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I: WHO IS THE PHD WANDERER? 

 
“It’s a dangerous business, Frodo, 
going out of your door. You step into 
the Road, and if you don’t keep your 
feet, there is no knowing where you 
might be swept off to.” 

Bilbo Baggins 
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1. Introduction 

Cristina Ghita and Martin Stojanov 
 
It was at a conference in Karlstad, amidst both the relief and excitement of 
having presented our ongoing work to fellow PhD students from various Swe-
dish universities, that we—Cristina and Martin, the editors of this volume—
took a moment to reflect on what we were witnessing. Seated at the conference 
dinner table, we took stock of shared experiences of what felt like underartic-
ulated aspects in doctoral training. With the keynotes, presentations and de-
bates of the conference behind us, we saw how the loud and lively discussions 
continued about research and teaching advice, support, connections, collabo-
rations, and solutions to troublesome issues. We agreed that the informal and 
light-hearted conversations we observed around us were seldom truly appre-
ciated for their importance to doctoral education. As we recognised ourselves 
and each other in the conversations around us, we found comfort in knowing 
that the problems we initially thought were only ours, were in fact shared by 
many of our peers. We celebrated the common joys of our doctoral projects 
while also finding comfort in sharing our challenges with each other.  

As we shared this observation with our colleagues, we consistently found 
a recognition and appreciation for the important role of informal and unex-
pected aspects of PhD studies, and how it is rarely addressed in public forums. 
After completing our own PhD studies, we increasingly reflected on the often-
overlooked aspects of the doctoral experience which we would have been in-
terested to hear early in our process. Whenever we discussed this, we repeat-
edly returned to two points: firstly, that reflections on the often-overlooked 
aspects of the PhD experience deserved more attention; and secondly, that 
while advice from senior academics was undoubtedly of great value, what we 
often missed were candid accounts from recent graduates about their lived 
experiences. The idea for the present volume was born from such reflections. 

The experience of being a PhD student is as varied as the contexts in which 
it is situated and viewed from. To those outside academia, it often appears as 
a romanticized period of intense study and profound personal and professional 
development — a time when doctoral candidates dedicate themselves to inno-
vative and groundbreaking research. Especially in popular literature, the PhD 
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student frequently appears as a controversial yet brilliant figure in the employ 
of research, à la Victor Frankenstein (Shelly, 2012), or as a subject in memoirs 
detailing the scientific and personal entanglements existent in academic life 
(Jahren, 2016). Furthermore, a recent trend in Swedish fiction depicting PhD 
students tends to approach them in dramatic manners, for example in Eng-
berg’s (2017) novel An Outstanding Career, described as “about the art of 
failing with mostly everything in life”1; or Tralau’s (2023) crime novel fo-
cused on the mysterious death of a PhD student in Uppsala. This trend appears 
to extend beyond Scandinavia, as seen in horror literature such as Barnett’s 
(2022) novel which features a mysterious expedition where the team often 
expresses concern whether the accompanying PhD student should have been 
focusing on writing her dissertation instead. 

Within academia, however, this view might take a different tone, as PhD 
studies are often described as tumultuous yet transformative periods, marked 
by both joys and challenges. Existent academic literature largely focuses on 
overcoming the existent challenges and supporting the doctoral candidates de-
liver their promised output: the dissertation. Therefore, literature here often 
takes the form of practical guides (Lantsoght, 2018), many with titles framed 
as survival guides (Firth et al. 2020; Ayres, 2022). A common theme in this 
type of academic literature is that of aiding the doctoral student to develop 
writing skills and construct the doctoral dissertation in systematic manners 
(Davis & Parker, 2012), faster (James & Slater, 2014), or by uncovering in-
visible rules of academia (Brause, 1999). A few works also approach the topic 
of PhD studies with a focus on reflexivity, addressing aspects such as emo-
tional and spiritual resilience (Sterne, 2015), or the power dynamics inherent 
in supervisor-student relationships (Chapman & Stork, 2001). 

