being affects students’ willingness and opportunities to take part in the activi-
ties.  

It has been suggested that well-being can be nurtured by paying attention 
to the demands that the job poses and to the resources that the working envi-
ronment may provide for meeting the demands (Hakanen et al., 2006; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Resources and demands in each environment 
may be different, but they generally comprise the physical, psychological, 
social, and organizational factors that, in interaction with the individual, ei-
ther promote engagement or sometimes result in burnout (Hakanen et al., 
2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). For doctoral students, the demands typi-
cally relate to becoming an academic expert—how to learn to conduct re-
search, how to learn to be a member of the academic community, and how to 
cope with the workload and the constant competition. These demands are not 
necessarily negative in their own right but instead may be turned into positive 
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forces that drive the process when resources are available. The resources, on 
the other hand, can be considered as those related to both the individual, such 
as motivation, and to the community, such as supervision, feedback, support 
for learning and conducting research, and one’s own sense of competence. 
Engagement can be characterized as a positive, fulfilling, work-related state 
of mind that is characterized most of all by vigour and dedication (Hakanen 
et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Gonzalez-Roma et al., 2006; Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004). Vigour in the case of doctoral students would refer to feeling 
energetic and a willingness to invest effort in one’s own development as a 
scholar, as well as to the desire to also persist in situations that are difficult 
and which force students to question whether they can continue. Dedication, 
in turn, would describe doctoral students’ experience of significance, enthusi-
asm as well as pride in their own work.   

However, in cases where scholarly communities as doctoral students’ 
learning environments lack resources that help promote engagement, students 
may experience burn-out of which exhaustion and cynicism are typical 
(Hakanen et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002; Gonzalez-Roma et al., 2006; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Exhaustion may be reflected in doctoral students’ 
feeling strained, fatigued, and cynical, or in not seeing their own research 
work as meaningful, important, or interesting. Accordingly, doctoral stu-
dents’ work can be stressful when demands are high but support is low, and 
not stressful when demands are high but support is high as well. Thus high 
demands are neither positive nor negative in their own right but, combined 
with low support, can lead to psychological strain (Chambel & Curral, 2005). 
Previous studies on undergraduate students have indicated that students with 
highly demanding work and low support for doing it experience an overall 
decline in well-being which further translates into poorer performance 
(Chambel & Curral, 2005; Cotton, Dollard & De Jonge, 2002). Furthermore, 
lack of interest or a lost sense of meaning, relating to cynicism, appear to 
predict withdrawing from undergraduate studies (Mäkinen, Olkinuora & 
Lonka, 2004). In line with this, we can expect students’ experiences of the 
scholarly community to be reflected in their level of well-being and engage-
ment in their studies. While the characteristics of the community may not 
directly affect performance in one’s studies, there appears to be a mediated 
affect through well-being (Danna, 1999).  

Accordingly, in the process of learning to become a researcher, doctoral 
students may also develop a sense of well-being. While their well-being may 
partly result from other life factors, it is the well-being that develops in the 
interaction with the scholarly community that can be considered to have the 
most influence on the success of the Ph.D. process. Sometimes an empower-



Introduction 15 

 

ing relationship with the scholarly community can even work as a buffer 
against the possible hindering effect of the burdens of other aspects of life. A 
term pedagogical well-being has been used to refer this interrelated nature of 
learning and well-being (Pyhältö, Soini & Pietarinen, 2010; Soini, Pyhältö & 
Pietarinen, 2011), to demonstrate the interrelatedness of learning and well-
being. However, also in the context of Ph.D. studies, well-being can be con-
sidered as a cyclic process of positive and negative experiences in the doc-
toral journey that lead to either empowerment or becoming burdened. Thus 
when doctoral students’ well-being is considered as something that develops 
in the interaction between the individual and working environment, a sense of 
belonging (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Sheldon and Bettencourt 2002) in one’s 
own primary work or study community becomes essential. This suggests that 
the doctoral journey can be seen as a process where students need to build a 
conception of themselves as essential members of the academic community. 
Previous research, however, indicates that doctoral students quite often expe-
rience negative emotions, such as stress and exhaustion, during their Ph.D. 
process (e.g., Hudson & O’Regan, 1994; Toews et al., 1993; 1997; Ülkü-
Steiner, Kurtz-Costes & Kinlaw, 2000; Kurtz-Costes, Andrews Helmke & 
Ülkü-Steiner, 2006) that may relate to, for instance, finances, time manage-
ment, workload, and frequent evaluation (Kurtz-Costes et al., 2006) but often 
is related to the way students are integrated into the scholarly community. 
Not being or becoming a member of the community has been shown to be 
related to attrition (Ellis, 2001; Golde, 1998; Lovitts, 2001; Tinto, 1993).  

Previous studies (Lovitts, 2001) suggest that while faculties have been 
shown to attribute attrition and other problems to student characteristics such 
as lack of ability or motivation, it is usually the very events that take place in 
the academic community that explain a student’s decision to leave. Lovitts 
(2001) explored the reasons why a large group of students had decided to 
leave their doctoral programmes and discovered that the most important rea-
sons had to do with the relationship between them and their scholarly com-
munity. 

The experienced well-being, constructed in the interaction between the 
students and their environment, is also related to how students learn to under-
stand research. Experiencing the work as meaningful and important is a key 
component in work engagement that in turn has been shown to prevent nega-
tive emotions and burnout that may lead to ill-health (Gonzalez-Roma et al., 
2006; Hakanen et al., 2006). The relation between personal meaning and 
well-being as well as study engagement is, however, intertwined and com-
plex. Just as perceiving a task such as completing a Ph.D. as important pro-
motes well-being, the experienced well-being might promote the construction 
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of personal meaning. Accordingly, the experienced well-being may influence 
what a person holds as valuable and worth striving for. For instance, doctoral 
students who feel well and are engaged in their work might be more likely to 
construct such meanings about the doctoral project that promote their overall 
progress; vice versa, distress and other negative emotions may narrow atten-
tion and the capacity to focus on what is large and demanding, forcing the 
student to concentrate only on performing well in certain specific tasks 
(Fredrickson, 2001). Thus experienced well-being might guide propel a per-
son’s ability to seek affordances and further, the possibility, for here, to attain 
the desired learning outcomes.  

Furthermore, while a more product- or achievement-focused orientation 
may in some cases be adaptive in terms of study success (e.g., Diseth & Mar-
tinsen, 2003; Tuominen-Soini, Salmela-Aro & Niemivirta, 2008), focusing 
on performing well may constitute a risk to well-being. It has been suggested 
that emphasizing one’s own development and growth in university studies is 
positively related to well-being and positive emotions, such as enthusiasm 
and being interested (e.g., Schmuck, Kasser & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon, Ryan, 
Deci & Kasser, 2004; Seifert, 2004). On the other hand, focusing on external 
factors such as performing well in the eyes of others has been found to relate 
negatively to well-being and to constitute a risk for maladaptive emotions 
during studying. Fear of failure, which may be related to focusing on per-
forming well with respect to the end-product of learning, can be so extreme 
that it creates unnecessary psychological and emotional distress (Robotham 
& Julian, 2006). These different orientations also play a role in study en-
gagement as regards how persistent students are in continuing their studies 
instead of interrupting them (Mäkinen et al., 2004). Lonka et al. (2008) found 
that among undergraduate medical students, exhaustion, anxiety, and stress 
were related to disengagement from studies. This suggests that it is important 
for students to experience interest in their own doctoral project to avoid cyni-
cism and further negative emotions, such as stress, that might lead to dimin-
ished engagement and possibly dropping out.  

To sum up, previous research indicates that well-being in doctoral studies 
may be related to how doctoral students experience themselves as part of the 
academic community and the meaning that students give to their studies and 
to research work. This in turn is related to how engaged doctoral students 
become in their own projects. A sense of belonging (or lack thereof) and the 
way students perceive research may promote either well-being and engage-
ment, or dysfunctional emotions and a withdrawal from study.  

While there may be common features in the relation that develops be-
tween doctoral students and the scholarly community, and further, in how this 
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relates to the kinds of expertise and well-being that develop during the Ph.D. 
process, no two doctoral paths are entirely alike. Each forms a unique experi-
ence that may be related to different factors, such as gender (Kurtz-Costes et 
al., 2006; Sallee, 2010), age (Millett & Nettles, 2010), ethnic background 
(Winkle-Wagner, Johnson, Morelon-Quainoo & Santiague, 2010), or disci-
plinary allegiance (Golde, 2010).  

 
1.4 Becoming a scholar in different disciplines  

Research on the subject of academic domain began to accumulate after a very 
influential speech given in 1959 by C. P. Snow, in which he introduced the 
idea of ‘two cultures’ by underlining the differences between science and the 
humanities. Many researchers have subsequently tried to grasp the essence of 
disciplinary difference by introducing various kinds of deviations (Biglan, 
1973a; 1973b; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Ylijoki, 1998; 2000). How do these 
possible differences then mediate doctoral education? 

It is rather difficult to consider doctoral education without thinking about 
disciplines. Generic study that would not be grounded in a certain field at the 
doctoral level is a somewhat unsound notion (Golde, 2010). Academic disci-
plines have traditionally been defined as bodies of knowledge having a rather 
logical taxonomy that builds the accepted body of theory together with spe-
cialized vocabulary and techniques for conducting research (Donald, 2002). 
In addition to organizing knowledge, disciplines function as the primary 
organizing structure, along with institutional ‘homes’ that define academics’ 
work, whilst disciplinary allegiances may sometimes also overlook institu-
tional affiliation (Clark, 1989). Academic cultures may also have various 
practices with respect to how research work is typically carried out. For in-
stance, in some disciplines it is more common to work in research groups 
while in others the work is done more individually.  

These varying practices may affect the situation of doctoral students in 
different disciplines (Golde, 2010). Accordingly, the conceptions of research 
do not develop in a vacuum, but instead in an interaction between the student 
and the learning environment, as mentioned, and students adopt meanings 
they perceive to be valued in their own communities (Lucas et al., 2008). The 
practices of a scholarly community have cultural roots; they are based on 
different academic traditions and conventions that reflect various kinds of 
values, norms, and conceptions. Furthermore, academic cultures vary based 
on the research subjects, the studied phenomena that are characteristic of 
those cultures. Accordingly, different disciplines may reflect varying concep-
tions of knowledge and epistemological beliefs that shape academic traditions 
and conceptions of research typical to different scholarly communities 
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(Biglan, 1973a; Becher & Trowler 2001; Ylijoki, 1998). Disciplines can vary, 
for instance, based on whether more well-defined or more ill-defined prob-
lems are typical (Alexander, 1992). The former refers to domains, such as 
certain areas of science and medicine, where researchers have more shared 
conceptions of the subject and methods than researchers in more ill-defined 
disciplines, such as education or psychology (Lonka, Joram, Bryson, 1996). 
Domains where more well-defined problems are typical may conceive of 
research as a process of “finding the facts” and which aims at achieving cer-
tain outcomes and results. Typical ill-defined domains may reflect a more 
subjective view of research as a personal process. Therefore the epistemo-
logical development of the students in different domains varies (Lonka & 
Lindblom-Ylänne, 1996). These characteristics of the discipline may partly 
influence what students learn to appreciate in their own domain. The distinc-
tions between ill-defined and well-defined domains have similarities with the 
traditional division of domains into soft and hard as well as pure and applied, 
as suggested by (Biglan, 1973a). 

Different disciplines, as we know, form a jungle of academic tribes with 
their own cultures and practices (Becher, 1989; Donald, 2002; Ylijoki, 1998; 
2000) that interact with the individual characteristics of the students, resulting 
in a variety individual doctoral paths (Gardner & Mendoza, 2010). First, 
there are certain differences in how aspects of doctoral education, for instance 
supervision, are organized. It is typical that graduate students in the sciences 
are chosen (or recruited) by their advisors and that much of the research is 
carried out in a group, meaning that students are in frequent contact with 
faculty and fellow-students (Biglan, 1973b; Lovitts, 2001; Austin, 2010b). 
Relationships in the laboratories where students work can be rather informal, 
and students are expected to be present on a regular basis so that they may 
have an opportunity to communicate with others as well as learn from and 
together with them (Parry, 2007, quoted by Golde, 2010). On the other hand, 
graduate students in the humanities or social sciences often do their research 
alone in libraries, archives, or elsewhere (Biglan, 1973b; Lovitts, 2001). It 
has also been suggested that academics’ orientation to teaching differs to 
some extent between disciplines. Lindblom-Ylänne, Trigwell, Nevgi, and 
Ashwin (2006) reported that teachers from the so-called pure and hard disci-
plines, such as chemistry, focused more on what the teacher did than teachers 
from the so-called pure and soft disciplines, such as history, or the applied 
and soft disciplines, such as education, who were more likely to focus on 
what the student does.  

Thus academics’ conceptions of their disciplines may partly reflect how 
they perceive the teaching and supervision (Postareff, Katajavuori, Lind-
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blom-Ylänne & Trigwell, 2008; Richardson, 2005;� Tuomainen, Pyhältö & 
Stubb, 2012; Pyhältö, Tuomainen, & Stubb, submitted). Supervision in the 
humanities is often more ‘hands-off’, and students in these disciplines may 
meet with their advisors less often than students in the sciences (Golde, 
2010). Second, it has also been suggested that student characteristics vary to 
some extent between disciplines. For example, science students are typically 
younger, full-time, better funded and working in research groups, whereas 
doctoral students in education are typically part-time, mid-career and em-
ployed somewhere else, which forces them to juggle between academic and 
career responsibilities (Leonard, Becker, and Coate 2004).  

Studies also indicate that personal experiences of the doctoral path may 
also vary between students from different disciplines: variation in the way 
students experience their environment and the content of their work has been 
noted, more typically between students from the sciences and those from the 
social sciences or humanities. Further, Chiang (2003) found that students 
perceived chemistry departments as offering better doctoral education than 
education departments, especially regarding the academic culture of facilita-
tion and the research facilities for doctoral students. However, while persis-
tence in continuing in doctoral programmes in different disciplines varies 
(Baird & Haworth, 1999), it seems that the reasons for abandoning doctoral 
studies seem to be rather similar among students from different disciplines 
(Golde, 2000; 2005). 

