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Shaping PhD Researchers: Fearless
Intellectuals or Managed Employees?
JULIE WHITE

Introduction

This discussion begins by considering the expectations made of scholars in these times in
order to examine the central issue of how newcomers to the academy are affected by
performativity and governmentality in their learning. Secondly, the significance of critical
and analytical thinking within research is discussed. A simple three-question approach is
proffered to support the argument about the importance of theory in contemporary qualitative
research. The article focuses on ways in which PhD candidature and supervision processes
have become managed and how researchers may themselves contribute to this. The overall
purposes are to argue the importance of theory in qualitative research and to raise concern
about how researchers are shaped in the modernized university. The consequence for
individual researchers, particularly in relation to international publication, is considered
towards the end of the article.

Becoming a scholar

In this first section consideration is given to what is involved in learning about scholarship
and how environment and expectations impact on scholarly work. The main purpose here is
to establish a suitable context for the arguments subsequently forwarded.

In her study of mentoring and early career women academics, Devos (2005) examines what is
involved in becoming a researcher. She characterizes this endeavour as a far more complex
process than just the acquisition of new skills and knowledge and argues that it involves
instead, the taking up of new identities. Beck and Young (2005) also point to the development
of professional identity requiring the creation of professional habitus, which goes well beyond
the development of knowledge or skills. As I have argued elsewhere, how academics ‘perform’
their scholarly identities accords with institutional expectations and environment (White, 2012).

Expectations of senior scholars in the modernized university have become increasingly explicit
through government research exercises and international comparisons and rankings. From

A
B

S
T

R
A

C
T How PhD candidates learn about scholarship and how they and their supervisors face an

increasing threat of becoming managed within the risk-averse environment of the modernized
university is the focus of this article. The main purposes here are firstly, to highlight the
importance of critical, analytical and creative thinking within qualitative research. The second
purpose is to use performativity and governmentality theory to examine how 21st century
researchers and qualitative research are shaped. Drawing from policy studies, social theory
and higher education literature, this article has significance because it articulates what everyday
pressures in higher education mean for scholarship, thereby making an original contribution
to the international and interdisciplinary field of contemporary qualitative research.
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Europe, Räsänen (2008, p.1) succinctly outlines the expectations he faces as a senior member
of the academy:

I publish in the ‘‘top journals’’, gain an international reputation as a key
academic of my field, attract significant amounts of funding from public and
private sources, teach more courses than previously in each academic year and
in a way that pleases Finnish and ‘‘international’’ students, supervise world-
class dissertations, remake myself into a nationally respected and influential
figure, keep up my and the school’s brand in media, and contribute actively to
the school’s governance in various bodies and taskforces.

The main interest in this article in this description of the expectations Professor Räsänen has
identified as making up his scholarly work, lies not so much in the thinly veiled criticism he
levels, but in the explicit account of his work. How newcomers to the academy learn how to
translate what is expected of them into their scholarly work is of interest here.

Traditionally academics have been expected to contribute to knowledge and to the greater
good (Rizvi, 2008; Shore, 2010) as public intellectuals and work practices in universities tended
towards collegiality and autonomy (Clegg, 2008). Outside one’s own institution, identity was
defined in terms of reputation that was upheld by a system of peer review, publications and
service. Academics have traditionally been judged by the standards set by their discipline or
field, not by the institutional needs of their employers. Rizvi (2008, p. 120) draws on Said’s
views on intellectual public responsibilities to argue that scholarly work involves: ‘Raising
embarrassing questions publicly, confronting orthodoxy and dogma, avoiding cooption by
government or corporations, and most importantly, representing the people and issues usually
forgotten or hidden.’

Interestingly however, academic ‘service’, the third strand of traditional scholarship after
teaching and research, seems to have become commandeered by employing institutions and
has come to mean administrative work that serves the university’s needs, rather than those of
the individual academic (see White, 2012). Contribution to wider research community, through
such activities as peer review, editorship of journals, organization of conferences and
participating in learned societies and disciplinary associations have become undervalued and
relegated to hobby or weekend work. Time allocation and credit for these activities as core
academic work has disappeared from workload formulae in many universities. While
demonstration of these service activities are required for promotion and tenure processes,
their value seems to have been diminished for employing universities.