A commonly held view in the works cited above is that PhD projects are 
characterised by contrasting periods of time where junior academics learn to 
navigate both successes as well as failures. For many, doctoral studies coin-
cide with significant life events when families are built, relocations are 
planned, health issues can occur—either their own or their dear ones, and op-
portunities arise leading to important decisions having to be made. As Stran-
negård (2003) notes, conducting the doctoral research can become an integral 
part of one’s identity if only through the process of becoming an expert in a 
specific area and method. The pursuit of a PhD title is then intertwined with 
human experiences, many of which are difficult to foresee, shaping how the 
research unfolds. It is perhaps for such reasons that the doctoral period is often 

 
1 Our translation from Swedish. Original title: “En enastående karriär”; Original description: 
“om konsten att misslyckas med det mesta i livet” 
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referred to through metaphors of a journey in everyday discussions, as well as 
in academic literature. 

The abundance of the journey metaphor depicting the doctoral period seeks 
to capture the exploratory aspects of this type of education. Terms such as 
journey or trajectory (Lantsoght, 2018), as well as navigation (McDonnell, 
2020), invoke a certain linear progression from point A (the beginning of a 
PhD project) to point B (often, the successful defence of the dissertation). 
While we find that such language efficiently emphasizes the output-focused 
aspect of this process, it can often fall short when considering the doctoral 
period in its entirety. After all, in light of all the events unfolding in a person’s 
life over five years, how could this period be anything else but complex? In 
this volume, we aim to draw attention to the messy, unruly, turbulent, lively, 
vibrant, and spontaneous dimensions of the doctoral years. For such reasons, 
we propose, instead, to expand the imaginary of becoming a PhD through the 
metaphor of the wandering PhD, which we define as an early-career academic 
venturing into unknown terrains, sometimes becoming lost, at other times 
finding exciting directions, committing to new routes, and encountering new 
travellers on the way. Although they might appear to move from point A to 
point B, their path is far less clear and straightforward than they originally 
envisioned it. Thus, through the metaphor of the PhD wanderer we want to 
capture the non-linear progression of a doctoral project which is filled with 
exploration and discovery, as well as human connection, ambiguity, and 
adaptability. 

The wandering PhD student depicted in this volume is one situated in the 
specific context of Sweden. While many experiences described here will res-
onate with academics outside the Swedish academic system, we believe that 
Sweden makes for an insightful case for exploring the lived experiences of 
doctoral students. More specifically, Sweden is often typically regarded as a 
positive example because of its treatment of PhD students, who are considered 
salaried members of faculty staff. As such, their rights and responsibilities are 
clearly regulated by trade unions. However, such advantages do not eliminate 
the potential challenges and unexpected events that can hinder both the well-
being of the PhD students and the progression of their work. Existent literature 
focusing specifically on a Swedish academic context, often mirrors the previ-
ously described broad focus on achieving a successful outcome. For example, 
Burman (2016) emphasises techniques to facilitate finishing on time and re-
ducing stress, while Lindén (1998) looks specifically at supervision practices. 
Nevertheless, there are works which stand out for more reflexive approaches, 
such as Strannegård’s (2003) edited volume which includes senior academics 
from organisational studies reflecting upon their own past experiences as PhD 
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students and their current involvement in third cycle education; or Österlind 
et al. (2022)’s work aptly titled Doctoral Education as if People Matter. Fur-
thermore, Lindberg (2022) provides a fascinating and in-depth historical ac-
count of the doctoral dissertation’s development as a genre within Swedish 
academia between 1600-1855.  

Within this body of existent literature, we were particularly inspired by 
Barbara Czarniawska’s call for more open dialogue on the agreements, disa-
greements, and everything in between that shape academic life:  

 
It is assumed that we all agree on what constitutes good scientific practice, but 
that is not true at all, which becomes evident when it really comes down to it, 
i.e., during evaluations, expert opinions, oppositions, and reviews. Should we 
not then occasionally talk more openly about such matters?2 

(Czarniawska, 2003, p.43) 
 