While certain disciplinary variations cannot be overlooked, it is crucial to 
acknowledge that academic disciplines are not monolithic entities (Brew, 
2001; Donald, 2002; Holley, 2010; Toma, 1997; Weidman, 2010). Therefore 
one must be cautious in making extensive, oversimplifying conclusions based 
solely on disciplinary differences since already the variation within one do-
main may be great; the range of disciplines within science, for instance, is so 
broad that generalizing is very difficult (Kamler, 2008). For example, con-
ceptions of research have a complex set of determinants, of which discipli-
nary allegiance is only one (Brew, 2001). Many disciplines also overlap with 
other fields close to them, and academics may sometimes experience more 
kinship with researchers in these other disciplines than in their own. As well, 
among researchers from the same discipline can occur disagreements, or at 
the very least negotiations, related to epistemologies or paradigms, for in-
stance. Paradigms or theories, moreover, fall in and out of favour amongst 
academics in different disciplines through paradigm shifts (Kuhn, 1962). This 
is important to keep in mind, because there may well be a ‘dark side’ to label-
ling research, communities, or academics based on disciplinary allegiance 
only. Sometimes disciplinary perspectives can become “disciplinary blind-
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ers” (Golde, 2010). It may well be more useful to be open-minded towards 
new perspectives and even naïve-sounding comments from unusual sources. 
These are often the prerequisite for questioning, developing ideas, and estab-
lishing interdisciplinary collaboration with others. Accordingly, a great deal 
of the most important path-breaking intellectual work today is being done on 
the borderlines between disciplines, blurring the boundaries of disciplinary 
definitions, and while academics are evaluated and rewarded according to 
how faithfully they work within the existing paradigms, it is often those who 
shatter old paradigms to create new ones who are celebrated (Walker et al., 
2008). Considered from this perspective, it is worth thinking about communi-
ties of practice as also creating new knowledge instead of operating only on 
the basis of existing understanding (Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola & Lehti-
nen, 2004). In the modern academic world where interdisciplinary research is 
more common than before, this kind of boundary crossing, requiring “hybrid 
expertise”, is crucial (Hakkarainen, Palonen, Paavola & Lehtinen, 2004). 

Furthermore, it is not only the epistemological conceptions and cultural 
practices typical of each domain that mediate students’ conceptions of re-
search and their membership in the academic community but also their per-
sonal epistemologies and goals, as argued previously, which have been con-
structed based on their prior learning and research history.  

While these differences among domains exist, it is important to keep in 
mind that the domains also have many similarities and that the academic 
community in general has certain characteristics that make it unique. Even 
though the purpose of studying academic cultures is to bring to light their 
differences, it does not mean that certain principles, such as academic free-
dom and the importance of research, would not be valued in every domain 
(Ylijoki, 1998). These shared values differentiate academic work from other 
expert work in society. 

 
1.5 Summary of the theoretical framework 

In the previous sections the experience of becoming a scholar was conceptu-
alized from the perspective of the dynamic interaction that takes place be-
tween the student and the scholarly community. Further, the development of 
conceptions of research as well as experienced well-being in this interaction 
were discussed. Figure 1 draws together the main theoretical perspectives in 
an attempt to build a possible framework for understanding how conceptions 
of research develop in the interaction between doctoral students and their 
learning environment during the process of becoming an academic expert.  

Students’ learning processes are always constructed in the continuous, 
dynamic interaction between them student and the primary learning environ-
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ment provided by the scholarly community in question. Scholarly communi-
ties—the nested entities formed by the universities, faculties, departments 
and research groups in which students work—are characterized by different 
types cultures, values, and norms that affect the scholarly work in each par-
ticular community. Students bring their own previous learning and research 
experiences, together with their motives and orientations, to this interplay.  

This continuing interaction between the student and the variety of com-
munities contributes to what is learned about doing research and the kind of 
well-being that is constructed in the process. First, students’ conceptions of 
the content of their work, research, can be considered to be constructed partly 
from their own learning history as well as their values and goals, but are also 
shaped by conceptions that are deemed important in the particular commu-
nity. Second, the process of becoming a scholar is not only a cognitive proc-
ess of understanding the nature and ways of conducting research and learning 
to be part of a scholarly community, it is also a process mediated by emo-
tional experiences that in turn affect students’ engagement in their own work 
as doctoral students. Thus it may be hypothesized that concerning the devel-
opment of engagement and well-being, the interaction between the individual 
and the environment is the key.  

The process of becoming a scholar, however, is not merely a one-way in-
duction of a student into the community but instead a two-way relation: the 
environment has an impact on the individual but the student also shapes the 
practices of the scholarly community by taking part in it. 

 

SCHOLARLY
COMMUNITY

• University, faculty,
department,
research group

• Discipline
• Values, norms,
practise

Practices

Dynamic interaction

What is learned?

What kind of
wellbeing
is constructed?

DOCTORAL
STUDENT

• Previous
learning
experiences

• Motives
• Study
orientation

Participation  
 
Figure 1. The dynamic relationship between students and their environment  
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2 Doctoral education in Finland 
 
The goal of doctoral education in Finland is to develop academic expertise 
and to contribute new knowledge (Government Decree on University De-
grees). Doctoral degrees are granted in each of Finland’s 16 universities. The 
universities are either public corporations or foundations based on foundation 
law. There are no tuition fees, which makes it possible for students from 
different socio-economic backgrounds to study at university. The University 
of Helsinki, the oldest and largest of Finnish universities, is research-
intensive and a member of the League of European Research Universities 
(LERU). It consists of eleven faculties: the Faculty of Theology, Faculty of 
Law, Faculty of Arts, Faculty of Medicine, Faculty of Biosciences, Faculty of 
Science, Faculty of Behavioural Sciences, Faculty of Social Sciences, Faculty 
of Agriculture and Forestry, Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, and Faculty of 
Pharmacy. In 2010, altogether 36 609 students were enrolled at the Univer-
sity. The number of degrees awarded that year was 5805. Of these, nearly 
10% were doctoral degrees (SVT). 

Doctoral education in Finland has undergone major changes in recent 
decades. It has slowly developed from a traditional master-apprentice system 
into more organized and structured education following the Bologna proc-
ess’s third cycle. Furthermore, the number of Finnish doctoral students has 
increased significantly. In 2010 altogether 18 369 doctoral students were 
studying at Finnish universities, of which 53% were women and 47% were 
men (SVT). The Finnish Ministry of Education has set a goal of 1600 gradu-
ates per year (OPM: Koulutus ja Tutkimus: Kehittämissuunnitelma vuosina 
2003–2008). In 2009 altogether 1642 Ph.D.s (52% women and 48% men) 
graduated, but in the following years the number fell slightly (SVT).  

In Finland a doctoral degree involves a thesis, seminars, course work 
(from 40 to 80 European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) 
credits depending on the discipline), and a public defense of the thesis. Stu-
dents must apply for doctoral education. After being accepted, the license to 
study has, until very recently, been valid for life. The average time for com-
pleting the degree is about six to seven years. Doctoral education is publicly 
funded at no cost to the student. However, students do not automatically 
receive funding to conduct their studies full-time. There are a number of 
different ways to fund doctoral studies, such as personal grants from private 
foundations, 4-year doctoral school positions funded by the Ministry of Edu-
cation, university posts, and project funding. The number of funded positions 
in doctoral schools is growing, but private funding from the various founda-
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tions that students themselves apply to is still the most common way to fund 
postgraduate studies. As well, universities and faculties have the freedom to 
decide what kind of courses they organize and to define the thesis criteria 
(e.g. the number of publications required for an article-based thesis). The 
discipline also plays a role in how doctoral education is organized. For exam-
ple in science, doctoral work is often embedded in working as part of a re-
search group whereas in the humanities students often work on their thesis in 
seminars and student-supervisor dyads. 

The doctoral thesis can be completed either as a monograph or as a col-
lection of articles. Collections of articles consist of three to five (depending 
on the discipline) articles published in peer-reviewed international journals 
and a short summary including an introduction and discussion. In most cases 
the doctoral students’ mother tongue is Finnish or Swedish, but the articles 
and summary are written in English. The student has at least one advisor (a 
full professor in the relevant field) and one supervisor, who may also be the 
same person. Sometimes students may also have a supervisory board with 
members from outside the university.  

The evaluation process following the completion of the thesis consists of 
four stages. After the manuscript is accepted by the advisor and supervisor(s), 
the Faculty Council will name the pre-reviewers of the thesis (usually full 
professors from other universities). The manuscript is reviewed by the pre-
reviewers and the doctoral candidate will revise the manuscript based on their 
comments. The Faculty Council then decides whether the student be given 
permission to publicly defend the thesis and names the opponent. At this 
stage the thesis is printed and published with an ISBN number and sent to the 
opponent. After the doctoral candidate has publicly defended his/her thesis, 
the opponent decides whether he/she will recommend its ratification. Finally, 
the Faculty Council decides on awarding the doctoral degree. 
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3 The aim of the study 
 
The aim of this study was to understand the interaction between the doctoral 
student and his/her learning environment, and further, to study how this inter-
action relates to how students perceive research and their own well-being in 
the context of the doctoral journey. The aim was approached through the 
following research questions: 

1) What conceptions of ‘scholarly community’ do students have and how 
do they experience themselves as part of that community?  

2) What conceptions of ‘research’ do doctoral students have?  
3) How are the conceptions of scholarly community and of research re-

lated to doctoral students’ experienced well-being and study persis-
tence? 

4) Are the conceptions of scholarly community and research different in 
different disciplines? 

5) Are conceptions of research different in different phases of the stud-
ies? 

 
To approach the general aims, specific research questions for each of the 
separate studies were formulated. The studies were designed in a two-fold 
manner. First, the two themes—conceptions of scholarly community and 
conceptions of research—were explored in two part studies. Furthermore, the 
latter study was designed so that it would add to the first in order to deepen 
the understanding of the phenomenon. Studies I–III relied on questionnaire 
data mixing both qualitative and quantitative methods and Study IV was 
purely qualitative in nature, based on doctoral student interviews.  

Study I investigated how doctoral students experience their own role in 
the scholarly community and how this experience is related to conceptions of 
one’s own learning environment, study persistence (in terms of intentions to 
interrupt studies and the prolongation of studies), experienced well-being (in 
terms of stress, exhaustion, anxiety, and lack of interest), and discipline. 
Study II aimed at deepening the understanding of the experienced role by 
analysing the doctoral students’ conceptions of the meaning of the scholarly 
community with respect to their own doctoral process and its relation to their 
experienced well-being, study persistence, discipline, and working conditions 
(in terms of conducting the thesis alone, in a group, or both). Study III opened 
the theme concerning conceptions of research by exploring the general mean-
ing given to thesis work by doctoral students and its relation to study persis-
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tence and well-being in the doctoral process as well as to the discipline in 
question. Finally, Study IV set out to further clarify the ways in which doc-
toral students understand research work by focusing on in-depth interviews 
that were used to answer questions concerning the variation, the prevalence, 
and possible disciplinary differences in the conceptions of research. 
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4 Methods  
 
The study used a mixed method approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) by 
combining different kinds of data and both qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods of data analysis. Thus the study represents a pragmatist view that high-
lights the choice of methods in a “what works” manner, and could be charac-
terized as real-world and practice-oriented research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2007). 

 
4.1 Participants  

In Study I the participants were 602 doctoral students (female: 441; male: 
158) from the University of Helsinki, Finland who completed a survey in 
2006. In this dissertation people conducting their doctoral studies are referred 
as doctoral students. In Helsinki University students usually get this status 
after their application for doctoral studies (including a research and a study 
plan) has been accepted by the faculty board. However, in some cases (for 
instance in medicine) students can launch their doctoral studies before being 
accepted as doctoral students and sometimes even before finishing their Mas-
ter’s degree. In this study the questionnaires were sent to all registered doc-
toral students in the student database so they had all been approved by the 
faculty in question.  

The students were from three faculties: arts, medicine and behavioural 
science. The survey was sent to all registered students in these three faculties 
and the total response rate was 38%. All respondents had MA degrees, and all 
were in various phases of the doctoral process, though the majority of them 
(59%) were in its the final third. Most of the respondents in each context 
were women and the average age was 39 years (Med: 35). Half of the stu-
dents reported working full-time on their thesis and the other half part-time. 
Most (78%) were working alone, 13% in a research group and the rest (9%) 
both alone and in a group. Table I shows the specific situation in each do-
main. Altogether 43% of the students had considered interrupting their doc-
toral studies at some point during the process. 
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Table 1. Age, gender, research group status and working status of the participants in 
Study I 

 
 Medicine Arts Psy-

chology 
Education All 

Age (mean/median) 38/34 34/34 36/33 44/44 39/35 
Gender 
 Women 
 Men  

 
129 (80%) 

33 (20%) 

 
244 (70%) 
102 (30%) 

 
31 (66%) 
16 (34%) 

 
37 (86%) 

6 (14%) 

 
441(74%) 
158(26%) 

Research group status  
 Alone  
 In a group 
 Both 

 
65 (43%) 
29 (19%) 
59 (38%) 

 
314 (93%) 

14 (4%) 
9 (3%) 

 
22 (52%) 

7 (17%)  
13 (31%)  

 
34 (81%) 

0 
8 (19%) 

 
470 (78%) 

78 (13%) 
54 (9%) 

Working status 
 Full-time 
 Part-time 

 
85 (55%) 
70 (45%) 

 
184 (56%) 
143 (44%) 

 
17 (37%) 
29 (63%) 

 
16 (39%) 
25 (61%) 

 
301 (53%) 
268 (47%) 

 
In Studies II–III the participants were 669 doctoral students from three Facul-
ties at the University of Helsinki, Finland (arts, medicine, and behavioural 
sciences) who completed a survey in 2006 and 2007. This included the 602 
students from the Study I as well as 67 additional students from education in 
order to complete the data from psychology to match more thoroughly the 
Faculty of Behavioral Sciences. In other words: The difference compared to 
Study I was that additional data were collected 2007 to complete the data 
from the Faculty of Behavioural sciences. The survey was at this point sent to 
all registered doctoral student in the Department of Teacher Education. Table 
2 shows the frequencies of age, gender, research group status and working 
status for the completed data. 
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Table 2. Age, gender, research group status and working status of the participants in 
Studies II and III 
 

 Medicine Arts Behavioural 
Sciences 

ALL 

Age (mean/median) 38/34 34/34 34/34 39/35 
Gender 
 Women 
 Men  

 
129(80%) 
33 (20%) 

 
244 (70%) 
102 (30%) 

 
123 79%) 
33 (21%) 

 
496(75%) 
168(25%) 

Research group status  
 Alone  
 Both 
 In a group 

 
65 (43%) 
29 (19%) 
59 (38%) 

 
314 (93%) 

14 (4%) 
9 (3%) 

 
117 (78%) 

20 (13%) 
v13 (9%) 

 
496 (78%) 

63 (10%) 
81 (12%) 

Working status 
 Full-time 
 Part-time 

 
85 (55%) 
70 (45%) 

 
183 (55%) 
143 (46%) 

 
51 (34%) 

101 (66%) 

 
319 (50%) 
314 (50%) 

 
We compared our sample with all Finnish Ph.D. students regarding gender 
and age, based on the statistics gathered by the University of Helsinki and 
Statistics Finland (see Table 3.) On the basis of the comparison our sample 
represented the population quite well in terms of gender distribution. In terms 
of mean age, it appeared that students from arts and behavioural sciences who 
completed the survey were slightly younger than the average, whereas stu-
dents from medicine were slightly older. Students who had completed more 
than two thirds of the thesis process were, however, slightly overrepresented. 
This might be explained by the fact that these students had more experience, 
and therefore might have felt that they could better participate in the study on 
the basis of this experience. 