While the work of academics has intensified, the focus for most remains on teaching, research
and service/administration. Universities are particularly hierarchical organizations, but at
each level from the PhD student through to the lecturer levels, up to the professoriate,
considerable pressures exist as summarized by Professor Räsänen. How individuals respond
to these pressures varies, but the values, beliefs and practices of individual scholars become
shaped through their responses.  How this impacts on PhD candidates is of particular interest
here and how they are shaped into academic work and identity is addressed throughout this
article. Theories of performativity and governmentality assist in this discussion and will be
outlined shortly, after consideration is given to the kinds of thinking required within
contemporary qualitative research.
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3. Critical, analytical and creative research thinking

So far in this article I have begun to describe the modernized university by highlighting what
seems to have changed in recent times regarding expectations made of scholars. I have also
included some comments and references to the work of other scholars who have written about
these issues. Using the Three Question Approach, (Hay and White, 2007), I have been
addressing the first two questions:

1. What happened?
2. How do you know?

However, it is the third question that has the most significance for the work of academic
researchers:

3. What does it mean?

And this question is important because it demands interpretation, analysis, critical thinking,
creativity and providing something new to what is already known.  And contributing to what
we know about the social world is crucial for those of us who undertake research in the
social sciences and the humanities.

There are many theoretical conceptions of what constitutes creativity, but it is Feldman,
Csikszentmihalyi and Gardner’s (1994) notion of creativity being characterized as ‘going
beyond’ that is pertinent here. By attempting a response to the third ‘What does it mean?’
question, the researcher isn’t required to provide definitive or ‘correct’ answers. Nor are they
required to demonstrate their diligence and hard work (See for example, Alvesson and
Sköldberg’s (2000) critique of grounded theory). Rather the researcher is required to analyse
differently and to add something new, in order that the work makes a unique contribution.
By moving beyond the safe and the known, researchers thereby advance knowledge and
research practices by fresh theoretical exploration and explanation, and in the process employ
creativity to go beyond what is already known.

My argument here is that traditional qualitative research was distracted away from sufficiently
addressing the third question. In the early days of qualitative research, in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, it was seen as radical and daring and much time and energy was spent on arguing
and attempting to prove that it was a legitimate way to undertake research and that qualitative
approaches were rigorous and defensible. Key questions of validity and reliability were
addressed through increasing attention to rigour in procedure and technique. Others like
Richardson (2000) and Lather (1986) wrote influential texts addressing validity and goodness
criteria in research that employed theory, but these seem to have been overlooked by those
who continued to focus on method. Over time, increasingly sophisticated computer programs
were developed to support complex coding procedures, following the establishment of research
themes, with the capacity to aggregate more and more data – but the focus tended to remain
on procedure and method for many, rather than theory, interpretation, meanings or
contribution to knowledge about the social world. And to refer again to the ‘Three Question
Approach’ (Hay and White, 2007), tend to ignore the third question: ‘What does it mean?’

Since those early days, qualitative research has evolved to such an extent that to even refer to
qualitative research as a singular venture no longer makes a lot of sense. As Denzin and
Lincoln’s (2011) seminal text demonstrates, what counts as qualitative research is extensive
and diverse. Postmodern theory has been important within this transdisciplinary field of
qualitative research, with doubt and questioning of truth claims taking precedence over
technique and procedural concerns of the past.  Rigour remains central in the field of



4 T H E  M A L AY S I A N  J O U R N A L  O F  Q U A L I TAT I V E  R E S E A R C H

qualitative research, of course, but proving that one has ascertained the truth, through one’s
research, is no longer the point. As Richardson (1990, p.10) pointed out twenty-four years
ago:

social science writing depends upon narrative structure and narrative devices,
although that structure and those devices are frequently masked by a scientific
frame, which is itself a metanarrative (See Lyotard, 1979). Although a life is not
a narrative, people make sense of their lives and the lives of others through
narrative constructions. In our work as researchers we weigh and sift experiences,
make choices regarding what is significant, what is trivial, what to include, what
to exclude. We do not simply chronicle “what happened next,” but place the
“next” in a meaningful context. By doing so, we craft narratives; we write lives.

Richardson makes the salient point here that researchers make many choices about how their
research findings and data will be written, and what will be emphasized and addressed and
what will be ignored. Richardson implies that truth claims are consequently diminished.
Qualitative researchers are required to be reflexive (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2000; Pillow,
2003) by acknowledging their worldviews, epistemologically and ontologically, and to be clear
that their work is partial, situated and usually relates to a small sample. The capacity to
replicate and generalize, as seen in the tried and true validity and reliability processes of
experimental research - or the sampling and statistical procedures of survey methodology, do
not apply within contemporary qualitative research. Our work cannot be generalized, nor
can it be replicated, and therefore qualitative researchers need no longer argue this case.

