
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cher20

Higher Education Research & Development

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cher20

The doctorate in pieces: a scoping review of
research on the PhD thesis by publication

Kristin Solli & Lynn P. Nygaard

To cite this article: Kristin Solli & Lynn P. Nygaard (2022): The doctorate in pieces: a scoping
review of research on the PhD thesis by publication, Higher Education Research & Development,
DOI: 10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

View supplementary material 

Published online: 23 Aug 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cher20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cher20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cher20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cher20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-08-23
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07294360.2022.2110575&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-08-23


RESEARCH ARTICLE

The doctorate in pieces: a scoping review of research on the
PhD thesis by publication
Kristin Solli a and Lynn P. Nygaardb

aUnit for Academic Language and Practice, University Library, OsloMet – Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo,
Norway; bPeace Research Institute, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
The thesis by publication (TBP) – a collection of standalone articles
aimed at publication and accompanied by an explanatory narrative
– has grown in popularity over the last two decades. Although
research on the TBP is beginning to emerge, it is thus far
fragmented. We carried out a scoping review of the literature on
the TBP for the years 2000–2020 to assess the current state of
knowledge about the TBP and emerging knowledge needs. We
identified 65 studies that met our criteria and analyzed what kind
of research is emerging (as well as where it is emerging from),
what topics are covered, and what recommendations are called
for. Our analysis shows that the literature has been dominated by
studies focusing on individual TBP experiences and on solving
practical challenges surrounding the TBP. We argue that
important next steps in research on the TBP will be to move from
micro-level analysis of individual experiences to more conceptual
studies that seek to analyze the TBP from a meso or macro level
– exploring the links between thesis format, doctoral education,
and the production of knowledge in a longitudinal perspective.
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Introduction

Doctoral education evolves continually throughout the world (Boud & Lee, 2009;
Thomson & Walker, 2010). Massification, professionalization, and increased account-
ability through various types of quality assurance schemes have characterized some of
the major forces for change in recent years (Andres et al., 2015). These forces have led
to an increased number of doctoral students worldwide (Shin et al., 2018) and the diver-
sification of doctoral programs, with the establishment of the professional doctorate, the
practice-based doctorate, and the industrial doctorate, among others (Park, 2005; Usher,
2002). They have also led to curricular changes with increased emphasis on ‘transferrable
skills’, career development, and working life relevance (Bao et al., 2018). Research analyz-
ing these trends has framed these developments in light of the knowledge economy –
where knowledge is the product driving economies and societies – raising the question
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of how to make the doctoral thesis ‘fit for purpose’ for the current academic workplace
(and beyond).

In the public mind, a PhD thesis has traditionally been synonymous with a monograph,
a book-length text consisting of several chapters (Kelly, 2017). As Paltridge and Starfield
(2020) highlight, however, the structure and formats of PhD theses have always been
diverse across time, institutions, and disciplines. Although there has been room for con-
siderable variety in what a monograph looks like or includes, the idea of a book-length
coherent text has been dominant. The suitability of the monograph format as the
default mode through which to display the skills and features of doctoral work,
however, has been contested – and more vocally so in recent years – in academic texts
(e.g., Cassuto, 2015; Paré, 2019), policy reports (e.g., CAGS, 2018; Hasgall et al., 2019)
and newspapers (e.g., Jump, 2015; Parry, 2020). Digital formats, various hybrid formats,
or monographs accompanied by published articles are among the alternatives that have
emerged (Christianson et al., 2015). Amidst the calls for new approaches, the thesis by pub-
lication (TBP) – also referred to as article-based thesis, cumulative thesis, manuscript dis-
sertation, manuscript option, integrated format, among others – has become one of the
most popular alternative formats to the monograph. Although there are different variants
of the TBP depending on institutional and disciplinary context, a key feature is that it com-
prises several stand-alone texts, rather than a single book-length study. In most cases, local
policies dictate that one or more of these must be published, while the others may be in
various stages of the submission process, or simply deemed of ‘publishable’ quality.
These stand-alone texts are usually accompanied by a narrative that explains the signifi-
cance of the individual articles and how they represent a coherent body of knowledge.
In other words, the TBP is a doctorate in pieces – and the subject of debate about what
form it should take, and its role in the changing landscape of academia.