We envisioned the present volume as an opportunity to share the nuanced and 
varied experiences of PhD students. The chapters within this collection are 
authored by academics who have successfully defended their doctoral disser-
tations and earned their PhDs at Swedish universities. Our aim was to create 
a space for open reflections from those for whom this period remains vivid in 
memory, yet distant enough to be presented in a thoughtful manner. A consid-
eration in shaping this volume was the inclusion of both Swedish and interna-
tional academics. Publishing this volume in English, despite its focus on the 
Swedish academic context, was a deliberate choice made not only in order to 
make the book available to a larger audience, but also to align it with the real-
ity of the Swedish academic landscape. According to the official Swedish bu-
reau of statistics, 41% of the new third-cycle entrants in 2022 were interna-
tional (SCB, 2023, p. 64). This is not unusual as the recruitment of interna-
tional PhD students has long been a tradition in academic institutions world-
wide, the Swedish academic system being no exception. Our intention is for 
this book to go beyond recounting specific experiences of PhD students, of-
fering insights that are relevant to the international community of PhD stu-
dents in Sweden—many of whom may not be fluent in Swedish. 

We were pleased by the interest for such a volume, but also saddened to 
not be able to include all the proposed contributions—such as PhD students 
currently working on their dissertations who wished to share reflections from 
the centre of this intense period, or those who, for various reasons, interrupted 

 
2 Our translation from Swedish. Original: “det antas att vi alla är överens om vad som är bra 
vetenskaplig praktik, men det är vi inte alls, vilket märks när det väl kommer till kritan, dvs. 
vid utvärderingar, sakkunniga utlåtanden, oppositioner och recensioner. Bör vi inte då och då 
prata mer öppet om sådant?” 
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their doctoral studies. This also prompted further reflection on whose voices 
represent experiences of academic life, and how a more diverse perspective is 
needed. Although this is a limitation of the present volume, it also opens up 
opportunities for future projects of this kind. 

Many authors in this volume include advice for current and prospective 
PhD students. While offering advice is easy, implementing it is often signifi-
cantly more challenging. Furthermore, since doctoral projects and institutional 
contexts vary, there is no one-size-fits-all advice which can serve everyone. 
Nevertheless, we believe that reading the included chapters may help sensitise 
current and future PhD students in Sweden to their expectations, realities, and 
the multitudes existent in between the beginning and the end of a PhD wan-
dering. The topics included here reflect what their respective authors saw as 
meaningful. We made a conscious effort to avoid steering the authors in any 
particular direction, encouraging them instead to write in an essay format that 
allowed them to explore their chosen topics in ways that felt meaningful to 
them. As a result, the contained chapters are varied and evocative, covering 
the following topics:  
 

Ï 
 
The process of writing the dissertation is one common to all PhD candidates, 
though it is experienced in highly personal and intimate manners. In the chap-
ter entitled A monograph experience: What I knew and what I know now, Yun-
chen Sun engages in a unique and engaging dialogue with their past self during 
the process of writing the dissertation. While past Yunchen Sun feels over-
whelmed and uncertain, present Yunchen Sun offers comfort by legitimizing 
past feelings, which are most likely recognisable by any reader who has re-
cently completed a PhD. Through engaging in a dialogue with themselves, the 
*two* authors approach complex topics such as writing in a monograph for-
mat, developing an academic writing style and identity, and managing the 
complexities of the research process in which important decisions must be 
made. 

In the chapter To learn or not to learn Swedish: On balancing learning 
investments during PhD studies, Aya Rizk reflects on her own challenges and 
moments of breakthrough in learning Swedish. Although clear expectations 
for international PhD students to learn Swedish are rarely explicitly stated, 
there are existent assumptions that they should achieve a sufficient level of 
proficiency during their doctoral years. Aya Rizk offers a thoughtful reflection 
that provides insight into the experience of an international PhD student who 
is motivated to learn Swedish, actively taking steps towards reaching this goal. 
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Since such experiences are somewhat invisible to native Swedish speakers or 
those who have attained fluency, uncovering institutional and societal barriers 
encountered by even the most motivated PhD students to learn the language 
is valuable to any institutional environment. 