To put it another way, traditional qualitative research tended to focus its energies on addressing
the first two questions, ‘What happened?’ and ‘How do you know?’ emphasizing rigour in
process and diligence, in order to claim legitimacy and parity with quantitative research. More
contemporary approaches assume this legitimacy and tend to focus instead on the third
question, ‘What does it mean?’

Boden, Kenway and Epstein (2005) stress the importance of theory in research, asserting
strongly that, “Research without a theoretical framework is description and does not qualify
as academic research or as a contribution to knowledge” (40). Further, they urge researchers
to be open and explicit, in their research proposals and theses, about their epistemology and
ontology, commenting that:

We do not believe that any knowledge is ‘objective’ or that researchers can take
a god-like stance as knowers. It is therefore important to be clear, up-front and
honest about your ontology and epistemology in your research. This will enable
your readers to understand where you are coming from and to make a judgment
on the quality of your work based on that understanding. Saying who you are
and where you are coming from will not stop people who genuinely believe in
the possibility of ‘objective truth’ from criticising you for you have been honest
about your subjectivity and partiality.  And remember, subjectivity is not and
should never be synonymous with lack of rigour. Being clear about your
frameworks is part of that rigour (p. 41).

This offers a coherent response for those who continue to question the value of qualitative
research or who dichotomize qualitative and quantitative research as diametric opposites.
Quantitative research has stood the test of time and is highly appropriate for some research
questions, whereas qualitative research has grown from its uncertain adolescence into
confident and stable adulthood where diversity is perceived to be its strength. The
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international debate long ago moved on from ‘quant’ versus ‘qual’, or ‘good’ versus ‘bad’,
and few journal editors would accept articles that address this. Nevertheless, rigour and
disciplined inquiry is required in all research and fidelity is required between paradigm and
methodological expectations. And theory is required.

While everyone has an epistemology or worldview—the knowledge systems that explain how
the world works—the more rigorous epistemology of researchers is called ‘theory’ with
researchers being required to be explicit and clear about theoretical frameworks we use in
our research. Questions that assist here include: What does it mean to know something? What
is the difference between knowledge and opinion? “How can we use our reason, our senses,
the testimony of others, and other resources to acquire knowledge?” (IEP, 2014).  Social theory
provides us with readymade finely crafted epistemologies that allow us to think more
analytically, critically and creatively about our research.  When Foucault wrote, “I would
like my books to be a kind of tool-box which others can rummage through to find a tool
which they can use however they wish in their own area” (1974, p. 523), he provided
researchers with a range of lenses and perspectives for us to choose from. Later in this article
I have chosen his tool of governmentality to assist thinking about and articulating constraints
on PhD candidates and their supervisors. I have also chosen Lyotard’s (1984) conception of
performativity as it proves helpful for thinking through the issues under discussion.

Jackson and Mazzei (2012, pp. vii-viii) take the importance of theory further in relation to
qualitative research and, in the process, question time-honoured and everyday research
practices. They make a strong assertion and challenge dominant practices in much traditional
and contemporary qualitative research. In this way they make a substantial and new
contribution to knowledge, in the qualitative research field. And as a new perspective, it is a
somewhat uncomfortable one that nevertheless provokes thought and leads to new practices
and understandings:

qualitative data interpretation and analysis does not happen via mechanistic
coding, reducing data to themes, and writing up transparent narratives that do
little to critique the complexities of social life; such simplistic approaches
preclude dense and multi-layered treatment of data. Furthermore, we challenge
simplistic treatments of data and data analysis in qualitative research that…
reduce complicated and conflicting voices and data to thematic “chunks” that
can be interpreted free of context and circumstance.

Boden, Kenway and Epstein (2005, p. 41) also assert, “You cannot make sense of your data
without an epistemology/theory”.  St Pierre (2011) has offered a significant contribution to
this discussion about qualitative research and the importance of theory, so it will not be
pursued much further here. Suffice to say that contemporary qualitative research requires
specificity regarding theoretical frameworks employed and theorized justifications for research
conclusions. Thus employment of theory in contemporary qualitative research is crucial,
unlike earlier traditional approaches where methods and procedures assumed greater
importance.