As several scholars have pointed out, the doctoral thesis conceived as a collection of
stand-alone texts rather than one book-length study is not ‘new’. Dong (1998) shows
that this variety has been available for doctoral students in the sciences in the US
since at least the early 1990s. In some contexts, what is known as the ‘PhD by Published
Work’, where scholars can apply for a doctorate based on submitting previously pub-
lished material, has existed alongside traditional PhD programs for decades (Green &
Powell, 2005). What makes it ‘new’ in the context of the changing doctorate, however,
is the shift from this retrospective form to a prospective TBP, where the articles are con-
ceived as part of a single, coherent PhD project from the start (and must be completed, if
not published, during candidature).

The emergence of the prospective TBP thesis format has taken different paths in
different fields and geographical contexts. For example, in the US and UK it is still a
rarity; in Scandinavia it has been the norm for the last decade or so; and in Australia
and New Zealand, it is not quite the norm but considered a valid option. And throughout
all these regions, it is more common in STEM fields than in the social sciences and huma-
nities. Perhaps because of these different paths, the format remains unsettled: there is no
general agreement about the number of texts required, the genres permitted, the role of
the narrative, or publication status of the texts submitted.

Given the unsettled nature of the format and its increasing uptake over the last two
decades, researchers of higher education, HE institutions, and policy makers will need
to be able to critically assess its implications. Although research is beginning to
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emerge, it is thus far fragmented. The goal of this literature review is therefore to assess
the current state of knowledge about the TBP and emerging knowledge needs. We aim to
identify what kind of research is emerging (as well as where it is emerging from), what
topics are covered, and what recommendations are made.

Our review is based on 65 peer-reviewed journal articles and book chapters where the
TBP is the main focus of the research. We approached the material with the following
questions:

(1) Publication trends: What are the basic trends with regard to (i) when the research has
been published, (ii) disciplinary context, (iii) geographic context, and (iv) type of
TBP examined?

(2) Thematic content: What are key characteristics of research on TBP in terms of
research focus, methods, and theory?

(3) Recommendations: What are the recommendations for practice or further research
reported in the literature?

Our analysis shows that the literature has been dominated by studies focusing on indi-
vidual TBP experiences and on solving practical challenges surrounding the TBP. We
argue that important next steps in research on the TBP will be to move from micro-
level analysis of individual experiences to studies that seek to analyze the TBP from a
meso or macro level. While current literature can tell us what writing a TBP means
for individuals, we need more studies that ask what the TBP means for disciplines and
institutions. We also need more studies with a sustained theoretical engagement that
attempt to conceptualize the links between thesis format, doctoral education, and the
production of knowledge in a longitudinal perspective.

Materials and methods

We drew our sample from databases covering a wide range of fields and disciplines: Web of
Science (including Science Citation Index Expanded, Social Sciences Citation Index, Arts &
Humanities Citation Index, Emerging Sources Citation Index), ERIC (Education Resources
Information Center – a database specializing in education research), MEDLINE (U.S.
National Library of Medicine’s database) and CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing
and Allied Health). Because there is no agreement on terms used to describe this kind
of thesis, our search terms and search string attempted to account for the diversity in ter-
minology: ((PhDOR doctor*) AND (dissertation OR thesis)) AND ((manuscript-style) OR
(article-style) OR (manuscript-model) OR (manuscript-option) OR (by publication) OR
(by portfolio) OR (Scandinavian model) OR (sandwich model) OR (article-compilation)
OR (integrated) OR (article-based) OR (alternative format)).

The search was conducted in April 2021 and limited to studies published between
2000–2020 to capture the period when the TBP has emerged as a commonly used alterna-
tive. Inclusion criteria were peer-reviewed research articles and chapters in edited
anthologies with an explicit focus on the prospective or retrospective TBP.

