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STRUCTURE

1. Tensions in doctoral education and the PhD 

2. New trends – new horizons for value and impact 

3. Discussion: Confused ownership, blurred agency, and dark impact



AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION
23 SEPTEMBER 2020 ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR

SØREN SMEDEGAARD BENGTSEN

TENSIONS 
- in doctoral education 
and the PhD



SØREN S.E. BENGTSEN
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR

AARHUS UNIVERSITY

DANISH SCHOOL OF EDUCATION

Torn curriculum (Sonesson & Bengtsen; Bengtsen, 2019; Grant, 2011)
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Societal impact 
(Belfiore, 2014; Benneworth, 2015; Hazelkorn, 2015; McCowan, 2018; Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020)

Impact levels Macro (societal)
Knowledge economy
Democracy
Happiness 

Meso (institutional)
Employability 
Educational policy
Doctoral curriculum

Micro (pedagogical)
PhD project
Learning trajectory
Doctoral supervision

Impact issues Conceptual
What do we mean by 
impact?

Pragmatic
How to measure 
impact?

Political
What counts as 
impact?

Ethical 
Are the impact 
definitions 
academically 
desirable?

Impact types Economical Political Social Cultural Technological 

Impact variation Duration
Short or long term

Trajecotory
Direct or indirect

Destination
Individual, collective

Intensity 
Strength and depth

Impact perils Normativity
Inscribed agendas
Favourism 
Hierarchies

Linear relationship
Linear causality
Multiple directions 
Butterfly effects

Unpredictability
Immediate effect
Delayed effect (lag)
Mode 1 or mode 2

Measurement
Quantitative
Qualitative
(In)commensurable?

Instrumentalization
Instrumental value
Intrinsic value 
Academic freedom?
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NEW TRENDS 
- and new horizons for 
societal value and  impact
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NEW TRENDS

1. An ecological curriculum for the PhD

2. A sustainability curriculum for the PhD 

3. A justice curriculum for the PhD 
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ECOLOGICAL CURRICULUM 

¡ The ecological university (Barnett 2018) and doctoral ecologies (Bengtsen, 2019) show doctoral
education and the PhD to be interconnected and societally entangled

¡ Creativity in knowledge creation expands and transgresses institutional and societal boundaries
(Frick, 2021) and facilitate interdisciplinary and intercultural encounters (Manathunga, 2016)

¡ Doctoral learning (and supervision) journeys take place through interlinked cognitive, 
instrumental, professional, personal, and ontological dimensions (Wisker et al, 2010; 2021)

¡ Formal, informal, and non-formal learning spaces are interwoven through learning ecologies and 
form a hidden curriculum in doctora education (Elliot et al, 2016; 2020)
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EXAMPLE: KNOWLEDGE ECOLOGY
(H2020 project ‘Opening Doors’ 2021-2022)
https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101006514

Publishing 
house 

Educational 
materials 

Secondary 
education 

Digital formats

EdTech 
designers

Schools

Universities

Research 
Centres

Journalists

European 
publishing 

houses

https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101006514
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SUSTAINABILITY CURRICULUM

¡ Doctoral education and the PhD should engage with and repsond to discussions around the 
anthropocene, transhumanism and posthumanism (Barnacle & Cuthbert, 2021; Braidotti, 2019)

¡ Problem-oriented focus on global grand challenges such as climate crisis and pandemic with 
collaboration across multiple stakeholder-levels (Cuthbert & Barnacle, 2021; McAlpine, 2021)

¡ The call for a care-full PhD (Barnacle, 2018), developing students’ capacity to care (Dall’Alba, 
2011) through outreach and public PhD programmes (Cuthbert & Barnacle, 2021)

¡ Researcher agency and societal impact happen through a series of personal, academic, 
institutional, societal, and cultural nested contexts (McAlpine & Amundsen, 2016; 2018)
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Macro-level (National)

Law, policy, regulations

Meso-level (Society)

City council, daycare 
institutions, playground 

designers, parents’ groups

Micro-level (Institution)

PhD-students, supervisors, (inter-) 
disciplinary research networks

Eco-friendly play 
environments for pre-

school children

(recycled materials)

EXAMPLE: PUBLIC OUTREACH
(McAlpine, 2021; Cuthbert & Barnacle, 2021)
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JUSTICE CURRICULUM

¡ Integrating ideas from social (in)justice (McArthur, 2013; 2018) and epistemic (in)justice (de 
Sousa Santos, 2016; Fricker, 2007) and research as truth-telling (Gibbs, 2019)

¡ Decolonised curriculum (Kelly, 2016; Manathunga, 2014) and interrelations between research, 
politics, and ethics – i.e. academic activism (Davids & Waghid, 2021; Nørgård & Bengtsen, 2021)

¡ Doctoral education as facilitating new forms of societal and public engagement through
academic citizenship (Macfarlane, 2007) and the citizen scholar (Arvanitakis & Hornsby, 2016)

¡ Challenging and changing social and cultural centre-periphery issues through research 
collaboration with unions, NGOs, and publics (Sigurðarson, 2020; Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020)
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EXAMPLE: SOCIAL AND EPISTEMIC CAPACITIES
(Sigurðarson, 2020; Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020)

Social justice through research

Communication 
Centre for Deaf 

and Hard of 
Hearing 

Nordic 
funds

COST 
network

University 
of Iceland 

Research on Icelandic sign language

¡ Sign language experts and general linguists

¡ Including the signing community from the start

¡ Policy: Decision to pass new law making

Icelandic Sign Language formally equal to 

spoken Icelandic

¡ Different and more robust debate about sign 

language with less risk of abuse

¡ More self-confident deaf students proud of 

their own language

¡ Sign language more obvious in the public 

space and more accepted
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DISCUSSION 

Confused ownership, 
dark impact, 
and blurred agency?
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Confused ownership
PhD students, supervisors, universities, policy 

makers, external partners, the industry, the job 
market, civil society, various publics, the Earth? 

Blurred agency 
Who acts and attains agency through the PhD? 

The students themselves, or just as much their 
supervisors, institutions, and partners? 

Dark impact 
Unnoticed and unacknowledged impact/value

Useless and non-instrumental impact/value

Muffled voices and silenced research

Where to go next? 
What are the implications for institutional 

leadership, doctoral supervision, and doctoral 
students’ learning trajectories?

What are the implications for the dissertation 
genre and doctoral writing/acting? 

Who owns 
the PhD?
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