Although not all PhD students in Sweden are required to have teaching 
duties, most are involved in some form of teaching. Per Fors looks back at his 
own initiation into teaching in his chapter Making teaching work (even if you 
didn’t sign up for it). Although teaching came as a surprise at the beginning 
of their doctoral period, for Per Fors this developed into a passion in which its 
value became increasingly clear. This chapter is especially relevant for those 
who might see teaching as a distraction from research, illustrating how these 
two can be complementary, even essential, for those pursuing an academic 
career beyond the PhD.  

A common aspiration and expectation among PhD students is for their 
work to be relevant both to their respective discipline and to society at large. 
In the chapter Becoming relevant, Martin Stojanov reflects on the encountered 
opportunities and choices made during their doctoral project, the alignment 
between their initial vision of the project, what was realistically possible, and 
the adjustments made to ensure the project’s relevance. Martin Stojanov re-
flects on the wish for his work to become relevant as well as himself as a 
young researcher. As such, the first encounter of a doctoral student with rele-
vance as a scientific criterion is explored, and later discussed in relation to 
how this was transferred in the work conducted post-PhD studies, in a post-
doctoral fellowship.  

Emil Ahlström takes a creative approach in their chapter A Travel Guide 
to Dim-Lit Lands, exploring the topic of writing a PhD dissertation through 
the lens of Eastern philosophy. The chapter invites readers on an imagined 
journey alongside the author’s reflections on recently completing their disser-
tation. These reflections are enriched by quotes from the Japanese poet Bashō 
and original haikus composed by the author, illustrating the writing process. 
The poetic form the chapter takes highlights	 the deep emotions intertwined 
with seemingly rigid aspects of writing—such as structure, routines, and revi-
sions. This chapter also testifies to the desire many PhD students share, 
namely to craft a doctoral dissertation that is not merely reporting scientific 
results, but is also a personal and engaging work. 

In the chapter Flying the interdisciplinary flag in doctoral projects, Cris-
tina Ghita revisits her diaries from the doctoral period, reflecting on the entry 
in a new discipline and the eventual integration of theories and elements from 
other fields. While interdisciplinary projects are becoming increasingly ac-
cepted and encouraged in research, they remain risky territory for many PhD 
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students, as expectations still exist to make contribution within a specific dis-
cipline. Moreover, interdisciplinary projects present particular challenges to 
doctoral students where the degrees are awarded in a single discipline and su-
pervisors who are experts in distinct fields. 

Paulina Rajkowska reflects upon dealing with personal challenges and 
their impact on her doctoral work in the chapter Stranded at sea: Navigating 
crisis, responsibility, and activism in academia. The chapter goes beyond a 
mere recounting of turbulent times, offering an evocative portrayal of how 
struggles can remain invisible to those around. For these reasons, Paulina Raj-
kowska illustrates the importance of support systems and the crucial role trade 
unions play by sharing her motivations, involvement, and current full-time 
work in the Swedish Association of University Teachers and Researchers. 
Thus, the chapter exemplifies a different yet vital academic career path—that 
of an academic dedicated to improving Swedish academia. 

The chapter We, nomad: Towards an ethical mode of becoming in Swedish 
academia, Shruti Kashyap offers a powerful and evocative account of the 
challenges faced by international PhD students, particularly women of colour. 
Drawing on feminist theories such as Rosi Braidotti’s nomadic theory, Kim-
berlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality, as well as Sara Ahmed’s work, 
the chapter includes a compelling call for transforming the academic spaces 
which are seemingly meant to be inclusive but often fall short in practice. The 
chapter is a manifest to choosing to thrive and contributes to a growing body 
of literature dedicated to building a more just and inclusive academic world. 

Perhaps one of the most often discussed elements of PhD studies, aside 
from the writing process, is supervision and the relationship between supervi-
sor and candidate. Niki Chatzipanagiotou provides in the chapter Wandering 
through change: The role of supervisors and support networks in the doctoral 
journey an excellent account of a case where supervisors were supportive and 
encouraging, therefore having a positive effect on the doctoral experience. 
This chapter is particularly relevant as discussions about doctoral supervision 
often emphasize challenges and problems, outlining what should not be done 
or avoided.  In contrast, this chapter contributes in showing what should be 
done in order to foster a successful and healthy relationship between the PhD 
supervision team and their students. 