We excluded studies that were not published in English because we wanted to ensure
that the dataset in our analysis would be possible to evaluate by readers of this English
langauge publication. Moreover, our research team lacked the linguistic competence to
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conduct reliable searches and content analysis in languages beyond English and our own
languages (Danish, Norwegian, Swedish), which would have introduced an additional
bias in the data. We realize that this decision increases the likelihood that the contexts
of the reviewed studies lean heavily towards geographic areas where English is the
main language. This bias is a limitation with significant implications which we discuss
more in detail in our analysis. We also excluded studies that discuss thesis writing,
theses or doctoral education in general, where the TBP was mentioned, but not the
main topic of investigation.

Applying these criteria resulted in a preliminary sample of 41 studies, with WOS and
ERIC as the databases that yielded the greatest number of relevant studies with, respect-
ively 32 and 23 relevant studies each, while CINHAL and MEDLINE yielded far fewer,
with respectively four and six relevant papers each. We then did a supplemental
manual search of the reference lists of the identified studies, a citation search by using
the ‘cited by’ feature in Google Scholar, and an additional Google Scholar search using
‘thesis by publication’ as a search term. This manual search yielded another 24 studies,
resulting in 65 included studies in total. Figure 1 provides an overview of the process.
(See Table S1 in the online supplemental material for full bibliographic information

Figure 1. Flow chart depicting records identified, excluded, and included.
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for each article included in the review, as well as information about which database(s)
each study appeared in.)

We developed a review matrix consisting of the following categories:

. Full bibliographic reference

. Field of journal in which the study was published (as determined by journal title or
journal’s own description of disciplinary focus)

. Disciplinary context of the material or participants studied

. Geographical context of the material or participants studied

. Prospective or retrospective TBP type

. Term used for the TBP

. Type of study: empirical/conceptual/combined

. Theoretical framing/concepts

. Methods

. Aim

. Argument/key findings

. Implications/recommendations for policy/practice

. Recommendations for research

The studies were first read and charted by each author individually. We then com-
pared our analyses and discussed any disagreements. We resolved disagreements by
re-reading the article in question together to reach consensus. None of the categories
caused consistent disagreement, suggesting that we understood the categories in the
same way.

We used the review matrix to identify the descriptive features of our sample. To clas-
sify the thematic content, KS identified the research question/aim and key findings/argu-
ments of each study to pinpoint the aspect of the TPB under inquiry, arriving at three
focus areas: experience (experiences, perceptions, opinions, practices of students, super-
visors, and examiners), text (characteristics of the publications included, such as number
of publications, authorship credit, publication rates, citation rates, and various forms of
‘impact’ or textual and linguistic features), and curriculum (curricular implications for
doctoral programs, regional or national policies, and institutions). These categories, in
addition to categories for recommendations and knowledge gaps, were reviewed and
refined in discussion with LPN.

Publication trends

Our first research question seeks to identify the key trends in the publication of TBP
research in terms of when the articles were published, disciplinary and geographic con-
texts, and type of TBP studied. As Figure 2 shows, we found a sharp increase in research
interest in the TBP over the period studied, with 62% of the studies published between
2016 and 2020. This trend most likely indicates the increased adoption of the format
during the 2010s, with subsequent interest in exploring the implications of this move.

The vast majority of the studies (52) focus on the prospective TBP, with only ten
examining the retrospective TBP (and three unspecified). The overwhelming focus on
the prospective thesis might indicate that while the retrospective version has existed as
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an alternative that has been in limited use for a number of years, particularly for those
already employed at an academic institution (Green & Powell, 2005), the prospective
version is seen as a more fundamental and recent change targeting students enrolled
in a doctoral program. It might be that researchers perceive the prospective TBP as sig-
naling a shift in traditional doctoral education as an organized program of study writ
large.

We explored issues of disciplinarity and the TBP by looking at the field of the journals
that have published research about the TBP and the fields of the material and participants
analyzed in the studies. Forty-five of the studies were published in journals or edited
volumes related to the field of education, which is not surprising since the thesis is an
important part of doctoral education. If we examine the disciplinary contexts analyzed
in the studies (Figure 3), two observations stand out: first, disciplines within the Huma-
nities and Social Sciences (HSS) comprise the vast majority of contexts studied; and
second, within the HSS disciplines, the field of education dominates. While most HSS
disciplines were the topic of no more than two or three studies, the field of education

Figure 2. Number of articles grouped in 5-year segments.