 
Table 3. Statistics (2008) on gender distribution and mean age in different disciplines 
at the University of Helsinki according to Statistics Finland and University statistics 
 

Faculty Women Men Age (mean) 
Arts 66% 34% 42.4 
Behavioural Sciences 76% 24% 53.1 
Medicine 71% 29% 32.3 

 
Furthermore, in the absence of detailed national statistics on Finnish doctoral 
students we analysed the representativeness of our sample by comparing it to 
a large international survey including Finnish doctoral students from all do-
mains (International Postgraduate student Mirror, 2006). Its proportion of 
full-time (59%) and part-time students (41%) was rather similar to our sam-
ple (50%/50%). In addition, the working conditions of our sample were quite 
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similar to the larger national study. The majority of the students (71%) re-
ported working alone and only 6% as mainly part of a research group. The 
remaining 23% reported working equally alone and in a group. Respectively, 
the same percentages in our study were 78% alone, 13% in a group and 9% 
both alone and in a group. The only difference in our sample compared to the 
larger national study was that the majority of the students who answered our 
survey reported being in the last third of their doctoral process, whereas most 
of the respondents in the national survey were in earlier stages.  

In Study IV the participants were 32 doctoral students from the University 
of Helsinki majoring in medicine, science, and behavioural sciences. The 
majority were women (n= 28) and the minority men (n= 4). While women 
were overrepresented in the sample, this was the typical distribution of doc-
toral student in these units at the time of the data collection. The participants 
were in different phases of their doctoral studies: some had just begun while 
others had already completed and defended their thesis within the year. Al-
most all of the students (n= 23) were engaged in their thesis work and doc-
toral studies full-time, and were working at the university as doctoral students 
either employed by the university or in a four-year doctoral school pro-
gramme funded by the Ministry of Education. The others (n= 9) were work-
ing part-time and had jobs outside the university. Most of the students were 
doing their thesis in the form of a collection of articles (n= 21) and some (n= 
5) as a monograph. The remaining 6 did not yet know which form they would 
use. 

 
4.2 Materials 
4.2.1 Study I, II, and III 

The data were collected by survey questionnaire in May 2006 (See Appendix 
1), first validated in a January 2006 pilot study in which 45 Ph.D. students 
majoring in science participated. The survey was sent to all doctoral students 
in the faculties of medicine, arts and behavioural sciences. The students’ 
contact information was collected from the student register database. Stu-
dents who did not have Finnish as their mother tongue received the question-
naire in English. The survey consisted of 8 open-ended questions, 55 Likert-
type statements, and 18 background variables. The questions’ themes were 
doctoral students’ ideas of the Ph.D. process and its main regulators, their 
conceptions of themselves as part of the scholarly community, and the super-
visory relationship. The themes of the Likert-type statements were students’ 
conceptions of their learning environment, their experienced well-being, and 
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their conceptions of academic writing. It took approx. 30–45 minutes to com-
plete the survey. 

Study I focused on the open-ended question “How do you see your own 
role as a Ph.D. student in your scholarly community?” and inquired about 
experienced well-being (stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and lack of interest), 
perceptions of the learning environment (feedback, poor ambience, worry, 
satisfaction, work load) as well as background variables pertaining to the 
discipline and study persistence in terms of considerations such as interrupt-
ing and prolonging studies. Study II posed the same question as Study 1 but 
from a different perspective. Items relating to experienced well-being (stress, 
anxiety, exhaustion and lack of interest), as well as background variables 
concerning the discipline and study persistence in terms of considerations 
such as interrupting studies were analysed. Study III focused on the open-
ended question “What does working with the thesis mean to you?” and in-
quired about experienced well-being (stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and lack of 
interest) as well as the discipline and study persistence in terms of considera-
tions such as interrupting studies.  

The doctoral students’ experienced well-being in terms of stress, exhaus-
tion, anxiety, and lack of interest were explored using a modified version of 
the MED NORD questionnaire (Lonka et al. 2008). The questions were 
modified to fit the Ph.D. context. Table 4 shows that the Ph.D. students’ 
experienced well-being was determined with 10 modified items that meas-
ured stress (Elo, Leppänen & Jahkola 2003), exhaustion (modified from 
Maslach & Jackson 1981), as well as anxiety and lack of interest modified 
from the Inventory of General Study Orientations (Mäkinen, Olkinuora, and 
Lonka 2004). 
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Table 4. Items measuring well-being and Cronbach’s Alpha (α) for the scales 
 

Scale Items included in the scale α 
Stress Stress means a situation in which a person feels tense, 

restless, nervous, or anxious or is unable to sleep because 
his/her mind is troubled all the time. 
Do you feel this kind of stress these days? 

 

Exhaustion   “I feel exhausted” 
“My workload is often too high” 
“Doctoral studies are too stressful for me” 

.821 

Anxiety “I often fear that I will fail in my doctoral studies” 
“I am stressed out by the workload, deadlines and competi-
tion in doctoral studies”  
“I often have to force myself to work for my thesis” 

.653 

Lack of interest “It is difficult for me to find meaning in my doctoral stud-
ies” 
“I am not motivated by the content of my studies” 

.785 

Note. All scales range from one to five; “1” meaning “Do not agree” and “5” meaning “Fully 
agree”. In the single item stress scale “1” means “Not at all” and “5” means “Very much”. 
 
Table 5 shows that the students’ conceptions of their learning environment 
were measured with 14 items that formed the following scales: (1) Feedback, 
(2) Poor ambience, (3) Workload, (4) Worry, and (5) Satisfaction (modified 
from Dahlin et al., 2005). The items were ranked on a 1 (Do not agree) to 5 
(Fully agree) scale. The students’ intentions to interrupt their studies were 
measured with the question “Have you sometimes considered interrupting 
your doctoral studies?” where they could answer yes or no. Prolongation of 
studies was calculated using the students’ reports of their starting year and 
estimated graduation year. As a limit for prolongation we considered 10 
years, which is 2.5 times the estimate given by the Ministry of Education on 
how long it takes to complete a doctorate when studying full-time. 
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Table 5. Items measuring conceptions of the learning environment and Cronbach’s 
Alpha (α) for the scales 
 

Scale Items included in the scale α 
Feedback “My supervisors are supportive and I get personal attention 

from them” 
“I often get constructive feedback on my knowledge and 
skills” 

.754 
 

Workload  “I am treated respectfully” 
“I worry that I do not qualify for Doctoral degree” 
“The pace of doctoral studies is too high” 

.582 

Poor ambience “Doctoral education enhances a cold and impersonal 
attitude” 
“Doctoral education creates isolation and anonymity 
among students” 
“Relationships between doctoral-students are very competi-
tive” 

.663 

Worry “I am worried about my professional career” 
“I am worried about the stress-level in my job after my 
doctoral degree” 

.508 

Satisfaction “I find my career choice satisfying” 
“Doctoral studies stimulate my personal development” 
“I feel that doctoral education provides adequate prepara-
tion for my profession” 

.505 

Note. All scales range from one to five; “1” meaning “Do not agree” and “5” meaning “Fully 
agree”. In the single item stress scale “1” means “Not at all” and “5” means “Very much”. 

 
4.2.2 Study IV  

The data were collected through semi-structured interviews carried out in 
2007–2008. The interview questions were formulated by the researchers 
together. The three research objects were chosen based on their high aca-
demic achievement and numbers of doctoral students. They were nationally 
and internationally highly acknowledged research groups. These cases were 
considered to be good representatives of research-intensive units and well-
organized doctoral education. They were also chosen on the grounds that they 
represented different disciplines. 

Before collecting the data from these case units, the directors of all three 
units were contacted. We introduced the research project to them and in-
quired if they would like to participate in the study. Once they had indicated 
an interest in participating, we visited their research unit and met with the 
staff to introduce our research project more fully and to answer questions 
regarding their participation. In the next phase, doctoral students were indi-
vidually contacted by e-mail, phone or in person to request an interview. 
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During this phase students could still withdraw if they wished. All of the 
contacted students were interested in participating in the study. The interview 
was piloted before the actual data collection. In the first stage, it was tested 
with four doctoral students in behavioural sciences, and minor modifications 
to the question were made. Then the interview was tested with seven science 
students and no further modifications were required. All interviews were 
conducted by the author (except one by a trained research assistant).  

The interviews were semi-structured and designed to investigate the doc-
toral students’ conceptions of their thesis process and how they saw them-
selves in it (See Appendix 2). At the beginning of the interviews the students 
were asked a few background information questions about their discipline or 
subject, time spent on their thesis/studies, the phase of the process and time 
of graduation, as well as the form of the thesis and whether they were work-
ing on it full-time or part-time. The interview focused both on the retrospec-
tion of previous experiences of the Ph.D. process and on the present situation. 
Each interview lasted approx. one hour (ranging from thirty minutes to al-
most three hours).  

 
4.3 Methods and procedures  
4.3.1 Study I, II, and III 

The analysis was carried out using a mixed method approach combining both 
deductive and inductive thinking (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007).In Study I 
the open-ended question was analysed by qualitative content analysis using 
an abductive strategy (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007) to explore the doctoral 
students’ experienced role in their own scholarly communities. The analysis 
was compatible with the idea of the hermeneutic circle; a continuous dialogue 
was maintained between the theoretical assumptions and the empirical data 
that resulted in the final categories. The analysis produced three exclusive 
categories: (a) member of scholarly community: perceiving oneself as a 
member of a scholarly community, (b) outsider: not perceiving oneself as a 
member of a scholarly community, and (c) incoherent role: perceiving one’s 
position as contradictory or unclear. Following the qualitative analysis the 
categories were quantified and analysed in relation to experienced well-being 
in the Ph.D. process in terms of stress, exhaustion, anxiety, and lack of inter-
est, using One-Way ANOVA, as well as to intentions to interrupt studies and 
the length of studies, using cross-tabulation and χ²-test.  

In Study II the open-ended question was analysed using qualitative con-
tent analysis to explore the doctoral students’ conceptions of their scholarly 
communities in relation to their socio-psychological well-being. The analysis 
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strategy was compatible with Study I. The answers were coded into two cate-
gories based on whether they reported (a) experiences of empowerment or (b) 
experiences of being burdened. Following the qualitative analysis the stu-
dents’ experiences of the scholarly community were examined in relation to 
experienced well-being, using a T-test and Cohen’s d for effect size. To study 
the relation between conceptions of scholarly community and intentions to 
interrupt studies, a cross-tabulation and χ²-test was carried out, with the cal-
culation of effect size using Cramer’s V. 

In Study III one open-ended question was analysed using a similar analy-
sis technique as employed in Studies I and II to explore the variation in stu-
dents’ perceived meanings of the Ph.D. thesis. The analysis produced three 
exclusive categories: (a) meaning related to end-product, (b) meaning related 
to process, and (c) meaning related to both. The agreement between the two 
classifiers regarding the independent parallel analysis of the 85 answers and 
the open-ended question was 96%. Interrater reliability measured with 
Cohen’s kappa (κ) was 0.92, which indicates very good or almost ideal reli-
ability. The inter-coder consistency was employed only in Study III (and not 
in Studies I and II) because the open-ended answers in that study were more 
often open to interpretations than the open-ended answers in Study I and II 
that were more straight-forward in nature. The differences in experienced 
stress, exhaustion, anxiety, and lack of interest between students who empha-
sized process, end-product or both were measured with One-Way ANOVA, 
and the relations between experienced meaning of the thesis and discipline 
and intentions to interrupt studies were measured with cross-tabulations and 
χ²-tests. 

 
4.3.2 Study IV  

The interview data were analysed qualitatively by phenomenography-inspired 
analyses that were well-suited to the overall mixed method design of the 
study. Phenomenography-inspired analysis refers to the more pragmatic phe-
nomenography used mainly as a method of analysis rather than philosophi-
cally or ideologically oriented phenomenography (Van Rossum & Hamer, 
2010). This kind of pragmatism is also characteristic of mixed method studies 
in general: researchers typically collect and analyse data in a “what works” 
manner to address the research question instead of underlining the method 
and its premises (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). The purpose was to explore 
the various ways in which the phenomenon of conducting research was ex-
perienced by the doctoral students. The relationships between the concep-
tions’ different components were then examined in detail to map the relation-
ships, including the similarities and differences, between them (Brew, 2001).  
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The phenomenography was originally developed by the Gothenburg 
School in the 1970s as an empirical research approach to study the variation 
in persons’ experienced meaning, understanding, or conceptions of a specific 
phenomenon (Marton, 1981; Marton & Pong, 2005). The first studies con-
cerned university students’ conceptions of learning (Marton & Säljö, 1976a; 
1976b). Phenomenography has been applied in various ways in numerous 
studies concerning conceptions of learning, and later by researchers inter-
ested in academics’ conceptions of research (Brew, 2001; Åkerlind, 2008a).  