Olof Wadell and Chelsey Jo Huisman offer a unique view of a theory-
driven reflection of their doctoral periods in the chapter The PhD journey: An 
entrepreneurial perspective. As the authors shard much of their their doctoral 
studies’ aspects, they offer a rare joint perspective on the research process. 
While both authors used effectuation theory in their doctoral studies, they now 
re-orient it towards their own experiences by alternately exploring themes 
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through this theoretical lens. Although one might assume that the experiences 
of two academics in such similar contexts will be alike, the chapter reveals 
how different this can be. 

PhD students often receive advice emphasizing the need to become inde-
pendent while simultaneously establishing or joining a strong network. 
Naghmeh Aghaee and Blerim Emruli discuss in their chapter Striking the bal-
ance between independence and academic integration during PhD studies, the 
potential social isolation that PhD students may experience. The authors re-
flect on the challenges of finding a balanced level of independence while nav-
igating academic social structures and offer practical advice on how this can 
be improved.   

In the final chapters of this volume, we include two interviews with two 
senior academics who are experienced in supervising, recruiting, and interact-
ing with PhD students. We engaged in discussions with Christina Keller, Pro-
fessor at the Department of Informatics at Lund University and the Dean of 
the Swedish Research School of Management and IT; as well as Thomas Taro 
Lennerfors, Professor at the Department of Civil and Industrial Engineering 
as well and the head of the department’s division of Industrial Engineering 
and Management. The interviews focused on the main themes presented in the 
chapters of the PhD Wanderer. We chose to include these interviews as tran-
scripts, as we aimed to give the word to seasoned supervisors in a conversa-
tional and informal manner, similar to the Karlstad conference dinner where 
the idea of the present volume first took shape. While we acknowledge that 
no collection of essays or interviews could fully replace the spontaneous and 
enjoyable exchanges that happen in break rooms, conference dinners, or social 
events, we hope that the voices captured here will resonate with current pro-
spective PhD students both in Sweden and beyond, their supervisors, and their 
institutional environments.  
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2. A short overview of doctoral studies in 
Sweden 

Although the academic position of a PhD student typically involves advanced 
research training and working toward earning the title of Doctor of Philosophy 
in a specific field, there are certain aspects unique to the Swedish context. In 
Sweden, a PhD program is referred to as third-cycle education, following the 
first cycle (bachelor’s degree) and second cycle (master’s degree). Generally, 
PhD students, or doktorander, are not regarded solely as students despite the 
title of their position, and are also salaried university staff (although other 
forms also exist, such as PhD students funded by scholarships or industrial 
PhD students). 

To be admitted to a PhD program, candidates must have acquired 240 ed-
ucation credits, including at least 60 credits from second-cycle education, 
making a master’s degree a prerequisite. This position is highly regulated in 
state universities, which constitute the majority of Swedish higher education 
institutions. Prospective PhD students must apply for doctoral positions 
through publicly available advertisements. 

The particulars of how PhD students are funded in state-owned institutions 
are governed by the Higher Education Ordinance (Högskoleförordning 
19933). In this volume, we discuss certain practices, traditions, and regulations 
unique to Sweden. We provide a brief description of some elements that may 
require clarification for international readers or those unfamiliar with the Swe-
dish third cycle of education system. However, this is not an exhaustive ac-
count, and we encourage readers to consult more comprehensive resources, 
such as those provided by the Swedish Association of University Teachers and 
Researchers (SULF, 2024). 
 