Figure 3. The disciplines investigated in the studies. HSS = Humanities and Social Sciences; EDU =
Education; MULTI = Multidisciplinary; MED = Medicine and Health Sciences; STEM = Science, Technol-
ogy, Engineering, Math; NS = Not specified.
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was the topic of 14 studies, which is why we separated it out instead of including it in
HSS.

Perhaps because of our search criteria, most studies in our sample were carried out in
geographic contexts in which English is the main language (Figure 4): Australia (21
studies), the United Kingdom (11 studies), the United States (9 studies), and South
Africa (7 studies). The only exception to the dominance of English-language contexts
is Scandinavia (8 studies), where, as previously noted, the TBP is well-established. It is
difficult to know whether the lack of studies from other non-English language
contexts is because the TBP has not been adopted there, not been researched, or been
researched, but the studies have not been published in English. As such, our search strat-
egy of including only studies published in English leaves us with an incomplete picture,
limiting the conclusions we can draw from this review as far assessing possible trends
globally.

Thematic content

Our second research question attempts to map the key aspects of the identified studies in
terms of research focus, and which methods and theories researchers have used. Below,
we examine each of these separately.

Research focus

The studies in our sample explore a broad range of issues, which, as explained in our
methods section, we sorted in three main categories: experience, text, and curriculum.
Thirty-five studies examine experiences, 13 the thesis text itself, and 11 curricular

Figure 4. Geographical contexts of the material or participants studied.
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implications of adopting a TBP. Six studies were difficult to place squarely in one cat-
egory or the other, so we labeled those ‘combined’.

Within the ‘experience’ focus area, 20 studies in our sample examine experiences from
a student perspective, while seven focus on joint explorations of students and supervisors.
Three studies focus on the perspectives of examiners, while two examine the experiences
of other members of disciplinary and academic communities. Studies focusing on experi-
ence typically identify and discuss the challenges and opportunities faced by individuals
who have written or supervised a TBP, with the aim of offering advice for doctoral
researchers, supervisors, or institutions. One illustrative example is Dowling et al.
(2012), where three doctoral researchers and a supervisor provide a co-written
account with the aim of highlighting key issues and features of this thesis format for doc-
toral researchers and supervisors in their discipline.

In the ‘text’ focus area, bibliometric elements and various features of the stand-alone
publications included in the thesis feature in 13 studies. For example, Hagen (2010)
investigates ‘How many papers does it take to make a PhD?’ and answers the question
by conducting a bibliometric analysis of the authorship credit required in different
fields and different institutions. Four studies in this focus area examine how the publi-
cations and the narrative are presented structurally. Mason and Merga (2018), for
instance, analyzed a corpus of 153 theses from Australian universities and identified
11 different ways to structure a TBP.

In the group of studies that examine various curricular aspects, seven look at develop-
ments within specific programs or disciplines, three studies focus on geographic regions
or countries, and only one explores developments at a specific university. What these
studies have in common is an interest in the TBP at a more aggregate level. For
example, Graves et al. (2018) analyze the uptake of the TPB in nursing programs in
the United States, and Asongu and Nwachukwu (2018) discuss whether the TBP can
be seen as a possible way to close the gap in knowledge production between richer
and poorer countries.

All studies in the combined category examine experiences in combination with either
textual features or curricular issues, such as can be seen in Frick’s (2019) use of her own
personal experience to a conduct a more conceptual discussion of the development of
doctoral policies and curriculum.

Methodological approaches

Fifty-seven of the 65 studies in the sample are empirical. (See Table S2 in the online sup-
plementary material for classification of individual studies by methods.) The eight studies
categorized as ‘conceptual’ primarily engage with existing literature and policy to provide
commentary and analysis on some aspect of the TBP; seven of the eight conceptual
studies focus on curricular issues. We further subdivided the empirical studies into
those that used qualitative (36), quantitative (12), and mixed methods (9). The domi-
nance of qualitative methods is not surprising given the large number of studies that
explore experiences, perceptions, and practices – areas of inquiry that lend themselves
to qualitative methods.