How data is viewed, conceptualized and used in research within the contemporary context
has become increasingly complex. However, many methodological textbooks in qualitative
research continue to be published without due consideration of theory. Library shelves groan
under the number of ‘how to’ technical and method-focused textbooks that have been
published, revised and reissued since the early 1990s. However, journal articles are rarely
accepted these days without theoretical contribution. This point is taken up again later.
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Theory tends to be sidestepped in contract research where those commissioning projects
require straightforward and accessible results. Contract research, particularly for
governments, is preferred in uncomplicated, definitive forms, such as survey results.
Qualitative research has become increasingly complex, which can lead to difficulty in relation
to contract research. The challenge for the contemporary qualitative researcher might be
equated to that of the novelist or artist. Is critical or popular acclaim of greater value? Is
having your work valued by international peers, who read your articles in prestigious journals
important? Or does bringing contract research money into your university have greater
importance? It’s a dilemma most researchers face at some point.

In the next section the concept of new managerialism and the modernized university is taken
up, in part to examine the importance of external funding and its impact on scholarly work.

New Managerialism

In this section the ways in which universities are changing is considered using the concepts
of ‘new managerialism’ and being ‘managed’ in the modernized university. This provides a
firm footing for consideration of the constraints for PhD students and their supervisors and
the shaping of scholars and scholarship.

Rosemary Deem (2001) provides an explanation of new managerialism that is helpful within
the context of this discussion:

New managerialism usually refers to practices commonplace in the private
sector, particularly the imposition of a powerful management body that overrides
professional skills and knowledge. It keeps discipline under tight control and is
driven by efficiency, external accountability and monitoring, and an emphasis
on standards.

Under the new managerialist regime, higher education has come to value tangible financial
income above scholarly measures of quality.  For example, Shore (2010, p. 23) notes how
‘Auckland University’ measures its success in terms of income. The most valued research
projects, he argues, are those that bring money into the university. Further, success means
PhD completions—for which universities receive government funding—and increased
enrolments.  ‘Making money has evidently become not only the university’s “highest
ambition”, but also its most important…measure of success.’ It should also be noted here
that government funding has steadily decreased for universities in most countries, while
student numbers have significantly increased as a result of massification. This adds to the
pressure faced by the contemporary researcher to choose whether to value publication or
contract research more highly.

The term ‘managed professionals’ has been used to refer to the way teachers have become
positioned and undermined by government (Codd, 2005).  An enduring conception of what it
means to be a professional retains three key elements: autonomy, knowledge and
responsibility, argue Furlong, Barton, Miles, Whiting and Whitty (2000) who quote Hoyle
and John’s earlier work on professionalism:

As professionals work in uncertain situations in which judgment is more
important than routine, it is essential to effective practice that they should be
sufficiently free from bureaucratic and political constraint to act on judgments
made in the best interests (as they see them) of the clients (p. 5).
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The managed professional, in contrast, has been characterised as having ‘specified
competencies, is extrinsically motivated within a contractual relationship, and produces what
the performance indicators can measure’ (White and Openshaw, 2008, p. 34). The discussion
here considers the extent to which academics have also become managed professionals, with
professional judgement and independence playing a lesser role to new managerialist demands
enforced by department managers. This, in turn, has potential to impact on the departmental
environment and on supervision processes and practices as part of contemporary scholarly
life that requires compliance and adherence to performative values.

So the argument that scholars are increasingly managed professionals working within new
managerialist universities will now be extended. In the next section the ways that the work of
academics is shaped by performativity and governmentality is outlined. This is followed by
a key argument that the newcomers to the academy, PhD students, are inescapably shaped
by their environment and by performative expectations of them and of their supervisors.

Performativity

Francois Lyotard (1979/1984), the French philosopher, uses performativity to explain and
represent political and bureaucratic mechanisms of control. Performativity refers to the drive
for the achievement of goals in increasingly efficient and instrumental ways. For Lyotard,
performativity represents the attitude of valuing the ‘effective’ and the ‘efficient’ in systems
where the least ‘input’ produces the greatest ‘output’ (Burnard and White, 2006).  As Davis
(2004, p.75) pointed out, ‘The principle of performativity may not be entirely bad in itself.
There may be nothing wrong, for example, in trying to get a car to burn less fuel and thus to
produce a better performance for less output’. However, performative practices, Lyotard
predicted, could lead to a situation when factors that cannot easily be measured and do not
readily fit into the performative system can be ignored or denied.  Lyotard heralded a time
of ‘terror’ when performativity takes over. Ball (2003) took up this issue in relation to teachers,
suggesting that this time of terror had arrived.

