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Abstract: In the DoCS4Design project, six established PhD programmes in design 
pooled and compared the diversity in their practices in guiding PhDs (e.g., 3- or 4-year 
programmes, small or large amounts of formal education, small or large numbers of 
staff and students). Panelists from the six programmes discussed these differences to-
gether with 60 conference participants. Starting from a review of practices at the six 
programmes (the ‘Map & Glossary’), the conversation covered several themes: strate-
gic and institutional aspects of the PhD programs, logistical and administrative aspects 
of these programs, and fundamentally: how (diversely) do we define what is the PhD 
in Design. The conversation then explored how the programs, DRS and other design 
organizations could be more effective in supporting PhD students, advisors, and pro-
grammes, and deal with new requirements, e.g., toward more interdisciplinary and 
more international experience, and preparing PhD students to take leadership in re-
search teams more than being solitary researchers. 

Keywords: Doctoral Education; PhD in Design; Graduate School. 

1. Introduction 
In 2018, we (the six universities) came together and started to have regular meetings to ex-
change experiences. We did this partially to understand better what we do ourselves, learn 
from each other, and see the possible value we all hold together. When we explored our 
practices, it quickly became clear how different everything is: duration, responsibilities, for-
malities, and opportunities. In addition, for language, each institution uses different terms to 
describe everything. Two years ago, we applied for an Erasmus+ European-funded project 
DoCS4Design in which we would give more structure to the sense-making and develop some 
initiatives to better PhDs in Design. As the first outcome of this effort, we created a brochure 
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titled “PhD in Design—a Map and Glossary.” The map describes the practice of the PhD pro-
grams with a single set of chosen terms (e.g., “candidate”), and the glossary unpacks each of 
these “privileged'' terms into the various forms used (e.g., PhD student, candidate, PhD re-
searcher, etc.). With the different terms often come nuances in precise meanings, which we 
cover to a small degree. Aiming for completeness here would not help because the terms 
are not often clearly grounded in descriptions or regulations, and their usage changes. 

Our aim in the DoCS4Design project is to identify guiding examples and complementarity 
across and within institutions, not to define an ideal curriculum, to pursue the standardiza-
tion of the PhD, or to create a ranking of practices. The varieties in local, institutional, and 
national cultures, especially in their underlying norms and attitudes, are seen as a source of 
richness through diversity and greater richness through connection and exchange.  

These diversities between us should not be taken as a hurdle to overcoming the Babylonian 
language confusion blocking us from constructing a unified great single model. The European 
University Association recommends diversity in research approaches and topics and people 
and their international and interdisciplinary work as a way to cross-pollinate and interdisci-
plinarily connect, hence making use of a broader, larger mass (Kristensen, 2005). Other 
forms of diversity pertain to the gender, age, economic, cultural, and educational back-
grounds of the people involved. Furthermore, diversity between institutions depends on ge-
ographic location, university research topics, and educational focus. 

Understanding these differences can help us (or others) position our discipline in our own 
universities, discover solutions we might adapt to our own situations, and find complemen-
tary partners for building synergistic collaborations. 

 

Figure 1. The conversation involved 50 participants in the room, and 6 online 

To illustrate these differences, for example, suppose you run into someone who tells you, 
“I'm doing a PhD in Design.” What does that mean? This might mean that they are in a 
three-year or four-year program, within that they are in their first year, third, or fourth year. 
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It might be that they are in a school where there are 120 PhD students or in a school where 
there are only a handful of candidates. These are very different situations. Smaller schools 
might have limited reach and expertise, while, at larger schools, people tend to get lost in 
the masses. In all of these scenarios, we tried to sketch this broad array of situations. More-
over, these diversities do not just exist between our respective institutions, but also within 
them: they help us realize how much the PhD education is, can be, or should be geared to 
accommodate the individual competencies of those taking on this intensive path. In our re-
flection on the programmes, we have used three lenses: People, Process, and Content; in 
the conversations we used these to guide our conversation. 