The most common qualitative approach used in our sample is autoethnography, or
personal reflection, with 22 of the studies using some variant of this approach. In
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addition, the six studies that use a mix of different qualitative approaches rely on personal
reflection as one of their methods. The authors of such studies often present themselves
as pioneers in their institutional contexts, and the research aims to offer insight into a
process considered new or unfamiliar (see e.g., Freeman, 2018; Merga, 2015; Nethsinghe
& Southcott, 2015). Nineteen of the autoethnographic studies are from education and
other disciplines in HSS, while only one study in STEM and one in Medicine and
Health Sciences draw on first-hand experiences (the final study using this approach
does not specify the disciplinary context of the study). This trend likely
reflects differences in research traditions, where the use of autoethnography and personal
experience is a more common methodological approach in HSS than in other fields. The
relative newness of the TBP in HSS might also explain the prevalence of first-hand
accounts.

Seven of the 12 studies using a quantitative approach examine bibliometric data, often
comparing the ‘traditional’ thesis with the TBP in terms of how likely work from the PhD
is to be published across formats in order to establish which type of thesis is more ‘pro-
ductive’ (see e.g., Martin et al., 2018; Odendaal & Frick, 2017; Urda-Cîmpean et al., 2016).
The remaining five quantitative studies use surveys to examine changing policies and
perceptions and experiences of authorship issues.

Seven of the nine studies with a mixed-method design use survey questions that
include both quantitative and qualitative elements, while the remaining two combine a
quantitative survey with qualitative interviews. Six of the mixed-method studies focus
on experiences of students or examiners, two analyze the thesis text, while one investi-
gates curricular aspects.

In all approaches, there is a notable absence of studies with longitudinal designs. Of
course, autoethnographies that retrace the doctoral experience have a longitudinal
element, but apart from Gullbekk and Byström (2019) who interviewed students at
several points throughout their candidature, no studies have tracked experiences,
thesis texts, or curricula over time.

Theoretical approaches

We identified 20 studies that include explicit discussion of theoretical frameworks or
concepts. (See Table S2 in the online supplementary material for an overview of
the theoretical approach of each article.) Fifteen of these studies adopt concepts
related to experience and identity; three studies use concepts that address social and his-
torical developments; and two use concepts primarily attempting to explain textual
features.

Given the dominance of studies that explore experiences, the theoretical interest
in experience (e.g., writing, or learning) and identity is not surprising. The overall
rather low level of explicit theoretical engagement might be somewhat surprising
given that a large portion of the sample have been published in education journals,
where theorization is typically an important part of knowledge-building practices.
However, a potential explanation is that descriptive studies might be considered of
more immediate value as a way of documenting what is largely conceived as a
new phenomenon and as a way of offering advice on how to write, supervise or
assess such a thesis.
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Recommendations in the literature

Our third research question seeks to map out the key recommendations for practice and
research identified in the literature. All but two of the studies make some kind of rec-
ommendation for practice. In this context, ‘practice’ refers to policies and pedagogies
surrounding the TBP and doctoral education more broadly. We inductively created
three categories for the kinds of recommendations made in the studies: (1) the develop-
ment of clearer institutional understandings and policies, (2) the development of TBP-
specific pedagogies, supervisory practices, and institutional support, and (3) the adoption
of the TBP on a wider scale. It should be noted that many studies made recommendations
that fit into more than one category (see Table S2 in the online supplementary material
for a more detailed overview).

In general, the studies overwhelmingly agree that the TBP is altogether a different
proposition than other thesis types and that adopting this format requires the develop-
ment of TBP-specific policies and pedagogical practices. Some of the most frequently
mentioned recommendations include instituting supervisor training, guidelines for
ethical issues surrounding co-authorship, writing courses for students, guidelines for
examiners, guidelines for students in terms of publication requirements and for the
format and content of the narrative. Nineteen studies explicitly position the TBP as a
positive development in doctoral education, yet many caution that adoption needs to
be carefully considered and that institutional policies and practices need to be in
place. It is striking, however, that none of the studies conclude that they would not rec-
ommend the adoption of the TBP.