This strategy was used here to explore variations in the ways the phenom-
enon, namely doing research, was experienced by doctoral students. Ideally, 
the outcomes of a phenomenographic analysis would represent the complete 
range of variation in experiencing this phenomenon at a specific point in time 
in a specific group of people (Åkerlind, 2005).The analysis followed several 
stages. First, the interviews were read several times and the text segments 
related to conceptions of research were selected using the criteria of choosing 
all parts where students referred to experiences, conceptions, and ideas con-
cerning research, reasons for doing research, and important aspects of re-
search work. The purpose of this selection procedure was to separate smaller 
segments from the whole transcripts and combine them into one hermeneutic 
unit, but still interpret them within the larger interview context. The selection 
was made to gain clarity about the variation of conceptions at the collective 
level instead of focusing solely on individuals (Åkerlind, 2005). Furthermore, 
various conceptions of doing research were typically present in a single inter-
view’s account. 

Next, the analysis continued by investigating the different themes in the 
text segments and by identifying the initial categories. As a result of this 
interpretive stage, the quotes were divided into categories based on their 
differences, following the idea that the quotes in one category were similar to 
each other while being distinct enough from the other meaning categories 
(Brew, 2001). The analysis followed several iterative stages of redefining the 
categories and rearranging the quotes. This resulted in the identification of 
four distinctive categories of description: Research as a “job to do”, Re-
search as obtaining qualifications and gaining accomplishments, Research as 
a personal journey, and Research as making a difference, which together 
constituted the ‘outcome space’. They differed from each other in terms of 
how end-product versus process-oriented and, on the other hand, how person-
centred versus community-centred they were. Further, the reasons for doing a 
Ph.D., the nature of research work, and the intended outcome was expressed 
differently in each category.  
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The conceptions of research were also studied in relation to discipline and 
phase of studies. Study phase was determined based on students’ own evalua-
tion of whether they were at the beginning, the middle, or the end of their 
doctoral process.  

To protect the identity of the students, faculty, and departments, all inter-
viewees were given codes used in every interview excerpt. Additionally, all 
identifying information, such as names and specific research topics, were 
masked in the text. An overview of the study procedures in each study are 
presented in Table 6. 

 

Interview of 32
doctoral students from
medicine, science, and
behavioral sciences

The text segments
where doctoral students

refer to their
conceptions of research

(n=226)

Operationalized as:

- Conceptions,
experiences, and ideas

of research

- Reasons for doing
research

- Important aspects of
research work

Pragmatic
phenomenographic

analysis

Four categories of
description:

Research as:

a) a job to do
b) Obtaining qualifications

and accomplishments
c) Personal journey

d) Making a difference

 
 
Figure 2. Pragmatic phenomenographic analysis 
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Table 6. Overview of the study procedures 
 

Study Participants Method Instrument Analysis 

St
ud

y 
I 

602 doc-
toral stu-
dents from 
arts, behav-
ioural 
sciences, 
and medi-
cine. 

Survey  • Open-ended question: 
“How do you see your 
own role as a Ph.D. 
student in your schol-
arly community?” 

• Scales measuring well-
being as well as con-
ceptions of the learning 
environment. 

• Questions measuring 
intentions to interrupt 
studies and the length 
of studies. 

• Open-ended question: 
abductive qualitative con-
tent analysis.  

• The relations between role 
and well-being and concep-
tions of learning envi-
ronment: One-way 
ANOVA 

• The relations between role 
and intentions to interrupt, 
length of studies, and disci-
pline: χ²-test. 

St
ud

y 
II

 

669 doc-
toral stu-
dents from 
arts, behav-
ioural 
sciences, 
and medi-
cine. 

Survey • Open-ended question: 
“How do you see your 
own role as a Ph.D. 
student in your schol-
arly community?” 

• Scales measuring well-
being. 

• Questions measuring 
intentions to interrupt 
studies. 

 

• Open-ended question: 
abductive qualitative con-
tent analysis. 

• The relations between 
experience of the scholarly 
community and well-being: 
Independent Samples T-
test. 

• The relations between 
experience of the scholarly 
community, and intentions 
to interrupt and discipline: 
χ²-test. 

St
ud

y 
II

I 

669 doc-
toral stu-
dents from 
arts, behav-
ioural 
sciences, 
and medi-
cine. 

Survey • Open-ended question: 
“What does working 
with the thesis mean to 
you?” 

• Scales measuring well-
being. 

• Questions measuring 
intentions to interrupt 
studies. 

 

• Open-ended question: 
abductive qualitative con-
tent analysis. 

• The relations between the 
experienced meaning of the 
thesis and well-being: One-
way ANOVA. 

• The relations between the 
experienced meaning, and 
intentions to interrupt and 
discipline: χ²-test. 

St
ud

y 
IV

 

32 doctoral 
students 
from 
science, 
medicine, 
and behav-
ioural 
sciences. 

Inter-
view 

• An interview consist-
ing of background 
information questions 
and 16 questions on 
students’ conceptions 
of their thesis process 
and of themselves in 
the process (See Ap-
pendix 1). 

• A pragmatic phenomeno-
graphic analysis of the 
variation in doctoral stu-
dents’ conceptions of re-
search. 

• The relation between 
conceptions /discipline and 
the phase of studies: cross-
tabulation.  



Becoming a scholar 39 

 

 
5 Results  
5.1 Experienced meaning of the scholarly community  

Studies I and II focused on exploring how doctoral students perceive the 
scholarly community and their own role in it. The results suggested that the 
students experienced their scholarly communities in varying ways. Both their 
definitions of the community and of their own role in it varied a great deal. 
There was also variation in how the experienced meaning of the community 
in terms of one’s own thesis work was described. The students’ conceptions 
of their scholarly community varied from describing it as one’s peers, closest 
colleagues, or research group; department or faculty; doctoral seminar group 
or programme; to defining it as the international community of researchers in 
one’s own field. Many students also reported a variety of sometimes overlap-
ping communities they found that they belonged to. Further, belonging was 
most often described in terms of doing research, collaborating with others, as 
well as in relation to thinking, discussing, and writing together—making 
some kind of contribution to the community by being part of it.  

Regardless of the way in which the community was defined, a majority of 
the students (55%) considered themselves as part of their own scholarly 
communities but the nature of the experience varied a great deal. Some re-
ported being valuable assets to their community: they perceived themselves 
as junior researchers and sometimes already experts in their field.  

In a way, I see myself still as a student, but at the same time I’m taking my first 
steps as an independent researcher. I plan on participating more in conferences in 
the future, so I can get more contacts, which are in my opinion very important for 
a Ph.D. student in order to integrate. 

 
There were, however, a great many students who did experience being part of 
a community but in a more negative way. They described the meaning of 
their membership by emphasizing their departments’ compulsion to produce 
new doctors and by underlining the notion of ‘cheap work’ that doctoral 
students provided for faculties and departments.  

An MA is scum, whose degree is worth nothing. A white collar slave, whose job is 
to sell his soul with a minimum salary and to work 24/7 and eventually burn out, 
while the director just collects the money and the honour. 

 
About a third (29%) of the doctoral students described themselves as com-
plete outsiders in their own community, or experienced a lack of community. 



40 Jenni Stubb 

 

Many of these students acknowledged that a community existed but that they 
did not belong to it, and hoped to join. 

I’m an outsider, because I don’t belong to any research group and therefore I 
don’t have a feeling of relatedness. As a Ph.D. student I would like to be a part of 
a community of researchers already. 

 
Others (16%) experienced their role in the scholarly community as either 
unclear or contradictory. This experience seemed to be related to the uncer-
tainty of one’s own place in the community or to contradicting messages 
from different players about their role. 

It varies a lot. Sometimes you can contribute something meaningful and partici-
pate in the academic activity. Sometimes you are a burden and you feel ashamed 
of yourself. 

These are really tough questions. I don’t quite understand this. Apparently, [my 
role as a Ph.D. student is] pretty good, but I don’t understand why, because I 
have no proof of it or much to give to the scholarly community. 

 
Students’ varying experiences of their own role in the scholarly community 
were also reflected in how they experienced their learning environment (see 
Table 7). Students who experienced being part of their own scholarly com-
munity reported receiving more feedback from their supervisors, were more 
satisfied with the doctoral training, felt the ambience to be better, and ex-
pressed less worry than their fellow students who described themselves as 
outsiders or experienced their role in the scholarly community as unclear or 
contradictory. 
 
Table 7. Differences in conceptions of the learning environment based on how stu-
dents experienced their role in the scholarly community 
 

Scale Member Outsider Incoherent Significance 
 Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) F(df) p 
Feedback 3.4 (0.9) 2.9 (0.9) 3.1 (0.9) 19.286 (2)  .000 
Satisfaction 3.8 (0.7) 3.6 (0.7) 3.6 (0.7) 4.277 (2) .014 
Poor ambience 2.3 (0.8) 2.7 (0.7) 2.8 (0.8) 13.114 (2) .000 
Worry 3.0 (1.1) 2.9 (1.1) 3.3 (1.1) 3.548 (2) .029 

 
The results further indicated that the way the scholarly community and one’s 
own role in it was experienced was also related to well-being in the doctoral 
process. The doctoral students reported experiencing the meaning of the 
scholarly community differently with respect to their own thesis process. 
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Almost half (44%) considered their own scholarly community to have an 
empowering influence on their own work. They described the community to 
be an important source of support and inspiration—as something that en-
hanced their own development as scholars. These students reported receiving 
support and feedback from others in the community, particularly their super-
visors. They also reported being respected by others. 

 [I see the relation with the community] as both responsible and challenging but 
on the other hand as safe, because I fully trust my supervisor’s ability to evaluate 
the quality of my work. I think that my work creates new knowledge and will cre-
ate the possibility for further research. As a Ph.D. student I’m independent and 
equal with others but still a student with an urge, and I have the right not to know 
yet... the privilege of asking questions and getting answers and supervision. 

 
However, over half of the students (56%) described their scholarly communi-
ties as merely a burden on their own thesis work. They described feelings of 
exclusion and exteriority hindering their Ph.D. process.  

…I’m just of a disadvantage to others. There’s not much of a role to take, if you 
are nothing but at the mercy of others. You just have to do your job alone without 
anyone to help you. You have to be on your own and be quiet. You better not 
criticize the system - that would only have bad consequences. I’ve been told that a 
student who needs a supervisor is a lousy student. 

 
Factors that contributed to socio-psychological well-being in terms of feel-
ings of empowerment and inspiration were also identified. The factors that 
students saw as engendering positive experiences of the scholarly community 
included feelings of meaningfulness, intensification of researcher identity, 
appreciation for the nature of research work, and good support for learning 
and doing research. Typical of meaningfulness were descriptions of a sense 
of contribution, belonging, and worthiness. Intensification of one’s own re-
searcher identity was often manifested in a student’s experience of seeing 
him/herself as a junior researcher, a colleague or an expert instead of ‘just a 
student’. Finally, good support for learning and doing research was seen, for 
example, as high-quality supervision, useful courses, and having one’s own 
working space or office provided by the university. Of these, sense of belong-
ing and meaningfulness were singled out as core sources of empowerment. 
On the other hand, factors that were considered to negatively affect concep-
tions of the scholarly community included lack of meaningfulness, complex-
ity of one’s own situation, and insecurity, as well as poor support for learning 
and doing research. Typical of lack of meaningfulness were sense of exclu-
sion or outsider status, and unworthiness. Complexity of the situation and 
insecurity in terms of both the present and future referred to reported experi-
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ences that emphasized feelings of not knowing one’s own place, or insecurity 
about what would happen in the future. Furthermore, poor support for learn-
ing was often seen as infrequent or low-quality supervision and insufficient 
quantity and quality of courses. 

 
5.2 Experienced meaning of the thesis and research work 

Studies I and II contributed to understanding how doctoral students perceive 
the context of their thesis process, the scholarly community, and Study III 
continued from there to explore how doctoral students understand the content 
of their work in their own thesis process. The results suggested that the stu-
dents experienced the meaning of research work and more specifically, the 
meaning of thesis work in varying ways. 

In the questionnaire, students were asked to describe the personal mean-
ing that thesis work had for them and the results showed that the personal 
meaning given to it was not uniform. The conceptions ranged from emphasiz-
ing the importance of merely completing it, gaining a better status or salary 
by doing it, and proving one’s ability, to highlighting the personal learning 
process, and becoming an academic expert and part of the scholarly com-
munity. The results indicated that doctoral students’ personal meaning of the 
thesis work differed in terms of whether they emphasized the process, the 
end-product, or both.  

The doctoral students typically perceived the thesis work as a process (49 
%). They emphasized the importance of learning, gaining academic expertise 
and developing as a researcher. They also reported completing a doctorate in 
order to become a part of their own scholarly community and to be able to 
contribute to their discipline, and more broadly, to society. Some emphasized 
the thesis project as being able to do work that is flexible and being able to 
make decisions about their own work, while others also considered their 
research as an enjoyable hobby. In addition, the work itself, conducting re-
search, was commonly described as interesting and satisfying.  

…Putting yourself in the game and testing your own limits. A fascinating learning 
process, where a research topic that was at the beginning shapeless becomes bit 
by bit clearer and you discover completely new things. 

…Studying, learning new things, practicing research skills, being part of the crea-
tion of new knowledge in your field, creating new knowledge and sharing (it). 
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Approximately one fourth (23 %) of the doctoral students highlighted mean-
ings related solely to the end-product. Their personal views of the thesis re-
lated to such things as completion of the degree, career qualification, and 
proving one’s excellence to oneself or to others. The students reported view-
ing the degree as a guarantee of better status, a better position in working life, 
and a better salary, and some saw the thesis work as a way of proving their 
expertise. 

…It means that my credibility will increase; co-workers will take me more seri-
ously, and show respect. Personally it’s an achievement for me, of which I’m 
proud. It enables access to certain positions. 

…The ending point of my studies, the possibility to free myself of the extra ‘bur-
den’ and at work direct myself to where the environment better supports me. 

 
Almost a third (28%) of the doctoral students emphasized both the process 
and end-product. Further exploration of the students’ answers indicated that 
when students described the personal meaning that they assigned to their 
thesis work, three aspects were highlighted but in a different manner in each 
category: the meaning of learning, meaning of community, and meaning of 
qualifications. These were evident in many of the descriptions, but were ac-
corded different emphases, whether on the process, end-product, or both (see 
Table 8). 