2. Three lenses: People, Process, Content 
2.1 People (Candidates, Advisors, Organizations,...) 
What had brought us together was a moment when all our six programs were in transition, a 
time when we were in the process of revisiting and planning change. The first topic that we 
discussed was people. As we presented during our introduction, we were trying to map the 
type of PhD students we have. We also very quickly realized that it goes far beyond the PhD 
student toward the whole ecosystem of people involved. One of the key discoveries and in-
sights that we had is that the advisor-advisee relationship is the cornerstone of PhD re-
search, but it relies on a much larger ecosystem of relationships and opens up for many 
more participants, and it is not exclusive to just that. 

 

Figure 2. The discussions were introduced with a comparison of practices at the six institutions, which 
can be found in the 85-page report ‘PhD in Design – a Map and Glossary’ (available for 
download, see references). 

In response to the notion of the expanded ecosystem of relationships, the panel discussed 
that celebrating diversity remains the cornerstone of PhD education. Over the past few 
years, we have noticed a growing amount of diversity among candidates in terms of back-
ground education, not solely from a design background but from other disciplines as well. 
Also, the years of professional experience vary among candidates; some have very little ex-
perience, while some come back to academia after a good amount of professional experi-
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ence. In terms of nationality, it was very evident that in the UK and US, the majority of indi-
viduals applying for a PhD are international and come from abroad. Through our effort, we 
have noticed that our PhD programs are designed, to a certain degree, to the country of 
origin, and a large number of the PhD graduates remain working in the country where they 
have received their PhD. On the other hand, the rules for appointing advisors vary among 
our institutions, from the more traditional approach of a one-to-one master-apprentice rela-
tionship to a more structured advisory system where more advisors are engaged, which also 
raises the need for more qualified faculty members to be involved in the activities offered 
for the PhD students. 

The second insight the panelist discussed in relation to the people involved in these pro-
grams was that a PhD in Design has the challenge of complying with university policies and 
shared resources while setting up unique supporting structures for doctoral research in de-
sign. Any given program has to deal with a delicate balance that fits the university’s policies 
and the uniqueness of being a PhD in Design. This is especially true when setting up a struc-
ture that is unique for the program and complies with the policies, structure, and resources 
of the university. PhD - programs in each of our institutions and countries have developed 
long before a PhD in Design began to be granted. Therefore, our programs and structures 
have arrived at this point, driven by different background assumptions and different origins 
of the institutions involved. Nonetheless, there is the challenge of fitting how PhD in Design 
programs fit within the universities, and it is evident that all of our institutions have found 
quite successful solutions to this challenge. Whatever the solution, there are various friction 
points.  

Throughout our conversations, we have found that some programs are geared toward engi-
neering, natural sciences, humanities, or artistic research. As a discipline, design sets it 
slightly apart, and each program needs to tweak its approach. Then, of course, many of the 
PhD programs are multidisciplinary or are moving in that direction, which creates an added 
layer of complexity to the fitting issue. Once an institution has a working solution in place, 
this solution will not last forever as a set-in-stone solution. All of our schools think of PhD in 
Design programs as an evolving target, both in the content and institutional structure. 
Therefore, the structure that supports PhD programs needs to be reflective and have the 
ability to foresee the future for setting up institutional terms.  

Opening up for discussion, the audience presented a question regarding the change that 
shapes the configuration of the PhD in Design, wondering whether that change is driven by 
external factors or internal ones. Driving change that shapes PhD in Design programs can de-
pend on both external and internal factors. Here, depending on the institution and current 
institutional configuration in place, one can interpret the flexibility of change.  

At TUDelft, for example, and informally, the university created the graduate school in 2012. 
A master-apprentice system that was turning into a structured one. The university imposed 
a number of rules, such as the four eyes principle, which requires that PhD candidates 
should have two supervisors rather than one, as well as yearly reported progress according 
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to certain rules. The design school at TUDelft stepped forward to play an active role in shap-
ing the program at the university level, in part in order to not be overwhelmed by a model 
generated from the practices at the much larger engineering schools. This is one of several 
examples where the external is the university and the internal reaction comes from the de-
sign school.  

Another example the panelists covered was in the British context; although some of the 
changes certainly happen at a university level, they can happen at the national level. There 
are certain policies that the government imposes that shift all PhDs across the entire coun-
try. The same also applies to all European countries, where change can happen at the na-
tional level as imposed by the government, whereas universities in the US have more inde-
pendence when recruiting students and faculty members who might be funded by industry. 