While almost all of the articles in our sample make recommendations for practice,
only about half (34) explicitly articulate recommendations for future research. This
imbalance in the kinds of implications outlined in the studies indicates that most TBP
studies have been geared towards solving practical problems of policies and pedagogies
rather than towards developing an area of research. We identified 13 areas that the
studies pointed to as future directions, and these areas ranged from issues of research
design and methodology to underexplored empirical areas (see Table S3 in the online
supplementary material). Below we present and comment on the areas that were men-
tioned by five or more studies:

First, eight studies mention that there is a need for further exploration of how the
emergence of the TBP is both shaped by and shapes conceptualizations of doctoral edu-
cation. For example, Freeman (2018) and Graves et al. (2018) argue that we lack a sense
of the overall prevalence of the TBP, or the reasons PhD programs adopt them; Thomas
et al. (2015) suggest we need more research on resistance to the TBP; and O’Keeffe (2020)
and Dowling et al. (2012) raise the question of whether the TBP fosters a neo-liberal
instrumentalist approach to research and doctoral education.

A second commonly named area for future research, mentioned by seven studies, is
the career and publication trajectories of TBP writers – that is, how completing a TBP
affects job prospects, career choices, or post-PhD publication patterns. Third, an equal
number of studies call for more comparative work with respect to how policies, practices,
pedagogies, texts, and experience compare across institutions and disciplines. Fourth,
five studies point to the need for comparing potential differences between TBP writers
and writers of other thesis formats. While several studies assume that writing a TBP is
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a different experience than writing a traditional thesis, few have used a comparative
design (with the exception of de Lange & Wittek, 2014; and Liardét & Thompson,
2022). Finally, five studies point to a need for more research about particular aspects
of student experiences: support for students writing a TBP (Mason et al., 2020; Presthus
& Bygstad, 2014), co-authoring with supervisors (Thomas et al., 2015), TBP writers’ pub-
lication practices (Merga et al., 2019), and unsuccessful TBP writers (Mason et al.,
2020b). The remaining eight areas for future research were mentioned by three studies
or fewer.

Discussion

This review set out to map current research on the TBP in order to consolidate the state
of the field and identify avenues for further research. It should be noted that we have not
assessed the quality of the studies, but instead attempted to provide an overview of areas
of research interest and how these interests have been pursued, as well as some reasons
for why we might be seeing these trends.

Our analysis shows that existing TBP research has been dominated by studies attempt-
ing to articulate suggestions for the kind of policies and pedagogical practices that must
be in place for institutions and programs considering adopting a TBP. Overall, the con-
ceptual implications of the TBP have not been as thoroughly examined as the more prac-
tical implications. This is in line with research on doctoral writing more broadly, which
shows that a considerable amount of research in the field attempts to provide ‘solutions’
to writing ‘problems’ (Burford et al., 2021, p. 11). And given that so many of the studies
document individual experiences, with the aim of sharing those experiences and offering
advice to others, the emphasis on practical solutions stands to reason.

We argue that while such advice and recommendations are of great value, the time has
come to complement this type of research with studies that ask different kinds of ques-
tions focusing on how the emergence of the TBP shapes our understanding of doctoral
education and doctoral research. A way to move forward in this respect would be to
conduct studies with a more sustained theoretical focus. While some of the studies in
our sample connect individual experience to historical and social developments by
framing individual experiences in terms of new public management, neo-liberalism or
the knowledge economy, few attempt to theorize the TBP in a more sustained way at
a macro or meso-level. Rigby and Jones (2020) echo this observation and call for more
discussion about the conceptual issues involved in moving from a thesis type that tra-
ditionally privileges the educational process over the knowledge product to a thesis
type that tends to privilege the thesis as a knowledge product. What does this shift
mean for knowledge-building traditions in different fields? Does the increased uptake
of the TBP in, for example, the field of education, mean that different kinds of research
questions or methodologies are becoming more common while others are becoming less
common? And what does that mean for the production of knowledge in that field?