Promoting the development of research in this field, gaining expertise, acquiring 
formal qualifications, and networking. 

Practicing doing research and knowledge work, choosing one’s own core subject 
of expertise and going into it, growing and entering into a scholarly community, 
new job positions. 
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Table 8. Meaning of learning, community, and qualification in the three qualitatively 
different conceptions of thesis work 
 

Dimensions Thesis work as an 
end-product 

Thesis work as a 
process 

Thesis work as both a 
product and end-process 

Meaning of 
learning 

Thesis work is seen 
as proof of one’s 
own expertise and a 
learning milestone  

Thesis work is seen as 
a way of developing 
one’s own expertise 
and of learning both 
as a researcher and 
professionally. 

Thesis work serves the 
purpose of learning but 
also is proof of having 
being able to complete it. 

Meaning of 
the com-
munity 

Thesis work is seen 
as a means of 
proving one’s 
excellence to the 
academic commu-
nity and of estab-
lishing one’s own 
place in it. 

Thesis work is seen as 
an avenue to full 
membership in the 
research community 
and as a way to con-
tribute to it. 

Thesis work is seen as way 
to grow and enter the 
community of researchers 
and sometimes also to 
prove oneself to the com-
munity.  

Meaning of 
qualifica-
tion 

Thesis work is seen 
as way of gaining 
better status or a 
position, as proving 
worthy of a doctor-
ate. 

Thesis work and the 
completion of it are 
seen as one step in the 
process of developing 
as a researcher. 

Thesis work is seen as one 
phase in the process of 
becoming a researcher but 
at the same time it is 
acknowledged that it might 
offer a better position. 

 
The findings from the survey data in Study III, described above, were deep-
ened through the analysis of the interview data in Study IV, whose results 
shed light on how doctoral students perceive research work in the context of 
their own thesis project. The students described their thesis process in ways 
that reflected several conceptions relating to research work, all the way from 
seeing it as something that had to be done and gaining qualifications to high-
lighting the aspect of one’s own learning and development as a scholar or 
making a contribution to the discipline or to society (see Table 9).  

Most typical (40%) were students’ descriptions where research was por-
trayed as a personal learning journey and the development of academic ex-
pertise. These reflected an image of doctoral research as a pathway to schol-
arship. In them, research was typically viewed in a manner that emphasized 
the importance of finding questions that were interesting to the individual, 
and focusing on these. This was often seen as an important prerequisite for 
being able to succeed in a lengthy and demanding process. The foreseen 
outcome in these portrayals of research was typically personal development 
and learning. 
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...It felt nice…the flexibility… it didn’t really feel like work: if you do your Ph.D. 
it’s more like having fun and if you work hard you benefit but it doesn’t really feel 
like normal work. So it felt like a natural continuation… you can also attend 
courses and learn. You learn new things all the time, you don’t do one thing over 
and over again. I would say it is the sort of free and flexible feeling that you can 
decide yourself what to do and when to do it, decide the direction yourself…M7 

…It is kind of a struggle, so you must think about the topic carefully…what would 
be so interesting for you that you’d have the strength to study it … N7 

…The most enjoyable thing is that I can now question things. I won’t take every-
thing for granted without thinking about it, like I might have done previously… I 
have become very critical and questioning… B8 

 
The second most common (31%) descriptions of research were the job to do 
descriptions. Typical of seeing research as a job to do was to emphasize do-
ing it because it was part of the doctoral students’ job description. It was also 
often described as answering the demands set by the curriculum for doctoral 
education. The descriptions that emphasized research as a job that needed to 
be done typically highlighted the importance of finding the right kind of 
research questions and focusing on those. They delineated research as a rather 
straightforward process that followed certain phases and sets of rules to 
achieve a certain outcome. The desired outcome was typically described as 
something concrete, for instance a finished thesis or a publication.  

…Well, as a matter of fact it is my job, and the thesis is something that... because 
you have to do the research and publish articles, and the thesis is just something 
that everybody has to do... in a way I don’t think about it, I just think that I’m 
working... N5 

…Many times when meeting [with the supervisor]... for example about my analy-
sis or some paper that I was writing, after a couple of hours I would leave the 
supervisor’s room… and both of us would enthusiastically be like ‘this is going 
somewhere, it’s progressing’ and so on, and [the supervisor] would say ‘yes, do 
these changes and write a little bit about that and do this…’. Then I would leave 
and notice that I had tasks to do for at least a week. And then I would feel good 
when I realized that I could do certain things one after another…B5 

…Well, I can compare with my colleagues… Maybe I am not so advanced… but I 
think I have done well, very well … So during this time I have completed the task, 
as expected… We have this kind of plan where we plan the next year, and estab-
lish goals… All of us must have one, in which we decide on the conferences we 
will participate in…what we are going to produce in a year. And so far I have 
been able to reach all of the goals. The experience I have is one of success... Most 
important is to produce a quality product… B20 

 
Describing research as making a contribution, on the other hand, was related 
to a great emphasis on the discipline. Research was seen as a process where it 
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was important to study phenomena that were relevant to the discipline in 
order to make a contribution. The connection to a greater cause was empha-
sized in many of these statements. Such descriptions amounted to 15% of the 
total. 

… I think it is interesting because it involves this greater problem. The kind that is 
important globally, not just to us, but also to others, so that is fascinating… That 
is the fact that motivates, that is the reason why we do these small-scale 
tasks…because they are linked to a greater cause… N4 

… When I came to medical school I was interested in these things, and it’s a do-
main where a lot happens very quickly and there is a lot to be discovered… I think 
that is the most interesting thing, that you can find something new which might 
benefit people…and drugs can be invented based on the results…prevent diseases 
and so on…so that’s the most interesting thing … the concrete benefits that the re-
search may have for so many people… that is the most meaningful…the most im-
portant…M3 

…Well I don’t know about the thesis itself but maybe more… I think of the results 
of this project and what they provide for others… that is maybe more import-
ant…it would be nice to be able to benefit others as quickly as possible…B2 

 
The least typical (14%) descriptions were those in which research was de-
fined as obtaining qualifications and gaining accomplishments; typical ele-
ments that were highlighted were the importance of finding that which no-
body had studied before or using concepts or theories in a way that nobody 
else had. Research was described as being conducted in order to become an 
acknowledged researcher and gain merits and status.  

...Also that if you look at the positions that are open in the research field and you 
want to apply for them... the thesis is almost a prerequisite, so I feel that this is 
useful for the job market… N6 

…It was funny when one of my friends who was graduating... said after defending 
her thesis that ‘Yes!’ now she could start doing the research she was really inter-
ested in… so just that it’s ok if it gets you somewhere...Then it’s like an instru-
ment... B12 

…When you hear some ‘star’ giving a presentation, it’s inspiring…It is somehow 
personified … like many times you can admire somebody for getting so far, and 
cite their texts in your own work… and also when you realize you have developed 
or you get your papers published or noticed… for example I didn’t know anything 
about [the topic] so even learning the language they use… it’s inspiring when 
somebody wonders how you can know the things you do... B3 

 
Besides being unalike in terms of the purpose of carrying out research, and its 
anticipated outcome, these four qualitatively different conceptions of research 
also differed from each other in how a) person vs. community centered they 
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were, and b) how product vs. process oriented they were. Seeing research as a 
job to do and as qualifying and distinguishing oneself were more person- and 
product-oriented portrayals of research. Describing research as making a 
difference rather than as a personal journey typically reflected a more proc-
ess-oriented and community-centred conception. There were similarities 
between how students described the meaning of thesis work and the concep-
tions they had of it in the context of their own doctoral projects. Product-
related meanings had similarities with descriptions of research as a job to do 
and research as qualifying oneself, while perceiving the most important 
meaning of a thesis to be its process was similar to descriptions of research as 
a journey and as making a difference. 
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Table 9. Categories of description 
 

 CATEGORY OF DESCRIPTION 
 Research as “a 

job to do” 
Research as 
“obtaining 
qualifications 
and gaining 
accomplish-
ments” 

Research as “a 
personal jour-
ney” 

Research as 
“making a 
difference” 

What are the 
reasons for 
conducting 
research? 

The research is 
seen as fulfil-
ling the re-
quirements for 
a doctorate or 
employment. 

The research is 
seen as obtain-
ing qualifica-
tions and 
gaining ac-
complish-
ments. 
 

Conducting 
research means 
investigating 
something 
personally 
meaningful and 
interesting, and 
developing 
oneself. 

Conducting 
research is seen 
as making a 
contribution to 
the discipline or 
to society. 
 

What is the 
goal of the 
research? 

The goal is to 
achieve some-
thing concrete 
(produce an 
article, etc.). 

The goal is to 
earn one’s 
place and 
respect in the 
scholarly or 
professional 
community.  

The goal is the 
development of 
one’s own 
understanding 
and expertise. 
 

The goal is to 
strive for 
something that 
is valuable to 
the discipline or 
to society. 
 

How is the 
goal of the 
research 
achieved? 

It is essential to 
recognize 
questions and 
answer them. 
The research is 
seen as a 
straightforward 
process.  

It is essential to 
find something 
that is not yet 
known, to find 
that which no-
one has stud-
ied. 
 

It is essential to 
find and study 
that which is 
personally 
interesting. 
 

It is essential to 
study what is 
important for 
the discipline, 
questions that 
relate to the 
bigger picture. 

 ↓ 
EMPHASIS ON THE END-
PRODUCT AND THE INDI-
VIDUAL 

↓ 
EMPHASIS ON THE PROCESS 
AND ON BOTH THE INDIVID-
UAL AND THE COMMUNITY 

 
5.3 Doctoral students’ conceptions of the scholarly community 

and thesis work in relation to well-being and study 
persistence 

In Studies I, II, and III, doctoral students’ conceptions of the scholarly com-
munity and thesis work were further explored in relation to their experienced 
well-being in terms of stress, exhaustion, anxiety, and lack of interest as well 
as in relation to their study persistence in terms of possible intentions to inter-
rupt doctoral training. The results suggested that overall the doctoral students 
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were not extensively stressed, exhausted, or anxious and that they experi-
enced relatively little lack of interest in their own thesis process (see Table 
10).  
 
Table 10. Experienced stress, exhaustion, anxiety, and lack of interest (Means, SD= 
standard deviations, and minimum/maximum) 
 

Scales Mean (SD) Min/Max 
Stress 2.8 (1.2) 1.00/5.00 
Exhaustion 2.7 (0.9) 1.00/5.00 
Anxiety 2.7 (1.0) 1.00/5.00 
Lack of interest 2.1 (1.1) 1.00/5.00 

 
However, further exploration indicated that both the experienced well-being 
and study engagement were related to how the students perceived their schol-
arly community and thesis work. Table 11 shows that students who reported 
more stress, exhaustion, and anxiety less often experienced their scholarly 
community to be promoting and empowering. Students who experienced 
their scholarly community as empowering were also the least likely to ex-
press a lack of interest in their own doctoral project and to consider interrupt-
ing the thesis process. 

 
Table 11. Mean values, standard deviations (SD), differences and effect sizes 
(Cohen’s d) in stress, anxiety, exhaustion and lack of interest between students who 
considered the scholarly community as empowering and students who considered it as 
burdening 
 

 Conception of scholarly community Significance Effect size 
 Empowerment Burden   
 Mean (SD) Mean (SD) t (df)  
Stress 2.6 (1.1)  2.9 (1.2) -2.4 (378) * .25 (small) 
Anxiety 2.5 (.9) 2.9 (1.0) -4.1 (378) ** .43 (small) 
Exhaustion 2.6 (.9) 2.9 (.9) -3.1 (382) ** .32 (small) 
Lack of interest 1.8 (.8) 2.4 (1.1) 5.8 (380) **  .58 (medium) 

Note * p< .050, ** p< .001 
 

The results further suggested that the experienced personal meaning of the 
thesis work was related to both well-being during the thesis process and study 
persistence. Students who highlighted the meaning of the process itself were 
less likely to report stress, exhaustion, and anxiety related to the thesis work 
than those who stressed the importance of the end-product (see Table 12). 
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Students who emphasized the process of learning and becoming a researcher 
instead of the end-product also seemed to be more engaged in their own the-
sis work. They reported less lack of interest in their own studies (see Table 
12). 

 
Table 12. Means, F-values, p-values and effect sizes (Eta²) for stress, exhaustion, 
anxiety, and lack of interest in each group 
 

Scales Process End-product Both F(df) Eta² 
 Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)   

Stress 2.6 (1.1) 3.1 (1.2) 2.8 (1.1) 9.157(2)** .03 small 
Exhaustion 2.6 (0.9) 3.0 (1.0) 2.7 (0.8) 9.675(2)** .03 small 
Anxiety 2.6 (1.0) 2.8 (1.0) 2.8 (1.0) 3.856(2)* .01 small 
Lack of 
interest 1.9 (0.9) 2.4 (1.2) 2.1 (1.9) 14.301(2)** .05 medium 

Note * p< .050, ** p< .001 
 
Furthermore, the experienced meaning of the thesis was found to relate to 
study persistence. Students who described the meaning of the thesis work to 
be mainly related to the whole process of becoming a scholar were also the 
ones who had less often considered interrupting their doctoral studies (see 
Table 13). 

 
Table 13. The relation between perceived meaning of the thesis work and intention to 
interrupt studies 
 

Meaning Had considered 
interrupting 

Had not considered 
interrupting 

Total 
 

End-product 70 53% 62 47% 132 100% 
Process 96 38% 155 62% 251 100% 
Both 62 41% 90 59 % 152 100% 
Total 228 43% 307 57% 535 100% 

Note: the relation between experienced meaning of the thesis work and considerations of inter-
rupting studies was statistically significant (χ²= 9.787, df= 2, p= .007, Cramer’s ν= .124). 

 
5.4 Doctoral students’ conceptions of the context and the content 

of their work in relation to the discipline 

Students reported experiencing empowerment and feeling burdened in each 
of the research contexts. However, slightly more students reported being 
outsiders in their own scholarly community or experiencing their role as 
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either unclear or contradictory (χ²=0.044, df=6, p<0.05). The results also 
showed that feeling both empowered and burdened and feeling as a member 
or as an outsider existed among students who were working as part of a re-
search group as well as among students who were working alone.  