Another point of discussion brought up by the audience concerned the institutional logic and 
narrative that shaped and justified the different versions of PhD in Design practices. The 
panelists’ response was that the programs are constantly updated because students are 
evolving, funding environments are developing, the context is changing, and the programs  
respond to all these changes. Therefore, the rationale of the narrative is constantly in flux, 
and this is a reflection of all of the dynamics that each institution is subjected to.  

As a result, these narratives can be manifold, and PhD in Design programs need to react to 
them as they arrive.  In our experience as the directors of these programs, we noticed all of 
these forces coming together as an entire top-down narrative from EU to national to institu-
tional to departmental level. In addition to the changes that come from within, in the end, it 
is about being able to navigate through changes and establish visions as directors and faculty 
of those programs; this is the reason why we came together to discuss these constant chal-
lenges of upgrading the PhD programs.  

2.2 Process (Examination, Duration and Milestones, and Beginning…) 
The timeline of a PhD leads to the completion of the highest degree available in the field of 
Design, qualifying the candidate as an independent researcher. In the description, we 
worked backward in time. This guided us to structure our discussion into three topics: exam-
ination, duration and milestones, and beginning.  

The timelines at our schools are very different; three- or four-year-long programs and stu-
dents might extend their time at the program. So measuring success is also something that 
depends on each case. Often there is one year of education preceding the research, and in 
some programs, courses run along a research project that starts on day one. In some pro-
grams, all candidates are enrolled at the beginning of the academic year, in others whenever 
there is a funded project. Also, the time balance between education and research varies. 
Hence, there is a whole range of how the process is done. Each institution experiences dif-
ferent expectations of incoming students as they embark on their journey as PhD candi-
dates, whether it is a three- or four-year PhD program.  



Pieter Jan Stappers, Carlos Teixeira, Lucia Rampino, Weston Baxter, Sampsa Hyysalo,  
Jonathan Chapman 

6 

The discussion among the panelists touched on how the quality of incoming candidates is 
determined. Some programs require students to practice research methods before entering 
the program, in some cases asking the students to go back and do a one-year master’s pro-
gram where they cover some of those research methods. Also, Some (still) have the expecta-
tion that graduates will continue in postdoc positions toward an academic career. Yet, as in 
other disciplines, this is no longer the only (or dominant) career path: an increasing number 
of graduates work outside academia in industry and other organizations, or as entrepre-
neurs. 

Another point of attention was the selection process. Each institution has an extensive pro-
cess of recruiting, which involves taking a holistic approach to evaluating the candidates in 
terms of qualifications, financial viability, fit into the program culture, and the fit between 
institution and candidate regarding research area and agenda. The panelists discussed the 
selection process as the starting point in all of the institutions and continued to expand on 
how such a process is an extensive, rigorous, and structured one. Some of these require-
ments would involve prior educational background and proficiency in English because all the 
programs are offered in English.  

Financial support is another criterion that varies among institutions. In some programs, the 
students are self-funded, and the tuition fees might be tens of thousands of Euros per year, 
while at some other institutions, financial expenses might be covered by different institu-
tions’ scholarships or grants, or the candidate’s PhD is a salaried job in a funded project. In 
addition, the legal position of the PhD candidate varies. In some institutions, PhD candidates 
are employed, while at other institutions, they enter as students, which means that their 
rights and duties can vary.  

In response to the previous discussion, a question arose from the audience: How are the 
structure of these programs responding to the demand of some experienced practitioners 
who want to do their PhD on the side and continue working at their workplace? One obser-
vation was that although a Master’s in Design is considered a terminal degree in professional 
practice, professionals with 10 to 15 years of experience in the job market are hitting the 
ceiling and want to continue to develop. For that reason, they do look for a PhD in design as 
a way to expand and do research within the ecosystem of advising at the institutions. As a 
response to this demand, the IIT Institute of Design, for example, has created what is called 
the PhD Corporate Partnership Initiative, which allows people who are in their work environ-
ment to have their company sponsoring their PhD and to elevate their work environment 
into a research lab. This approach allows individuals to do a lot of experimentation and 
changes focused on their design practice. So it is still possible to do a PhD while being en-
gaged in work, and all the institutions are very open to the possibility to engage PhD stu-
dents employed by an external organization. Typically, a PhD is a very personal and flexible 
endeavor, and candidates have lots of flexibility when pursuing their program.  