Performativity theory allows us to observe that academics are driven to perform against
predetermined measurements in teaching and research and quotas for scholarly publication
outputs have been devised that academic researchers are required to attain. This emphasis on
publication quality does not necessarily extend to consideration of important ideas,
contribution to knowledge or influence on other scholars, leading to knowledge production
processes based on metrics devised by publishing houses and higher education bureaucrats,
rather than scholars.  Sparkes (2007) provides a chilling account of his work in the UK as
research director that illustrates this point.

Therefore, a rhetorical version of quality appears to be behind the wheel, with contribution-
to-knowledge being asked to take a back seat. In the next section, Michele Foucault’s later
work on governmentality is briefly examined to see how this theory can be put to work in
this discussion.

Governmentality

Performative measurement and values relate to the different aspects of academic work. In
the research sphere, academics are stratified and judged by others regarding their research
capability with many universities classifying their researchers as ‘research active’ or ‘inactive’.
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In teaching, performativity operates through student evaluations, and by academics being
encouraged into using sanctioned approaches and incorporating standards, technologies,
capabilities and skills into their assessment of learning. The process of academics disciplining
themselves to comply and to deliver what is expected of them demonstrates governmentality.

This concept can be helpful to consider the relational nature of power by examination of
how someone else’s activities can be shaped and how this is achieved. Governmentality works
through social technologies where the government itself has become distanced (Donzelot,
2009) while responsibility is delegated and in the context of this discussion, it is individual
universities and departmental managers that have assumed this responsibility. Making sense
of how academics have been transformed into a more compliant workforce is supported by
investigation of this aspect of power identified through governmentality. The strategies, tactics
and technologies employed by the more remote government remain, but also present are
technologies of the self (Lemke, 2009) where academics, in their freedom, comply.

As Devos (2005, p. 10) suggests, ‘a central feature of governmentality is the way in which one
takes up the project of managing one’s own conduct within the prevailing conditions’. Self-
managing academics work to continually ‘reconstruct themselves and adapt, and
‘simultaneously internalizing and rejecting the performative’ (Blackmore, 2003, pp. 5–6).
Governmentality is therefore, the way that systems are established and expectations made
explicit, so that academics end up governing their own behaviours.  In so doing, academics
acquiesce, thereby relieving department managers and university administrators of the need
to explicitly direct the work of scholars. And this is because academics second-guess what is
expected and toe the line, without being asked to do so.

One of the central arguments in this article relates to the ways in which academics and
scholarship have become shaped in the modernized university. Governmentality and
performativity are two theoretical concepts that assist in this discussion about the extent to
which scholarly work is managed.

The new academic has usually improved and fashioned themselves in accordance with what
is required before they are employed as well as continuing self-improvement during
employment. Throughout the doctoral candidature period, individuals become enculturated
into the ways and norms of the academic department and discipline or field. Many doctoral
students aspire to work in universities or wish to retain their positions in universities and so
work to anticipate what is required and improve themselves accordingly.

Self-improvement of academics through seminars, courses and support programs is regularly
encouraged in the modernized university. Weekly bulletins advertise lunchtime seminars on
how to write prestigious grants applications or how to get publications completed and
accepted. Teaching and learning units offer courses on how to teach in ways that are preferred
and sanctioned by their universities. Further encouragement is provided for academics to
attend such courses as their completion is often now required in promotion processes. Support
has become increasingly available to improve lecturers’ use of ICT in teaching and courses
on managing staff and budgets are also on offer in the modernized university.  These courses
are designed to support government priorities and university operation. They require
academics to continually improve the self and have replaced scholarly service that looked
outwards and emphasized disciplinary contribution and collegiality.

While there is an appearance of agency within governmentality, there is nevertheless a
significant issue of overwork becoming somehow normal for academics—especially for those
with substantial administrative or teaching responsibilities. By continually meeting publication
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deadlines and developing grant applications (Davies & Bansel, 2005) academics manage to
retain research agendas and meet teaching and administrative commitments. However, they
do this in their own homes where they sit, transfixed, at their computers in the evenings after
the administrative work is done and emails from students have been answered. Research work
is often undertaken on weekends and during holidays and usually remains invisible.

The point of taking up this idea of governmentality—where academics overwork and
discipline themselves to conform to expectations and performative requirements—is that in
the process, they could easily influence and shape their PhD students to become timid,
overworked and compliant academics, rather than Rizvi (2008) version of a scholar who sees
their role to be one of, ‘Raising embarrassing questions publicly, confronting orthodoxy and
dogma, avoiding cooption by government or corporations, and most importantly, representing
the people and issues usually forgotten or hidden.’

Why scholars routinely work unreasonable hours to meet unreasonable expectations, and do
so quietly and in secrecy, is explained and understood through governmentality. In the next
section, how performativity and governmentality work within doctoral education is addressed.