The results also indicated that the meaning given to the thesis work varied 
between disciplines (see Table 14). Doctoral students who were majoring in 
medicine emphasized the significance of the end-product more than students 
in other disciplines. Both the process and end-product, on the other hand, 
were most often highlighted among doctoral students from behavioural sci-
ences. 

 
Table 14. The relation between the perceived meaning of thesis work and the disci-
pline 
 

 Process End-product Both Total 

Faculty of Arts 158 
50% 

65 
21% 

90 
29% 

313 
100% 

Faculty of Medicine 59 
40% 

54 
37% 

34 
23% 

147 
100% 

Faculty of Behavioural Sciences 76 
53% 

23 
16% 

45 
31% 

144 
100% 

Total 293 
48% 

142 
24% 

169 
28% 

604 
100% 

Note: The relation was statistically significant (χ ²= 20.187, df= 4, p= .000, Cramer’s ν= .118). 
 
Furthermore, based on the interview study, the results suggested that each 
domain showed a variation in how research work was perceived. Table 15, 
however, shows particular differences in the conceptions’ emphases in each 
domain. Based on the findings, seeing research as a job to do was most typi-
cal among doctoral students majoring in medicine while emphasizing re-
search as a personal journey was more typical in behavioural sciences and 
natural science. Seeing research as making a difference was most typical in 
behavioural sciences. 
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Table 15. The conceptions of research in different domains 
 

Domain A job to do Qualifying Journey Making a 
difference 

Medicine 32 
55% 

9 
16% 

12 
21% 

5 
9% 

Natural science 14 
27% 

9 
17% 

22 
42% 

7 
14% 

Behavioural sciences 25 
22% 

13 
11% 

57 
49% 

21 
18% 

Total 71 
31% 

31 
14% 

91 
40% 

33 
15% 

 
5.5 Doctoral students’ conceptions of research and the phase of 

studies 

The results suggested that the conceptions of research seemed to differ during 
the various phases of the students’ study processes (Table 16). Students at the 
beginning of the process most often described research as “a personal jour-
ney” whereas students who were either at the middle or the end, or who had 
already defended their thesis, typically described it as either “a job to do” or 
“a personal journey”. The number of descriptions of research as making a 
difference was greater among students who were at the beginning of their 
studies than among the more advanced students. 

 
Table 16. Conceptions of research in different phases of doctoral studies 
 

Phase of the studies A job to do Qualifying A Journey Making a 
difference 

17 13 40 18 
Beginning 

19% 15% 46% 21% 
14 2 13 5 

Middle 
41% 6% 38% 15% 
40 16 38 10 

End, or thesis already defended 
39% 15% 37% 10% 
71 31 91 33 

Total 
31% 14% 40% 15% 
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6 Discussion  
6.1 Summary of the results 

The aim of this study was to explore doctoral students’ conceptions of the 
context and content of their work as well as the relations of these conceptions 
to experienced well-being, study persistence, and discipline. The most impor-
tant findings of this study were as follows: 

1. The doctoral students’ conceptions of the scholarly community, their 
role in it, as well as the meaning of the scholarly community with re-
spect to one’s own process varied significantly. 
• Students who experienced being a part of the community reported 

being more satisfied and receiving more feedback, and expressed 
less worry and sense of poor ambience than others.  

• Students who experienced being part of the community and who 
experienced the community as a source of inspiration expressed 
less stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and lack of interest than others. 
They were also more persistent in their own doctoral studies: they 
reported considering interrupting their doctoral training less often. 

• The different experiences of one’s own role in the community as 
well as the meaning of the community were evident in each of the 
domains. However, some differences between the disciplines were 
also found. Students in education reported feeling like outsiders 
slightly more often than students in other disciplines. 

2. The students’ conceptions of the personal meaning of the thesis varied 
in terms of whether process, end-product, or both were emphasized. 
• Students who emphasized the meaning of the process expressed 

less stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and lack of interest in their Ph.D. 
work than others. They were also more persistent in their own the-
sis process: they reported considering interrupting their doctoral 
studies less often. 

• Different experiences of the meaning of the thesis work were evi-
dent in each of the domains. However, some differences between 
the disciplines were also found. Students in medicine emphasized 
the meaning of the end-product more often than others. 

3. The students expressed a variety of conceptions of research work that 
ranged from seeing it as a job to be done, a personal journey, and ob-
taining qualifications / gaining accomplishments, to making a differ-
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ence. The different conceptions of research were evident in each of the 
domains. However, some differences between the disciplines were 
also found: students in medicine most often described research as a 
“job to do” while students in natural science and behavioural sciences 
highlighted the meaning of research work as a “personal journey” or 
as “making a difference”. 

 
6.2 General methodological reflections 

Mixed method studies often triangulate both qualitative and quantitative 
methods aiming to serve the dual purpose of generalization as well as in-
depth understanding. Thus they are used to enrich the understanding of the 
phenomena. The most common criticism of mixed method studies is that it is 
not just about mixing methods but also about mixing paradigms which is seen 
to be problematic. However, mixed methods research does not aim to com-
bine philosophical ground ideas behind qualitative and quantitative research, 
and a hermeneutic and positivist perception of knowledge, but instead relies 
on pragmatism that refers to philosophy which highlights the importance of 
the pragmatic value of doing research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). 
Therefore the typical critique towards mixed method research that it tries to 
combine two entirely different paradigms is in one way ‘empty’, since mixed 
method research, or pragmatic paradigm, is a third, different kind of para-
digm aside with positivism and hermeneutic paradigm. In this study, the 
mixed method approach was adopted to develop the data analysis and to 
combine different kinds of data to better answer the research questions. The 
quantitative strength of the study was the use of well-tested instruments to 
analyse the students’ experience of their own doctoral process, and that these 
enabled the development of interview questions based on the notions that 
arose from the questionnaire data. The qualitative parts of this study, on the 
other hand, made it possible to deepen the understanding based on the ques-
tionnaire data. While different kinds of data were collected and different 
analytical strategies were adopted, the focus was at all times on the doctoral 
students’ own experiences and perspectives. The pragmatist viewpoint was 
also adopted by triangulating different theories. The sociocultural theory of 
learning as participation typically relies largely on qualitative methods while 
occupational health research has been mainly conducted using quantitative 
methods. By intertwining them in this study, it was possible to better under-
stand a phenomenon which itself is not simply either qualitative or quantita-
tive in its own right. In general, when evaluating qualitative or quantitative 
studies the two most central aspects of assessing the “goodness” of a measure 
are validity, which refers to whether the measure succeeds in measuring what 
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it is supposed to, and reliability, which refers to the degree to which the 
measure can be replicated (Hunter & Brewer, 2003). However, when meth-
ods are mixed the result is always something more than simply adding quali-
tative to quantitative or vice versa. Therefore, mixed method research cannot 
be judged based on traditional criteria for the reliability and quality of re-
search in solely quantitative or qualitative designs but instead, slightly differ-
ent evaluations of the quality of the research are needed. However, mixed 
methods are inherently neither more nor less valid than other approaches to 
research: validity stems from the appropriateness, thoroughness and effec-
tiveness with which the method is applied (Bazeley, 2004).   

One central concept that has been suggested to be appropriate in evaluat-
ing the validity in mixed method research, rather than the traditional internal 
validity (quantitative) and credibility (qualitative), is inference quality, which 
can be divided into two important aspects: design quality and interpretive 
rigour (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). The other main concept in evaluating 
mixed method research is inference transferability, which covers both exter-
nal validity (typical of quantitative research) and transferability (typical of 
evaluating qualitative research), and refers to the generalizability of the re-
sults (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003).  

As regards design quality, few things need consideration here. In the in-
troduction I argued that learning is fundamentally embedded in the social and 
cultural context. Thus studying doctoral students’ experiences of the schol-
arly community solely based on self-report measures poses some challenges 
that require attention. It is possible that students sometimes see themselves as 
outsiders even if they were, to some extent, part of their own scholarly com-
munity. In these situations the feeling of isolation might be due to other fac-
tors or experiences. However, while it is only possible to capture a student’s 
own experience with rather short self-reports, these possess important infor-
mation about the experiences that colour the student’s doctoral journey. It is 
typically the student’s own experience that, after all, guides the process the 
most. Furthermore, the strength of these open-ended answers as well as inter-
views is that they allow the students to describe their experiences and con-
ceptions in their own words. Using self-reports is not, however, a threat con-
cerning the conceptions of research and thesis work since it was exactly the 
students’ own conceptions that were the focus of this study. They could be 
captured well with open-ended questions and interviews. 

The other limitation that relates to design quality is the study being cross-
sectional. By asking the students to answer the survey once and interviewing 
them only once, it was possible to obtain a ‘snap-shot’ of their experiences. 
This does not, accordingly, suggest that the experiences would be stable in 
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nature, and when interpreting the results one must take into account the no-
tion that experiences may, and most probably will, change during the doctoral 
process from one situation to another. However, the results provide one lens 
for understanding how a large group of doctoral students, in different phases 
of their own studies and in different disciplines, can perceive the meaning of 
the scholarly community and research work, and the kinds of implications 
these experiences may have. 

The strength of this study however, from the perspective of design qual-
ity, is that conceptions of the scholarly community and conceptions of re-
search were both explored through two studies. This made it possible to 
deepen the understanding by asking questions that took a more focused shape 
concerning each phase of the process. A more diverse perspective of the 
studied phenomena was arrived at by using mixed methods. The first three 
studies triangulated both qualitative and quantitative methods respectively to 
analyse the survey data, and Study IV focused on an in-depth qualitative 
analysis of the interview data. The mixed method strategy appeared to be 
fruitful. It revealed interesting relations between the conceptions of the par-
ticipants and the measures intended to capture a more general aspect of the 
experienced well-being. This cross-validated the analyses and improved the 
criterion validity of the measures. 

The study’s interpretive rigour was enhanced by validating all of the 
analysis in joint discussions with the members of the research group. Fur-
thermore, the results and their interpretations were also discussed and evalu-
ated with both the doctoral students and doctoral supervisors. 

The participants in the study were from a single university, and therefore 
one must be cautious in drawing conclusions about other doctoral students in 
other universities, or further, in other countries. Different disciplines were, 
however, included in this study. Therefore the inference transferability of 
these results is rather good. This multidisciplinary approach can be consid-
ered as a strength of this study from this perspective.  

Finally, qualitative research is often judged based on the insight it pro-
vides into developing practices (Kvale, 1996). This can be described as the 
applicability of the results, which will be addressed later in “educational 
implications”.  

Last, because of my own role as a PhD student at the time of conducting 
these four studies, it is important to investigate also the meaning of my own 
position when studying experiences of other doctoral students. In general, 
this can be considered strength from a couple of reasons. The experiences 
that doctoral students undergo during their doctoral journey are recognisable 
for me on the basis of my own experiences. Second, my position has made it 
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easier to interview students because there was no power distance between the 
interviewer and the interviewee. On the other hand, my own position as a 
doctoral student poses obvious challenges as well. The most important chal-
lenge relates the interpretations of the data. Many may argue that it is diffi-
cult to study your own work because it poses difficulties for attaining a objec-
tive and critical perspective towards the data and results. However, this is 
something that I as a researcher have explicitly been working on by assuring 
frequent conversations about the data and results with my supervisors and co-
authors. These communicative validity checks and dialogic reliability checks 
are described in more detail below. 

 
6.3 Specific methodological considerations 

In Studies I, II, and III, altogether 669 doctoral students from three faculties 
answered our questionnaire. Nevertheless, the overall response rate was a 
little less than 40%, which is rather low. The main reason for this is probably 
the nature of the doctoral education system in Finland. Until very recently the 
policy has been quite liberal. Once one had the right to study for a doctorate, 
one was enrolled for life. Therefore a large number of students in the student 
register are no longer pursuing postgraduate studies and have informed nei-
ther their supervisor nor the administrative staff of their absence. The major-
ity of the respondents were in the final third of their doctoral process. It is 
possible that students in earlier phases felt they had insufficient experience to 
discuss their own situations. However, our sample represents Finnish doctoral 
students well and particularly those at the University of Helsinki, in terms of 
background variables such as gender, age, and group status. 