However, the panel stated that there is a tension that depends on the status of the student. 
For example, in the UK, students have a different degree of flexibility depending on their 



Guiding the PhD in Design 

7 

VISA status. Because these degrees of flexibility and challenges vary from country to country, 
the common denominator is that most programs have made it possible to obtain a PhD by 
addressing the fundamental challenges of funding, residency, and duration. As a workaround 
for this issue, Sweden runs what is called industrial PhDs, and the relationship between a 
company that would be funding the PhD at the educational institution might work very dif-
ferently in neighboring Scandinavian countries. For instance, Aalto is taking many experi-
enced designers as part-time PhD students, and they are given twice the time required to do 
the PhD, doing it alongside their jobs with flexible configurations regarding time allocation 
and funding sources. Doing a PhD on the side is a complex path to navigate through, and 
each of the institutions values this so highly that there is always one way or another to make 
that happen for the experienced professionals. 

Most of the time, the main challenge in this arrangement is the rigor of the final dissertation, 
that in all our programs has to be a single-author document (often alongside one or more 
scientific publications in journals and conferences). PhDs have therefore to find the time, fo-
cus, and depth to be able to do that.  

2.3 Content (of Original Research and Doctoral Education) 
How much time is devoted to research, how much to education, and what are the degrees of 
freedom of the research focus? One last point was on how the ability to develop original re-
search in design relies on providing the candidates with access to relevant expertise and aca-
demic/societal network. A PhD student alone cannot just succeed without access to a whole 
range and network of experts and expertise; it usually is not a lonely journey of complete 
discovery. The panel illustrated this with a historical perspective; most programs in the early 
days had a kind of lone hero who decided to do their PhD and could self-organize the sup-
port they wanted to pursue in their research. The other dominant model in the early days 
was the master-apprentice one, in which PhD students had a core professor who took them 
tightly knit to their research and educational competencies and interests. Over the years, 
this guidance shifted from an individual advisor-advisee relation to a more structured and 
organized form. 

This change is not without difficulties. The panel continued to discuss the problem of having 
people who do not come with their own networks and do not neatly match any professor's 
area of research. When programs are growing in numbers, such issues can emerge. As a cur-
rent insight, doing a PhD in design is more difficult than most people advising would care to 
think. Therefore, it is worth thinking through how the requisite expertise, funding, motiva-
tion, and background skills come together into a package that can lead to a successful PhD. If 
there was a high uniformity among PhD programs, this would not be a big issue. However, 
given the diversity within and among our programs, working out those networked expertise 
and competence relationships is a core challenge.  

Another point discussed during our DoCS4Design project was the degree to which candi-
dates can choose their own topic: are candidates constrained by available expertise in the 
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staff, agendas of the program, or funding agencies? What drives the research agenda varies 
greatly among the programs. Carnegie Mellon (CMU) offers a PhD in Transition Design, so 
everyone enrolled in the program is focusing on (something related to) Transition De-
sign.CMU’s case represents a school-wide approach to driving the research agenda, which is 
very unique compared with the other institutions. However, the panelist went on to state 
that other institutions have some varied models as well; often, it is principal investigator (PI) 
driven, so it is based on what the PI is interested in. Then, candidates or potential candidates 
have to make sure they align their research interests with the principal investigator and with 
the funding they receive. This model is dominant both at Politecnico di Milano and TU Delft.  

In other cases, the candidate brings their own funding, and is free to choose a topic of inter-
est, yet needs to align with advisors and expertise that are present or can be brought in from 
outside. Some institutions have rules and regulations for bringing-in outside experts into ad-
visory roles. There are also other cases where funding bodies beyond academia have re-
search agendas, which determine the content of funded projects and therefore constrain 
the topic for the candidates working in them. 