One way to approach these more conceptual questions is to design studies where insti-
tutions or disciplines are the main unit of analysis. This might include studies that
examine meso-level dynamics of how the TBP shapes collective or disciplinary practices.
For example, while the literature indicates that the TBP has been common within medi-
cine for some time, we know little about the historical trajectory of this shift. Has this
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shift changed curricular practices or the relationship between course work and thesis?
Has it had implications for the viva or oral defense (for contexts that have some form
of oral defense as part of the thesis assessment)? Although there are a few studies of
assessment practices, there is a great need for studying how examiners approach the
assessment process and how the TBP shapes ideas of scholarly quality at the doctoral
level. Has the emergence of this thesis format shaped the kind of projects deemed suitable
and appropriate for a doctoral thesis? Or expectations about what function a thesis
serves? In sum, studies that seek to explore insitutional or disciplinary history rather
than personal experience would provide us with a focus that is currently not well ana-
lyzed. This type of research could help us understand not only how individual stories
intersect with disciplinary and institutional structures, but also how the TBP shapes
and is shaped by disciplinary and institutional knowledge-making practices. Given the
‘newness’ of the TBP, it is, of course, not surprising that such longitudinal conceptual
approaches that we call for here are missing, but as the TBP is now gaining disciplinary
and institutional histories in many contexts, we believe such perspectives are important
to investigate.

Another way to address more conceptual questions is to explore voices, disciplines,
and institutions that are critical of the TBP. While many of the studies in our sample
mention wide-spread skepticism towards the TBP, such skepticism is more often used
as a framing device to argue against, or at least to temper such critique, rather than
acting as the subject of research in and of itself (O’Keeffe, 2020 is one exception). It is
clear, however, that the format is not universally embraced, as the studies that survey atti-
tudes towards the TBP among faculty members in criminology and criminal justice
(Bartula & Worrall, 2012) and music (Sims & Cassidy, 2016) suggest. To understand
the TBP as a window into doctoral education more conceptually, the perspective of
such voices should also be examined. In a study that is too recent to be included in
our review, Skov (2021) points out that the TBP tends to be intertwined in discourses
that emphasize the doctoral thesis as a means to something else (an impressive CV,
getting a job, a successful career), what she calls ‘instrumental’ discourses, whereas the
traditional monograph is associated with ‘intellectual discourses’ that emphasize the doc-
toral thesis as an intellectual process of seeking truth and knowledge within a particular
discipline. She is careful to highlight that these discourses are not mutually exclusive, and
her research shows that doctoral researchers wrestle with these discourses and often con-
strue their choice of format as choosing either instrumentalism or intellectualism, where
they see the value of both. Skov’s study indicates that the more conceptual work we call
for is starting to emerge.

In addition to studies with a more conceptual and theoretical focus, we also see a need
for more studies with research designs that rely less on personal experiences of the
researchers. Because many of the accounts have been written by candidates or supervi-
sors who have successfully completed a TBP, we know less about the experiences of stu-
dents who have quit or changed formats (with the exception of Pretorius (2017), who
discusses a case where a supervisor recommended that a student switch from a TBP to
a monograph). While many of the accounts of successful TBP writers do not shy away
from describing challenges, the stories are, ultimately, success stores where the challenges
were overcome, and the degree obtained. The prevalence of such first-hand ‘success
stories’ might leave less successful stories unexamined, as also observed by Mason
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et al. (2021). As noted by several studies in our sample, more studies with genuinely com-
parative research designs are also necessary.

Another key avenue for further research is to broaden the scope of analysis to include
studies published in languages other than English. The scope of our study significantly
limits what we are able to discern about research on the TPB in contexts where
English is not the main language, so expanding the scope to be truly international
should be a priority.

A final area we want to mention due to its pressing ethical nature is that in fields where
co-authoring is common, more research on pedagogical practices and ethics surrounding
co-authorship is needed. One study in medicine shows that as many as 53% of the
respondents said they had experienced co-authoring practices that break with the Van-
couver guidelines for co-authorship (Helgesson et al., 2018). The TBP is likely to make
co-authorship a part of the doctoral experience also in fields other than medicine, and
this makes researching ethics and pedagogical issues of co-authorship practices particu-
larly important.

In sum, the body of knowledge reviewed here has broken new ground to increase our
understanding of the emergence and growing popularity of the TBP. We posit that
deeper conceptual engagement and longitudinal perspectives are required for a fuller
understanding of what the doctorate in pieces represents for doctoral education and
for the production of knowledge more broadly.
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