 In Studies I, II, and III, the open-ended answers to the questionnaire 
were qualitatively content analysed. Different methods, such as dialogic reli-
ability check (Åkerlind, 2005) in studies I to III and interrater reliability in 
Study III (Åkerlind, 2005) were applied to improve the reliability and validity 
of the analysis. In Study III, Cohen’s kappa indicated an almost ideal reliabil-
ity of the qualitative analysis. In Study I and II, classifying the answers into 
exclusive categories and in Study II dichotomous categories gave a somewhat 
oversimplified picture of the phenomenon. However, the answers to these 
questions were in general rather short and therefore did not lend themselves 
reliably to a more elegant and diverse analysis. This method of analysis, on 
the other hand, allowed comparing these answers to the open-ended questions 
with the different scales measuring well-being and conception of learning 
environment as well as some background variable that resulted in a deeper 
understanding of the conceptions. The scales that were used to measure con-
ceptions of the learning environment and experienced stress, exhaustion, 
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anxiety, and lack of interest had been validated in other studies (Lonka et al., 
2008) and proved reliable in this one as well. However, the measures of well-
being were actually measures of ill-being. This is rather typical, because until 
the recent change promoted by positive psychology, well-being has been 
studied as a lack of negative emotions (Boniwell, 2006; Fredrickson, 2001; 
Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 

Study IV relied on 32 doctoral student interviews from three case units 
each representing different disciplines. The interviews were analysed using a 
pragmatic phenomenographic strategy. They provided a vivid picture of how 
doctoral students perceive the nature of research in the context of their own 
doctoral process. Only the partly structured interviews offered an opportunity 
for the students to describe their experiences and conceptions in their own 
way. However, there are some limitations with this method. First, the stu-
dents were interviewed about their doctoral journey as a whole, and it is pos-
sible that they remembered some incidents differently from what had actually 
happened due to the retrospective nature of the recalling. Nevertheless, the 
aim was to understand the conceptions of a certain phenomenon instead of 
experiences related to a particular event. Moreover, conceptions can be con-
sidered to develop over a longer period of time rather than fully developing in 
response to particular situations. Second, the doctoral students were only 
interviewed once, and it is possible that certain aspects (e.g. mood, latest 
incidents in the doctoral process) of the interview or even the current aca-
demic and life situations might have affected how the students answered. 
Interviewing students several times longitudinally would have made it possi-
ble to study changes in their conceptions. The aim, however, was not to de-
scribe individuals’ conceptions but instead to understand the variation in 
conceptions at the collective level (Åkerlind, 2005). From this perspective, it 
can be considered a strength of this research that the data consisted of as 
many as 32 interviews. All the students were in various phases of their own 
doctoral processes and provided a good overall picture of how research may, 
during the doctoral journey, be perceived. The reliability of the analysis was 
tested with a dialogic reliability check (Åkerlind, 2005) together with other 
researchers in the group. Sometimes the validity and reliability of qualitative 
analysis of interviews is improved by asking some other researcher to code 
the data using the same criteria. This strategy was not applied in Study IV 
since it is not that typical in phenomenography. The widespread understand-
ing is that the interpretive process of analyzing the data can hardly be objec-
tive, but instead, represents in phenomenographic terms, the data as experi-
enced by the researcher (Åkerlind, 2005). Therefore it is a question of search-
ing for and interpretation that is defensible instead of the search for the ‘right’ 
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interpretation (Åkerlind, 2005). This means that researchers have to rely on 
communicative validity checks or dialogic reliability checks (Åkerlind, 2005) 
as was done in this study: the criteria for analyzing and coding the interview 
data were discussed among the researchers in our research group and the 
results with doctoral students from different disciplines, also from those tak-
ing part in this study. However, we did not ask for feedback from the actual 
participants of this study, since this is not typical for phenomenographic 
study because of two reasons: First, the researcher’s interpretations are made 
on a collective, not individual level and the aim is not to capture individual 
experience and this might lead to a confusion on the part of the participant 
when they do not recognize the whole variation found in the results. They 
only described some aspect in their own interview. In other words: Categori-
zation of one interview cannot be understood without understanding all inter-
views on a collective level. Second, researcher’s interpretation may some-
times go beyond the participant’s explicit understanding at time of the inter-
view. This is because the aim is to search for underlying meanings. Further-
more, as argumented before, conceptions and experiences of certain phe-
nomenon are both time and place sensitive, and therefore there is no expecta-
tion that the participants would see the things in a same light after the inter-
view. The above reasons are also the typical reasons for not applying coder 
reliability checks in phenomenographic research. (Åkerlind, 2005.) 

 Instead, as an alternative, a very common one, for these reliability and 
validity checks typical for qualitative research in general, I have attempted to 
make the analysis steps in Study IV as explicit as possible (Åkerlind, 2005; 
Kvale, 1996). Some researchers have even argued that in phenomenographic 
research the danger of applying a coder reliability check is that it draws atten-
tion away from these more fundamental checks of the reliability of the re-
search in question (Åkerlind, 2005). 

As generally is the case in qualitative research, the studies can be evalu-
ated on the basis of the information they provide in terms of practice, and the 
phenomenographic elements can also be evaluated from a pragmatic point of 
view. Entwistle (1997) suggested that the main point is not phenomenogra-
phy’s theoretical purity, but instead its value in making important insights 
into the practice of higher education.  

 
6.4 Theoretical contribution 

This dissertation demonstrated how belonging to the scholarly community 
mediates not only what is learned during the process but also the kind of 
well-being that develops in the journey to become a scholar. The results of 
the first two studies showed how the dynamics between the doctoral students 
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and their environment varied, and highlighted the meaning of a scholarly 
community and the importance of belonging to one. The two studies further 
provided a deeper understanding of the socio-psychological well-being of 
doctoral students from different disciplines. The results were in line with 
previous research on undergraduate and graduate students’ experiences as 
well as on well-being and study persistence while studying for a doctorate. 
Previously, the theme of socialization has dominated the research on doctoral 
students’ experiences and academic development. There has however, been 
some debate on whether this perspective is, in its traditional form, complete 
enough for evaluating doctoral students growth into the scholarly community 
(Tierney, 1997: McDaniels, 2010; Austin, 2010a). In this dissertation, I have 
attempted to build a theoretical perspective beyond “one-way socialization” 
to describe the dynamic interaction between the doctoral student and the 
scholarly community that affects how students become part of the academic 
community from the outskirts of it towards the full membership and how 
their conceptions of research work and experiences of well-being are formed 
in this reciprocal relation. 

Among others, Golde (1998; 2000; 2005), Gardner (2007; 2008), and 
Walker et al. (2008) have suggested that a sense of belonging to a scholarly 
community is one of the central factors in a successful doctoral project. The 
results here also offer new insights into the doctoral experience by pointing to 
the relation between experiences of the scholarly community and students’ 
well-being in terms of lack of interest, stress, anxiety, and exhaustion. Fur-
thermore, the results suggested that it is important to consider well-being not 
only as an individual state but as a dynamic interactive relation between the 
individual and the environment as suggested in the modern theory of well-
being in general (e.g. Hakanen et al., 2006; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Schaufeli & 
Bakker, 2004). The results of this study especially highlighted the relation-
ship between distress and meaningfulness, and one’s experience of the schol-
arly community. Particularly interesting in this study was the strong effect of 
lack of interest that theoretically concerns how meaningful and important 
individuals consider their work to be. It seems that the relation between expe-
rience of the scholarly community and well-being was strongest with respect 
to this measure. The results support the notion of an interplay between the 
individual and the environment as suggested in previous research concerning 
occupational health (Cole et al. 2010; Elo, Leppänen & Jahkola 2003; Leiter 
& Maslach 1988; Maslach, 2003; Maslach & Goldberg 1998). Furthermore, it 
suggests that the pedagogical well-being that develops from interacting with 
a scholarly community partly guides students’ engagement. This relation has 
also been found in other contexts (Cole et al. 2010; Leiter and Maslach 1988; 
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Lonka et al. 2008; Mäkinen et al., 2004; Pyhältö, Pietarinen & Salmela-Aro, 
2011).  

Furthermore, it seems that the phenomenon of pedagogical well-being 
(Pyhältö et al., 2010) can also be identified in the Ph.D. process, and can be 
considered to result from experiences in several different contexts and rela-
tionships, for instance peer groups, the supervisory relationship, and depart-
mental relations. In this context it may be most clearly reflected in the pri-
mary context of learning and in supervisory relationships, for example. How-
ever, students may sometimes consider the supervisory relationship to be 
problematic, and gain support from peer groups that buffers against the dis-
appointments with supervision. Or vice versa, students may regret not having 
a supportive peer group around them, and instead find supervisors to be sup-
portive in compensation for that. As our students reported, many experienced 
the atmosphere at the department as unsupportive of their learning, and in-
stead felt appreciated and trusted in their own research group. At the same 
time, it is important to remember that the scholarly community is not the only 
mediator of well-being in doctoral studies. Accordingly, students’ socio-
psychological well-being does not always arise from these communities but 
may result from other aspects, for instance disappointments about not receiv-
ing funding, not progressing with studies according to plan, or other circum-
stances. 

In the process of becoming and being active members of the academic 
community, students also develop their academic expertise with respect to 
conducting research in interaction with their scholarly communities. This is 
partly reflected in the kind of conceptions of research the students develop. 
Studies III and IV contributed to the theoretical understanding of the spectrum 
of conceptions that young academics may hold concerning their research 
work. In our results, the differences in emphasis between process and end-
product were similar to what Hoskins and Goldberg (2005) and Leonard et al. 
(2005) reported regarding the reasons doctoral candidates give for pursuing a 
Ph.D. Study III suggested that students’ conceptions of the meaning of the 
thesis varied based on whether it was the process or the end-product that was 
emphasized, or in some cases both. These findings, however, paint a rather 
broad-brush picture of the phenomenon. Study IV revealed more in-depth 
qualitative nuances that might have coloured the conceptions of research. 
Here the doctoral students’ conceptions seemed to parallel those found by 
Åkerlind (2008a) when interviewing senior academics. Both Åkerlind’s in-
terviewees and the junior researchers in the present study portrayed research 
in ways that could be categorized according to four qualitatively different 
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conceptions: research as fulfilling requirements, establishing oneself, devel-
oping personally, and enabling change.  

Accordingly, the interaction between the doctoral student and the schol-
arly community promotes not only well-being and engagement in one’s own 
process but also the learning process as well. Students develop different con-
ceptions of the purpose of their actions, namely doing research. The results of 
this study tell a similar kind of story as the findings of Brew (2001), who 
studied senior academics’ conceptions. The “trading conception” that she 
introduced is somewhat similar to seeing research as obtaining qualifications 
and gaining accomplishments that we found among our participants. Like-
wise, the “domino conception” had commonalities with seeing research as a 
job to do, while students in our study put a greater emphasis on the rules and 
demands that were set by either the curriculum, job description or more 
broadly, the discipline. Seeing research as a personal journey had similar 
qualities with both the “journey” conception and “layer” conception sug-
gested by Brew (2001) in that students’ emphasis on research as a journey 
was often related either to the learning process or the more personal existen-
tial experiences of growth, or both. The strong proclivity to see research as a 
personal journey has also been found by other researchers, for example Wood 
(2006). Most of the educational doctoral students who Wood interviewed 
emphasized the experience of changing as a person when asked to describe 
their learning to do research.  

Some aspects raised by the results of this study have not been apparent in 
previous findings: conceptions similar to what in this study has been called 
“research as obtaining qualifications and gaining accomplishments” were not 
found by Meyer et al. (2005), who also studied doctoral students’ conceptions 
of research. On the other hand, our results in Study III already pointed out 
that a rather large portion of the students emphasized the meaning of the end-
product and the things it made possible. This may reflect on modern scholarly 
culture where writing articles and producing results is more important than 
ever (Brew, 2001). The ultimate motivation to publish one’s work derives 
from the scholarly purpose of disseminating knowledge, and while this factor 
remains relevant, the present-day academic climate emphasizes publications 
also as indicators of performance; they are also important criteria in, for ex-
ample, gaining funding (McGrail, Rickard & Jones, 2006). Furthermore, the 
pressures of obtaining research funding may sometimes work against the 
kinds of risk-taking, creativity and collaborative knowledge building that are 
typically recognized as the cornerstones of cutting-edge research (Walker et 
al., 2008).  
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Doctoral students might adopt a conception of proving one’s excellence 
already in the early stages of their academic careers; such an approach would 
guide their work in order to achieve good results in an arena of intense com-
petition. It is also important to acknowledge that students’ conceptions of 
research may be context-dependent and mediated by the interaction between 
the student and the academic community. For instance, students might per-
ceive their doctoral study differently than they do research generally in their 
own research groups or disciplines. Conceptions may sometimes vary also in 
different situations; students might consider research differently when talking 
about participating in conferences and giving presentation than they would 
when talking about writing articles. These contextual differences were not, 
however, focused on here. Disciplinary differences only were analysed, and it 
must be remembered that disciplines themselves only function as one contex-
tual variation. As well, the behavioural sciences, for instance, include a varia-
tion of subcultures and departmental practices. Already distinguishing be-
tween psychology and education brings up such departmental differences. 
Our results also provide insights into how conceptions of research might 
differ at different points of the doctoral process. It may be worth discussing 
whether this results from students gradually understanding that their research 
is part of something larger than their own project or that towards the end they 
may develop more instrumental goals in order to complete the long process. 

One aspect that characterizes the typical interaction between doctoral stu-
dents and their scholarly communities is the particular discipline. The results 
of Study III and Study IV indicated that conceptions of both the meaning of 
the thesis and doing research in a more general sense were related to the 
domain in question. The result indicating that medical students saw research 
as a job to do and most often emphasized the meaning of the end-product was 
predictable. In Finland it is typical that graduates in medicine pursue a Ph.D. 
in order to secure a permanent position at a university hospital. Such a pro-
fessional orientation has also been found among Finnish undergraduate medi-
cal students (Lonka & Lindblom-Ylänne, 1996). However, when more gen-
eral conceptions of research in the context of one’s own doctoral process are 
concerned, it is surprising that behavioural sciences and natural science were 
so alike in emphasizing the doctoral process as a personal journey. The rea-
sons for this view might, however, be different. Furthermore, science stu-
dents’ greater emphasis on the “job to do” conception of research compared 
to students from behavioural sciences might be partly explained by the fact 
that all their theses were in the form of a collection of articles whereas stu-
dents in behavioural science more often wrote a monograph. When writing a 
set of articles, students face many deadlines and quality requirements set by 
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the journals that may encourage them to emphasize research as a series of 
specific stages one must pass through in order to succeed. Further, science, 
and more specifically, ‘big science’, is also more rapidly progressive than 
behavioural science (Ylijoki, 1998). Researchers here, along with medical 
researchers, constantly challenge themselves to develop new techniques of 
data collection and analysis and to publish breakthrough results fast, whereas 
in behavioural science the focus is more often on the development of new 
theoretical understanding; this takes time and happens as a result of many 
publications. On the other hand, it is an interesting finding that seemingly 
very different domains, natural science and behavioral sciences, were so alike 
in terms of conceptions of research. Our results suggest that it would be 
worth studying how different epistemological beliefs relate to conceptions of 
research. While our results did suggest a relation between conceptions of the 
scholarly community / research and the discipline, it is important, however, 
not to draw unfounded conclusions. It is possible that not all the relations are 
due to disciplinary difference but that instead some may be explained simply 
by the various kinds of learning environments and organizational cultures 
that may be typical to certain specific contexts.  