3. General discussion and Q&A 
The audience had a question about the quality of the PhD. Is there a broadly acknowledged 
international minimum level of what is a good enough manuscript to be granted a PhD de-
gree? The experience of the panel was that the difference between an accepted, good qual-
ity, and a top PhD varies. It is therefore hard to establish a broadly applicable scale for the 
quality of PhDs. Each school has a comparative metric, what their range is, and what to ex-
pect when reviewing theses as a committee member. In the early days, when the master-
apprentice model was dominant, the reputation of the master among his/her peers served 
as an implicit quality criterium. Today, as the PhD is moving toward an institutional program, 
more explicit criteria are taking shape, usually connected to the local conditions. When relat-
ing to the quality of a PhD, nobody wants to standardize and create a one-size-fits-all kind of 
metric for quality. However, how we elevate the rigor and quality while keeping the rich di-
versity within our programs is the key. 

The DoCS4Design group selected an excellent dissertation and a mediocre one and com-
pared them. This explorative comparison made clear that it is not straightforward to judge 
the quality of theses without studying them in-depth, and taking the local constraints into 
account. It is worth differentiating what is good or excellent research, what is a unique con-
tribution to knowledge in the field of design, and what is a professional research document. 
These are very different research outputs and are produced in very different ways. 

Another discussed issue was the conditions of drop-outs and the statistics of ‘everlasting’ 
PhDs. A PhD journey is constituted by the number of years doing the PhD, and if that num-
ber is exceeded, it can jeopardize the reputation and opportunity for the candidate to finish 
their degree. At the national policy level in the Netherlands, for example, there is pressure 
on universities not to have PhD projects that last much longer than four years. In Italy, the 
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PhD scholarship covers three years, even if the total duration of the journey can reach six 
years.  

Another question by the audience was that, as universities, we are increasingly held ac-
countable for whether PhD students get jobs, so do programs train students to be fit for in-
dustry requirements or only for academia? What happens to the element of design practice 
of practice-based PhD? Increasingly, PhDs in Design find jobs in government, within NGOs, 
and become entrepreneurs. Nevertheless, in Delft, over the past decade, almost half of the 
PhD graduates continued in an academic career, as opposed to 5-10% in the engineering sci-
ences. This may reflect the rapid growth of design programs in universities, but that growth 
may saturate soon. This highlights the importance of improving awareness of doctoral-level 
contributions beyond academia which may be aided with a global perspective and compari-
son where some countries have established such a perspective more quickly. 

That diversity of jobs puts a question mark to what the PhD in Design should bring by way of 
preparing for the candidate’s future career, and even whether that label “in Design” is al-
ways helpful. In the past, the PhD used to be seen as the place where you become ‘the 
world’s in-depth expert on a specific narrow topic’ but most graduates move on to other 
topics. In the future, the balance may shift from “the outcomes of the research” to the (re-
search) competencies that the candidate has gathered as is the case in some other areas 
that feed into non-academic tracks. One curious detail in the comparison of the DoCS4De-
sign programs was that most programs hand out a PhD diploma which is labeled ‘PhD in De-
sign’, except Aalto which hand out ‘Doctor of Art’ and TU Delft. There, the PhD diploma is 
handed out at the university level, and the diploma does not mention a discipline. This might 
be felt as a loss when one is proud of one’s discipline, on the other hand, it might be a sign 
of strength in the sense that ‘original research’ increasingly happens on the borders be-
tween disciplines. 

On the note of preparing industry (and society at large) for the value of PhDs in Design, there 
are some industries already hiring PhDs from other disciplines and that have a feel for what 
a PhD might be able to contribute; these can be seen as the early adopters of a PhD in De-
sign, and serve as an example for other industries in their and other countries. Also, some of 
the PhD topics that were really lucrative, applicable, and intellectually stimulating can be the 
base for a startup or for further development (and a job) in  industry. To support this, it is 
important that we introduce our PhD students to expertise networks and try to expand their 
competencies in relevant directions. PhDs are not going to just be another employee in a 
company; they are likely to take a leadership role. Our role as program directors is to better 
prepare them to be leaders in research and research teams more than being researchers 
(the generally accepted definition of the PhD). Do they know how to raise funds? Do they 
know how to open a research center in another university, rather than just being academ-
ics? So it is evident that there are a lot of questions about what we embed into the program 
that allows them to carve new paths. 