Doctoral candidates and their supervisors

In university bookshops many simplistic texts on how to ‘do’ a PhD are available. These are
written for doctoral students who are presumed to be nervous and in need of these how-to
manuals. In these texts, research and complex social theory is eschewed. Instead, they tend to
concentrate on the mechanical and the predictable, thus making the PhD project appear to
be a straightforward one. These books tend to specialise in presenting common sense versions
of technique, thesis elements and work habits, instead of the complex identity and intellectual
work that is actually involved in completing a PhD.

However, the scholarly literature on doctoral education presents a different perspective.
Doctoral education and the doctoral experience is a growing international field of research,
with a significant focus on identity, the supervision process and the writing of theses (see
detailed summary in White, 2013). However, it was Connell’s (1985) seminal article, How to
supervise a PhD, that conceptualised supervision as a highly sophisticated form of teaching.
Connell (in Connell and Manathunga, 2012) later characterised this early article as a ‘call to
conversation’ about the supervision process. As Connell (1985, p. 38) noted:

supervising a research higher degree is the most advanced level of teaching in
our education system. It is certainly one of the most complex and problematic -
as shown by the very high drop-out rate of students at this level. It is also one of
the least discussed...The relationship with a supervisor is different from that
between two academic colleagues working on a related research project. It has
to be seen as a form of teaching. Like other forms, it raises questions about
curriculum, method, student-teacher interaction and educational environment.

It is this point about educational environment that is of particular interest in this article. Deem
and Brehony (2000) also signalled the importance of community and environment for the
PhD candidate and Evans (2013, p. 511) notes that a doctoral program should equip candidates
‘with skills, knowledge and “cultural capital” with which they can shape their futures’, which
points to the complexity of the learning and development undertaken by new scholars and
the importance of the environment and values absorbed during PhD candidature.  Grant (2005)
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outlines the complicated tripartite pedagogical and power relationship between the supervisor,
the candidate and the production of knowledge via thesis development, and points to the
complex ways in which the academic and the personal can overlap in this long-term project.
This develops and extends Acker’s (2001) notion of ambiguity in the supervisor-candidate
relationship.  But as Cribb and Gewirtz (2006) observe, this is increasingly undermined by an
audit regime of performativity. As Devos and Somerville (2012, p. 54) point out, ‘candidate,
supervisor and administrator subjectivities are constituted within complex webs of institutional
and discipline-based regimes of power’.  This power is of interest in here, particularly the
power exercised by managers and the impact of this power enactment on doctoral education
curriculum, relationship and the pressure to conform.

Research that employs qualitative approaches usually resides within the social sciences where
research ‘culture’ refers not only to specific disciplinary practices, but also to student and
academic life.  Whereas in the physical sciences, the PhD project is usually part of a larger
funded study, and supervisors and immediate research community work side-by-side within
the same laboratory; in the social sciences, PhD students can be isolated and meet with their
supervisor only occasionally. Professional doctorates usually have an extensive taught
component and collegial connections can be made within these classes, which is often not
the case for PhD candidates, especially for those who are enrolled part-time. Formal and
informal research education as well as social and cultural experience within the academy for
PhD students has long been considered important (Deem and Brehony, 2000). The place of
department courses and seminar programs—where students have the opportunity to learn about
methodology and theory, present their work, hear and contribute to critique the work of
others—is also generally considered a significant aspect of the research education program
for PhD candidates. The social connection with other students is crucial for many, while
developing collegiality with department and visiting academics is important in the overall
development of scholars at this level. Deem and Brehony (2000, p. 158) suggest that:

Academic research cultures include disciplinary or interdisciplinary ideas and
values, particular kinds of expert knowledge and knowledge production, cultural
practices and narratives (for instance how research is done, and how peer review
is exercised), departmental sociability, other internal and external intellectual
networks and learned societies. Whether students in the social sciences can and
do access all this seems to depend rather a lot on chance and supervisors.

Acker (2001, p. 62) points out that the doctoral student needs to become attuned not only to
disciplinary ways, but they must also become socialized into the values and practices of their
departments. Of particular interest is the pressure of time and how this affects the PhD student
from participating fully in rich departmental life, if indeed it remains on offer in the present
environment of performative requirements and managed academics.

The pressure wrought upon the scholarly community begins with expectations of PhD
students. In many countries in the global south, colonial attitudes make a PhD earned
elsewhere, like the US or the UK, of greater value than a local one. This attitude prevails in
Australia and New Zealand and may be related to practices like the requirement for PhD
students in some Malaysian universities to have two journal articles published before their
PhD can be awarded.