There is certainly a growing body of literature on academics’ conceptions 
of research, but to our understanding none that has tied these conceptions to 
experienced well-being or study persistence. This thesis provides new in-
sights into how conceptions of conducting research might be related to well-
being by highlighting the relation between the perceived meaning of Ph.D. 
work and experienced well-being in terms of stress, exhaustion, and anxiety. 
This relationship is something that has not been dealt with in studies which 
have addressed the issue of how researchers perceive doing research (Brew, 
2001; Kiley & Mullins 2005, Meyer et al., 2005; Åkerlind, 2008a). Nor have 
previous studies empirically explored the relation between the meaning ac-
corded to research and study engagement. Our results on this question con-
tribute to theory-building in the field of conceptions of research. The results 
of this study are consistent with research on the general meaning undergradu-
ate students assign to their studies, and its relation to well-being. Investiga-
tions have reported a connection between a process-related meaning of stud-
ies and experiencing less stress, exhaustion, and anxiety as well as less lack 
of interest (e.g. Mäkinen et al., 2004). This dissertation shows that a given 
process-related meaning may protect Ph.D. students from stress, anxiety, 
exhaustion, and lack of interest (cynicism). Its findings can thus be consid-
ered as supporting the development of theory in this area by also attempting 
to fill the gap pointed to by Åkerlind (2008a), who proposed that what has 
been lacking is a better understanding of the frequencies of the qualitatively 
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different conceptions of doing research. The findings of this study suggest 
that among young academics it is most typical to consider research work 
either as a personal journey or as a means of fulfilling certain requirements, 
and less typical to view it as qualifying oneself or as making a difference. 

The study did not empirically explore the relation between sense of be-
longing to a scholarly community and conceptions of research. However, 
most of the participants were working as part of a research group and many 
emphasized the meaning of this in their answers. Nevertheless, a variety of 
conceptions were described.  

 
6.5 Educational implications  

Educational research should always be judged on the basis of the insight it 
provides for the development of practices. Here, this means considering how 
the results of this study could function as ‘thinking tools’ for developing 
doctoral education practices, for instance the supervision of ‘scholars to be’. 
The results raise questions concerning how doctoral students are taken as 
members of academic communities and how students from different disci-
plines perceive research work in the context of their own doctoral processes, 
and even more specifically, how they experience the meaning of the doctoral 
thesis. Walker et al. (2008) argue that when it comes to preparing doctoral 
students for a researcher’s role, one often finds that this has, ironically, been 
largely taken for granted. They further point out that while most graduate 
faculty care deeply that their students learn how to ask the right questions, 
build on the work of others, design and execute research projects, and effec-
tively communicate the results to the scholarly community, these are usually 
more hoped for and assumed to happen spontaneously rather than being de-
liberately designed into the instructional practices of scholarly communities. 
As a consequence, the process of becoming a scholar and the model of ap-
prenticeship that it relies on have remained almost unchanged for a long 
period of time. This passage, as many studies show, may work well for some 
students but poorly for others (Walker et al., 2008). However, as our results 
suggest, a large number of students may not feel part of their own scholarly 
community. From the outskirts of the community it is very difficult, nearly 
impossible, to function as an apprentice. 

 When developing into a scholar is considered as a dynamic interplay 
between the individual and his/her environment—something that can be fos-
tered in scholarly communities—as well as a process related to well-being, 
the results of this study raise an important question: How can we help young 
academics, such as doctoral students, to become as members of the scholarly 
community? The participants in this study reported that a strong sense of 
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belonging to the academic communities as well as an experience of meaning-
fulness were the aspects that promoted their experience of the community as 
a source of empowerment and inspiration the most. These ideas should help 
in the formulation of guidelines to support academic growth. Walker et al. 
(2008) argued that while doctoral students may have different motivations, 
many put passion for the field at the top of the list, and want to be surrounded 
by others who share that passion. They further suggested that an intellectual 
community is not merely a feel-good group but instead serves multiple pur-
poses from improving knowledge construction to reducing isolation and attri-
tion, but because it is intangible, it rarely received attention that could influ-
ence concrete elements of doctoral education, such as the curriculum. Yet the 
implications are significant. By acknowledging the importance of the com-
munity it might be possible to reduce the number of students who leave with-
out finishing due to lack of support (Lovitts, 2001). Surprisingly enough, we 
cannot keep students engaged by paying them better but we can help them to 
remain so by enhancing collegiality and their sense of belonging (Collabora-
tive on Academic Careers in Higher Education, 2006).  

Everyday life academic practices include paying attention to how doctoral 
students are recognized and accepted as junior members of their community. 
The students’ continuous meaning-making processes should be nurtured to 
avoid experiences of disengagement, isolation and unworthiness. Since be-
coming a member of a scholarly community and sense of belonging seem to 
be mediated by several complimentary factors, it is not enough to focus on 
and develop only one; instead, attention must be paid to different aspects of 
the experience, and the question of becoming a member of the community 
should be addressed from several complimentary directions. It is important 
that doctoral students’ participation be promoted in several parallel contexts. 
First, what can students themselves do to enhance their own sense of belong-
ing and participation? How can supervisors help their students to become 
active members of the scholarly community? And as regards that community, 
for instance the research group where students work, what can it do to make 
passing into it easier for the student? And last, what can be done on the insti-
tutional level to make students’ participation in the community possible?  

Students themselves can take the initiative in becoming members of an 
academic community for instance by planning their own research so that it 
might link to the research done in a particular department. Students should 
also assume an active role when negotiating their goals and plans for doctoral 
projects with their supervisors and indicate their desire to take part in the 
various activities of the scholarly community. 
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In supervisory relationships, on the other hand, supervisors may also en-
courage their students to familiarize themselves with others in the same field 
by, for example, encouraging them to attend conferences and seminars. These 
have been reported to be key events in the doctoral journey according to 
Finnish doctoral students (Tuomainen, Pyhältö, Hakkarainen, Stubb & 
Lonka, 2011). This is often referred to as the ‘know who’ part of doing re-
search. Furthermore, it may well be fruitful to consider the value of having 
more than one supervisor per student. It is always undoubtedly a question of 
resources, but as Walker et al. (2008) point out, it may be dangerous to rely 
solely on the master-apprentice idea of one student and one supervisor be-
cause if problems occur in the supervisory relationship the student is often 
left alone. Accordingly, the importance of apprenticeships with several men-
tors has been suggested (Walker, et al., 2008).  

Furthermore, in research groups the question of students’ membership and 
participation should be taken into account in the recruitment process of new 
doctoral students, for example with respect to students’ research plans and 
the option to work as part of a group. It is important to consider students as 
an essential part of the creation of new knowledge. In other words, students 
may contribute ideas that can develop and enhance the community. Previous 
research indicates that the innovativeness of the working environment pro-
motes well-being (Hakanen, Schaufeli & Ahola 2008). Therefore the question 
should not merely centre on the socialization of newcomers into already ex-
isting practices (Tierney, 1997).  

Supervisors, and more broadly, research groups, should also consider the 
benefits of providing an opportunity for students to have peer groups, which 
can function as important and meaningful communities for students. How-
ever, it is crucial to note that interaction practices need to be guided within 
the peer groups: meaningful interaction is not necessarily something that 
happens by itself when people form a group; it may involve careful planning 
but the benefits are many. Not only does the peer group function as a support 
system for students, but it can also be seen as a supervisory resource. At best 
it promotes the development of both discipline-specific and generic skills 
such as motivation, strategic planning, and co-operating with others. Peer 
groups can come together in the form of, for instance, facilitated journal 
clubs or dissertation writing groups (Lonka, 2003; Walker et al., 2008). How-
ever, students should also take the initiative and create their own peer groups. 
Sometimes groups formed by students themselves work better than the offi-
cial meetings of established bodies. A crucial aspect for doctoral students 
themselves to remember is that when learning to become a researcher their 
peer groups become their future scholarly communities. 
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On the institutional level the question of how to help students become ac-
tive members of the scholarly community can be addressed by considering 
the organization of doctoral education in general. For instance, student ad-
mission should be carefully planned taking into account the desired number 
of new doctoral students per year and the optimum student-supervisor ratio. 
Furthermore, institutions should pay due attention to students’ applications 
and ensure that students’ research projects are compatible with the research 
that is done in that particular department, for example. It might also be worth 
considering a tutor system for new doctoral students so that they would have 
at least one more advanced student from whom they could ask practical ques-
tions and seek advice at the beginning of the process (International evaluation 
of research and doctoral education at the University of Helsinki). 

Being part of scholarly communities also guides other meaning-making 
processes during the doctoral journey, and the other pedagogical question that 
our results raise concerns students’ conceptions of research. The meaning of 
research, and in the process of becoming an academic expert the meaning of 
the doctoral thesis, often tend to be quite implicit (Brew, 2001) both institu-
tionally and individually. This is typical of all disciplines, since regardless of 
the domain much of the knowledge and understanding that guide academics’ 
work remains tacit in nature (Gerholm, 1990). At times, students’ concep-
tions of research may also differ from those of their supervisors; this may 
present challenges to the supervisory relationship, as both parties may un-
knowingly be functioning according to different conceptions (Aspland, Ed-
wards & O’Leary 1999). Therefore being clear about one’s own experience 
of what doing research means is important because these conceptions serve as 
a frame of reference for making sense of other people’s conceptions, as Brew 
(2001) suggested. Pearson and Brew (2002) submitted that conceptions of 
research are the basis for developing academic expertise and should therefore 
be addressed in the supervisory relationship: it is important for supervisors to 
understand the many different ways of seeing research work and the thesis 
project in order to be of assistance to students. Conversations about these 
conceptions are key to promoting a shared understanding of research work in 
supervisory relationships. To achieve this, it is important to acknowledge 
one’s own conceptions and those of others. This could mean paying greater 
attention to supervisory discussions by elaborating further the students’ and 
supervisors’ conceptions and their implications for conducting research, and 
additionally, for the development of academic expertise. At best, this would 
help students to take charge of their own thesis process; moreover, by under-
standing how the student perceives the research process, the supervisor can 
better situate him/herself in relation to a student’s position when needed 
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(Pearson & Brew, 2002). This is crucial, especially at the beginning of the 
doctoral process when many students struggle to understand what they are 
actually doing when it comes to research. It has been suggested that supervi-
sion regarding this question is extremely important (Sambrook, Stewart& 
Roberts, 2008).  

One way to create an arena for shared meaning-making is to use supervi-
sory contracts (Hockey, 1996) that are made between the supervisor and the 
student at the beginning of the process and that are revisited and renegotiated 
later on. This is certainly not a new idea, but a shift in how this is perceived 
and executed is needed. There is a judicial aspect to these types of contracts 
but they primarily function as psychological agreements. The contract makes 
it easier for students and supervisors to put into words their own wishes con-
cerning doctoral projects. Asking potential students why they are interested in 
undertaking a Ph.D. is important since leaving such questions unasked may 
send an implicit message that everyone has the same reasons (Åkerlind & 
McAlpine, 2010). With shared agreements it is possible to avoid misunder-
standings and possible destructive friction between students and supervisors 
about the purpose of the Ph.D. work. Furthermore, it is important to see the 
students’ personal perceptions as changing, evolving orientations that need to 
be made explicit by negotiation and renegotiation at various points of the 
Ph.D. process. What is important is that the varying conceptions of research 
remain open for discussion between the student and the supervisor until they 
become explicit (Pearson & Brew, 2002). This makes it possible to construct 
a shared goal in the supervisory relationship, and to act in line with that goal. 
Furthermore, it may well be useful to orient differently to conducting re-
search in different kinds of situations (Murphy, Bain & Conrad, 2007). This 
versatility would help students to build co-operation with others and work as 
a part of multiple communities that would enrich the ways of doing research. 
Multifaceted ways of understanding research may well translate into versatile 
and more innovative ways of carrying out research and creating new knowl-
edge.  

Finally, while a doctorate is a ticket to many destinations and many of 
those earning one do not remain in academia but instead seek careers in busi-
ness, industry, or politics, many others still envision their future in a univer-
sity environment. Accordingly, doctoral students are academia’s future and 
the students will carry their early experiences with them to their future jobs as 
teachers and researchers. It has been suggested that researchers who view 
‘research’ work in a more holistic and process-oriented way are more likely 
to orient themselves toward teaching in a more student-focused manner (Lu-
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cas et al., 2008) that has been associated with better learning outcomes for 
undergraduate students (Trigwell, Prosser & Waterhouse, 1999).  

While there have been many initiatives for developing doctoral education 
both nationally and internationally, and many improvements have taken 
place, a culture of continuously developing what might be called the “peda-
gogy of research” (Walker et al., 2008) should still be fostered. As Walker et 
al. (2008) quote the words of Will Rogers: “Even if you are on the right track, 
you’ll get run over if you just sit there”.  

 
6.6 Future research  

While it was possible here to shed light on important aspects of the doctoral 
experience, many questions were left unanswered and a number of new ones 
arose. After reporting and discussing the results of this particular study, some 
suggestions for future research are in order. First, while research into doctoral 
education has greatly increased in recent decades and many new findings 
have been made (Austin, 2010a), the majority of studies still focus only on 
certain aspects of the doctoral learning process, whether they be socialization 
or motivation, and fail to integrate the various perspectives, theoretical 
frameworks, and methods of inquiry. For future research it would also be 
beneficial to explore the experiences and conceptions of different agents in 
relation to one another, for example those of students’ and supervisors’, just 
as they appear in the natural settings of the systemic entities of the scholarly 
community. We already know a good deal about the process that doctoral 
students undergo when becoming members of academic communities, and, 
increasingly, about how students perceive research work, but the questions of 
well-being and engagement still present interesting niches for further re-
search. This study provided a ‘snapshot’ of how doctoral students experience 
the scholarly community and research work in addition to their own well-
being and engagement during the Ph.D. process. It is important to acknowl-
edge that these experiences and conceptions are not static but rather dynamic, 
fluid, and subject to change. Thus it would be important to further explore 
how these conceptions of research develop through the doctoral process. This 
would in turn serve the purpose of better understanding the development of 
academic expertise. Particularly interesting and significant would be to focus 
on what triggers changes in these conceptions, so that supervisors could be 
better informed on how to foster the development of academic expertise.  

In future research it would also be useful to ask questions relating to well-
being, such as what are the processes through which well-being and engage-
ment develop along the doctoral path, what are the factors and situations that 
“douse the torch”, and especially, in the spirit of positive psychology, what 
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situations function for students as catalysts throughout the challenging proc-
ess of becoming an academic expert. This would lead researchers to apply 
more longitudinal methods in the future (Hakanen et al., 2006; Hakanen, 
Schaufeli & Ahola, 2008). Doctoral education is at the core of academic 
practice and in order to develop it, it is important that researchers focus on 
designing studies that promote theory-building as well as a better understand-
ing of the systemic and complex entity that doctoral education is. 
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