Pieter Jan Stappers, Carlos Teixeira, Lucia Rampino, Weston Baxter, Sampsa Hyysalo,  
Jonathan Chapman 

10 

Other questions emerged from the audience about the next steps and the road map for this 
effort moving forward: How do we build on what we have put together and move forward to 
foster the kind of configuration and change we hope to see? How do we understand the dif-
ferent outcomes of a PhD in Design? The panel response to these questions was that there 
are multiple competing agendas when students come into the schools. The actors who are 
engaged with the research and entangled with it, the partners involved, and possibly an en-
hanced capability or understanding in R&D and innovation or in the specific topic of the re-
search, and the teaching competencies that the candidate might acquire. The output is a 
trained researcher with particular competencies, a contribution to a body of knowledge or 
possibly more than one, a new design, or a new method. At IIT the Institute of Design, for ex-
ample, in the early days, most of the candidates were international students coming through 
scholarships from their governments. Therefore, the national research agenda in these 
countries was the driving force.  

 

Figure 3. Highlighted topics during the discussion. 

Another “taboo” we have discussed is the notion of failure; when an individual is accepted 
and enrolled into a PhD program, they are expected to finish, so failure is a painful option, 
both for the candidates as well as the advisors and institution. These social and personal im-
pacts press home the importance of the recruitment and selection process as well as a clear 
guidance and early recognition if a student might not be able to get to the finish line, rather 
than stretching and lingering the project ad infinitum. But also, a discontinuation may not 
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necessarily be a bad thing: the candidate may have found a more fruitful direction for his or 
her career, or even for the research.  In Aalto University it has been estimated that about 
fifth of the students who do not complete their phd end up not finishing because of positive 
opportunities encountered during the phd time such as landing one's long-time dream job in 
the industry. 

4. The fundamental question: What is a PhD in Design? 
Overall, the conversation had two main themes covering a PhD in Design. On the one hand, 
the discussion covered the strategic and institutional aspects of programs such as “research 
and institutional agenda,” “drivers of change,” “institutional narrative,” “rigor and quality of 
PhD,” “part-time PhD,” and “preparing PhDs for the industry.” On the other hand, the dis-
cussion covered the logistical and administrative aspects of PhD programs. This discussion 
revolved around “ecosystems of relationships,” “complying with policies,” “varying time-
lines,” and “recruitment criteria.” The emphasis of the conversation was on discussing the 
strategic and institutional aspects, given that most of the logistical and administrative as-
pects were outlined in detail in the “Map & Glossary” document. See the chart below for a 
detailed breakdown of the distribution of time allocated to each of the discussion topics. 

The panelists acknowledged that a rigorous and original PhD in Design is more difficult than 
most advisors and advisees would think because it requires putting together a package with 
expertise, funding, motivation, and skills that can lead to success. This interpretation is a 
shift from the traditional lonely journey of self-sufficient PhD students, which requires a re-
thinking of the support structures provided by PhD programs. Although the advise–advisor 
collaboration is the cornerstone of PhD research, the conversation between the panelists 
and the audience brought to the surface the opportunity and need for expanding these col-
laborations into a larger ecosystem of relationships. The panelists were asked about setting 
quality standards in PhD projects and responded that quality and rigor are set within each 
program and institution by its faculty, opposing the need for a one-size-fits-all approach on 
how to measure quality in a PhD in Design. 

Regarding a discussion on who shapes the narratives about a PhD in Design, the panelists re-
sponded that the directors of the programs are in the unique position of constantly and con-
tinuously sensing and responding to changes, establishing the visions of those programs. The 
directors of the PhD in Design programs shared the common belief that the structures sup-
porting PhD programs need to be reflective of internal and external forces while having the 
ability to foresee the future and set up the institutional arrangements for successful re-
search for a PhD in Design. During the conversation, it was brought up that PhD in Design 
programs face the challenge of fitting within long-standing university structures and regula-
tions. The debate highlighted the key role that PhD programs play in shaping the success of 
each PhD student and the quality of their research. The panel emphasized the importance of 
the programs accommodating and supporting multiple and different configurations. PhD 
Programs in Design present significant diversity in the way they are structured. Celebrating 
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diversity remains the cornerstone of each program, and it is important to cherish these di-
verse approaches and build on them. 