In Australia, the recently established educational standards for further and higher education
summarize the learning at doctoral level as: ‘Level 10: Graduates at this level have a systematic
and critical understanding of a complex field of learning, and specialized research skills for
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the advancement of learning or professional practice’ (Australian Qualifications Framework
Council, 2011, p. 4).

Expectations on the length of time it takes to complete a PhD have considerably reduced in
recent years. Connell (1995) estimated 4-6 years, but most official requirements are now 3
years, in some cases up to 4 years. Most doctoral candidates in my field of Education are
part-time, older due to considerable experience in professional practice, and female, reflecting
the gender skew in the teaching profession. The establishment of ‘normal’ timelines for
doctoral completion by university committees works against most candidates in this field
such as this because, as Cribb and Gewirtz (2006, p. 234) observe:

Firstly, in large measure, the problems we are describing can be seen as a product
of the nature of audit, especially its reliance upon blanket rules, timelines and
systems of monitoring. As things stand, it is arguable that the prevailing
governance procedures embody a strong conception of the ‘normal’ Ph.D. student
as someone who is likely to be young, academically privileged, undertaking a
science doctorate, full time (and possibly male)…such procedures may suit
individuals only to the extent that they correspond to this norm.

New managerialist decision-making on the part of departmental managers also attempts to
relieve departmental budgets of the burden of students in ‘lapsed candidature’, for which
neither the department nor the university will receive money. This returns us to Shore’s (2010)
extreme examples from New Zealand, which offer a relevant, but scary perspective on the
future.  So performativity helps us to understand the reduced length of candidature, here, but
what impact does this have on the supervisor-candidate relationship?

Doctoral supervision requires an inordinate amount of time writing progress reports for
departments and for university-level structures, in addition to reports and letters for
sponsoring agencies. By ensuring that these documents are written, that progress presentations
are given and milestones are met, the supervisor can be kept busy with administrative tasks.
Lyotard’s (1979/1984) conception of performativity, involving excessive accountability and
achieving more with less, resulting ultimately in terror, no longer sounds unreasonable.
Moreover, some provincial universities are now counting PhD supervision as part of the
supervisor’s research work time, which seems to be a cynical performative exercise, producing
substantially more with less. The pressure on academics to list timely completions as part of
appraisal and promotion processes, as well as demands to sit on the panels of students
presentations and committees within one’s department, and examine theses from other
universities can become onerous. The work of academics has intensified significantly in terms
of teaching loads and administrative responsibly, as well as the pressure to undertake and
publish research, and this has been well documented (for a detailed account of this see White,
2012). This intensification of academic work may also result in academics having less time
for the education of their doctoral students.

The environment in some university departments has become diminished in terms of doctoral
learning for both local and international students. In the context of Acker’s (2001) points about
important elements of doctoral education (see above), some university practices that
demonstrate the result of performativity, governmentality and poor departmental leadership
involve:

• enrolling students in professional doctoral programs, but not providing classes for
them

• not providing research seminars for staff or doctoral students
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• neither funding nor encouraging visiting scholars

• providing no departmental-level classes or support for PhD or professional doctoral
candidates

• counting higher degree supervision commitment as the supervisor’s research time

• overloading academic staff with supervision responsibilities

• denying requests for conference travel funds for doctoral students

• keep academic teaching staff busy by changing their heavy teaching loads annually
(White, 2013).

These practices impact significantly on departmental life, culture and doctoral education. In
an impoverished research environment where this sort of practice occurs, questions arise about
how doctoral students should undertake their complex tasks. Without access to scholars
beyond their supervisors, how are they to access current ideas and debates at the local, national
and international levels? While doctoral students are expected to read extensively and many
participate in online forums, the publication lag for significant journals presents difficulties
of currency. Moreover, in such an environment, the responsibility of supervision becomes
heavy, and without nourishment or collegiality, it becomes unreasonable.

Departmental managers are routinely required to make budgetary cuts that impact on
programs and research opportunities in order to meet performative demands and financial
targets. At an extreme end, this has the potential to result in research environments that are
distressed and impoverished, which in turn may consequently diminish important learning
and development opportunities for doctoral candidates, particularly in terms of culture and
environment. As Green (2012, p. 11) observes: ‘The Australian university in the early 21st
century is highly corporatized and strikingly performative in its orientation and conduct, and
desperately underfunded’.  Nevertheless, there remains discretionary power about how policy
and budgetary constraints are interpreted and enacted, with decisions about workload and
priorities residing with department managers. However, those with least scholarly experience
and knowledge—those who have chosen an administrative academic path—may inevitably
make decisions that have the greatest impact on scholarly endeavour, including doctoral
education. And in the worst-case scenario, in an environment where academics have become
‘managed’ to the extent that they comply and align, it may be that department managers opt
to use funding, workload and supervision responsibility to reward and punish.

Publishing Qualitative Research

If PhD students are rushed into completing their theses in short periods of time, then the
reading and time required for examining and applying complex social theory may not be
included. PhD theses may use older versions of qualitative research and not make sufficient
use of theory. However, these same individuals will be expected, upon employment, to
publish, but prestigious and highly ranked journals in the qualitative research field don’t
usually publish method articles that are descriptive or that fail to provide new contributions
to knowledge. Journal editors in most fields only accept articles that ‘go beyond’ (Feldman
et al, 1994) what is already known. A cursory scan of the ‘aims and scope’ section of academic
journals readily confirms this.

Until recently, I was editor of the Qualitative Research Journal to which articles from many
disciplines and using many different approaches are routinely submitted. In general, it is
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increasingly difficult for editors to obtain peer reviewers and I can only surmise that
performativity and new managerialism, together with a diminishing status of disciplinary
service is to blame. During one memorable six-month period in 2012 I tried vigorously, but
ultimately in vain, to obtain peer reviewers for an article that reported on an interesting topic
and used grounded theory. After my request was refused by 35 academics, from 5 different
countries, I was compelled to heed what they had to say. And the message I had been so
clearly sent was that articles that use grounded theory are not interesting to read. After that
time, because reviewers continued to refuse to accept assignments where grounded theory
was used, authors were referred to the few specialized grounded theory journals rather than
this more general qualitative research one. In the 1990s grounded theory had been a popular
and widely used approach, particularly within health and education fields. However, over
time, it came to be seen as residing at the conservative end of the qualitative research
continuum (Charmaz, 2000; Alvesson, 2002). It is possible that if PhD students use grounded
theory in their projects, it may not serve them well, particularly when they seek publication
of their work.

Professor Räsänen from Finland, who was quoted earlier in this article, specified exactly what
was expected of him at the senior scholar level. So, how do scholars develop from PhD
candidate to senior scholar in the modernized university? This article has been considering
this question from several different perspectives. Examining the shaping of scholars reminds
us that academic work is a complex endeavor taking many years, involving sophisticated
intellectual and identity work as well as learning the ‘ropes’ of the academy. Consideration
of how these ‘ropes’ have shortened and lengthened has been a major interest in this article.
While no definitive answers have been arrived at, there are indications that things are different
these days to what they would have been when Professor Räsänen and other senior scholars
began in the academy. The recent requirement for some PhD students to achieve two published
journal articles before the PhD will be awarded is a hurdle that was not previously
encountered. Performativity and governmentality may assist understanding of what this
requirement means for scholarly identity and the scholarly context.

Conclusion

Individual researchers are shaped and formed in a number of ways including by their university
departments, the scholarly traditions and mores of their disciplines, the pressure of time and
the ideas they are exposed to. However, it should be remembered that PhD supervisors and
the department environment have the major influence on new researchers. This article has
pointed to how academics have become increasingly positioned by performativity and new
managerialism and how, through governmentality, they may comply and work to improve
themselves, even when expectations are unreasonable. This in turn has potential to shape new
researchers into compliance and second-guessing what decision-makers in universities and
funding bodies—and international examiners—might find acceptable in research, which has
potential to breathe new life into the old fashioned and simplistic debates about the merits of
qualitative versus quantitative research. Qualitative research has evolved substantially over
the past thirty years and has become far too complex for this level of discussion to be taken
seriously.

The purposes of this article have been to firstly emphasize the importance of independent,
critical, creative and analytical thinking in qualitative research. By employing social theory,
greater depth of understanding, explanation and differing perspectives can be offered by
researchers who are well placed to contribute substantially to knowledge. The second purpose
of the article was to consider how scholarship is constrained and shaped, and how this relates
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to the identity and future work and success of PhD students. Using theories of performativity
and governmentality, this exploration moved beyond, ‘What happened?’ and ‘How do you
know?’ to ‘What does it mean?’.  This third question has particular significance for
contemporary qualitative research and knowledge about the social world. And questioning
what the university environment means for the future careers of today’s PhD students is worth
discussing.
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