At the very bottom of the concerns lies a fundamental question on which programs should 
achieve clarity: “What do you mean by ‘PhD in Design’”. We saw four ingredients of this, 
only the first of which was always present for all candidates (see Map & Glossary, page 16): 

1. a PhD pursued at an institution where Design is taught and researched 

2. a PhD aiming for increased Design Competencies 

3. a PhD research project that is about Design 

4. a PhD research that leverages a design Background 

In many programs, all of these occur with individual candidates, but not all or with all candi-
dates. Some candidates may have a non-design background, the research may be about an 
applied area, not design, etc. Many of the discussions for all of the other ingredients lead 
back to which choices a program makes on this. When we entered the proposal for the con-
versation, we were kindly warned that if we raised this question at the beginning, the entire 
discussion might get filled with positions, views, and questions about what this essence is. 
Therefore we only treated it at the end, so that we could cover the landscape of what hap-
pened. Much of the academic literature about the PhD in Design take positions on some of 
these aspects, but usually does not discuss those, probably because the local practice 
seemed ‘obvious’. It is in this area of definition that conferences such as DRS could contrib-
ute in bringing clarity in the field.  

At conferences like DRS2022, attention for PhD mentoring is already present, and topics like 
the one in this conversation merit further attention. Even sharing descriptive findings and 
insights into how programs work is valuable for the PhD community. In our project, we are 
developing a ‘Wunderlibrary’, part of which is a collection of PhD theses coming out of our 
institutions over the past 10 years. The focus of the Wunderlibrary is not to find back com-
pleted PhD hero stories, but to let candidates engage with a variety of materials, and with 
each other. Although conferences are one way of building a network, people only come 
when they have something accepted, so there should be more options to unite the design 
(research) community. Also, changing the focus on how to incorporate PhDs within events 
and conferences like the DRS is a good way to think about collaboration. In this regard, an-
other role that DRS could play would be to organize events that would cater to the PhD can-
didates, e.g., in growing their expertise network. The mentoring meetings are already a ben-
efit, but these are 1:1. It may be valuable to find ways to allow candidates to find others for 
their network, be it along lines of research topic, or of competencies for future jobs. The 
challenge here is to identify these connections early enough. At several places there are re-
positories of completed PhD theses, which can show “stories of the heroes who survived”, 
but that is only after the fact, and (as noted above) by people who may now be working on 
wholly different topics. What can we do for the heroes while they make their journey?  



Guiding the PhD in Design 

13 

Acknowledgements: We thank our colleagues from the DoCS4Design team, especially 
Annemiek van Boeijen and Francesca Mattioli, for helping to prepare materials, co-host-
ing the online audience, and Deaa Bataineh for summarizing the conversation and draft-
ing this report. The conversation and the accompanying workshop built on the data re-
ported in the first DoCS4Design project, ‘PhD in Design - A Map and Glossary’. In our 
previous workshops, participating staff and students greatly appreciated the document 
as a bridge between our different institutions, cultures, and jargon. 

 

The DoCS4Design (Doctoral Courses System for Design) is co-funded by the Erasmus+ 
Programme of the European Union. 

5. References 
Kristensen (2005) Doctoral Programs for the European Knowledge Society. Bologna Seminar General 

Rapporteur’s Report. Salzburg, 3-4 February 2005.  Available for download as 
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/salzburg%20recommendations%202005.pdf 

DoCS4Design (2022) PhD in Design - A Map and Glossary,  available for download from 
http://DoCS4Design.eu. 

 

About the authors: 

Pieter Jan Stappers has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing 
the graduate school programme at Delft University of Technology. 

Carlos Teixeira has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing the 
graduate school programme at IIT – Institute of Design. 

Lucia Rampino has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing the 
graduate school programme at Politecnico di Milano. 

Weston Baxter has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing the 
graduate school programme at Imperial College London. 

Sampsa Hyysalo has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing the 
graduate school programme at Aalto University. 

Jonathan Chapman has been engaged in guiding PhDs and managing 
the graduate school programme at Carnegie Mellon University. 


	Guiding the PhD in design: Experiences from six programs
	Citation
	Authors

	845