PhD student or PhD candidate 
Although there is a distinction between the two terms—PhD student typically 
referring to an academic in the early stages of their doctoral project and PhD 

 
3An English version is offered by the Swedish Council for Higher Education at 
https://www.uhr.se/en/start/laws-and-regulations/Laws-and-regulations/The-Higher-Educa-
tion-Ordinance/  

https://www.uhr.se/en/start/laws-and-regulations/Laws-and-regulations/The-Higher-Education-Ordinance/
https://www.uhr.se/en/start/laws-and-regulations/Laws-and-regulations/The-Higher-Education-Ordinance/
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candidate describing someone further along in their process, such as finalizing 
their dissertation—the concepts have become closely associated, and often be-
ing used interchangeably. One reason for this is that the PhD dissertation is 
often seen as a continuous backdrop to doctoral work, continually under de-
velopment. Additionally, in Sweden, where the position combines both edu-
cational and salaried roles, the term student might be perceived as falling 
short. This duality is also important as different PhD rights have different or-
igins, for example the right to be represented in board meetings due to the role 
of the student, and the right to be supported by unions due to being an em-
ployee.  
 
Supervisor or advisor 
While the term PhD supervisor is more commonly used, advisor has recently 
gained a certain preference, as it suggests a less authoritative role over the 
PhD student’s work. In this book, the terms are used interchangeably, depend-
ing on each author’s preference and usage. In Swedish, the word handledare 
is a more straightforward concept, leading to potential differences in transla-
tion to English, an issue pertaining to language acquisition which some au-
thors also mention in their respective chapters. 

In Sweden, a PhD student typically has two supervisors, a main and a sec-
ondary one. The main supervisor is more closely connected to the doctoral 
project and may also hold the project’s funding, although this is not always 
the case. Both supervisors have a designated percentage of their employment 
dedicated to supervision, which includes regular meetings, mentorship, col-
laboration on studies and paper-writing, and administrative tasks. In projects 
with strong industry ties, an additional supervisor from the relevant company 
may also be assigned. 
 
Length of doctoral programs 
In Sweden, the traditional duration of a PhD program is four years with a pos-
sibility of extension. PhD students are often given the opportunity to teach up 
to 20% of their time, though this is not always guaranteed. Teaching respon-
sibilities extend the four-year period dedicated to research by an additional 
year (if 20% teaching is allocated every year). In many fields it is also possible 
to complete a shorter third cycle education resulting in a licentiate degree. 
While five years is typical for PhD students who consistently spend 20% of 
their time teaching, the duration may be further extended due to parental leave, 
sick leave, or other special circumstances. This is the reason why most authors 
in this book refer to a period of doctoral studies of five or more years.  
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PhD courses 
Doctoral courses are offered to actively employed PhD students, who are ex-
pected and required to complete a specific number of credits, including dis-
sertation work While some courses may be mandated by the home institution, 
most coursework is chosen by the PhD student in consultation with their su-
pervisors and based on what is relevant to their research. Doctoral courses can 
be taken either in Sweden or internationally and are typically condensed into 
several weeks.  
 
Progression seminars 
Progression seminars are milestones that many, though not all, departments 
organize for PhD students. When required, these seminars mark key stages in 
the candidate’s progress. Typically, there are three progression seminars, alt-
hough they are not standardized across universities and faculties: 

A research proposal seminar within the first year, where the candidate pre-
sents their overall plan and any preliminary work completed. 

A mid-term seminar, in which the candidate presents their progress, includ-
ing preliminary results, any eventual publications, and future plans. 

A final seminar (often called the “90% seminar”) held relatively close to 
the defence date, where the candidate presents advanced results while still be-
ing able to incorporate feedback before submitting the final dissertation. 

Monograph or compilation 
There are three types of doctoral dissertations a candidate can pursue: 

A monograph is a book-format work composed of chapters and represents 
a single, cohesive doctoral project. It includes final results that have not been 
published elsewhere. 

A compilation dissertation primarily consists of previously published aca-
demic articles included with the publisher’s permission. This type of disserta-
tion must be preceded by an introductory section—called a kappa—which ex-
plains the overall doctoral project, how the articles contribute to the study, and 
synthesizes the results from the included articles. While the articles them-
selves are published, the kappa must be original and unpublished elsewhere at 
the time of the defence. 

The essay compilation is a less common type which has a similar structure 
to the compilation dissertation but consists entirely of original, unpublished 
works. 

Although the monograph is often viewed as the more traditional format, 
preferences vary by discipline. Compilations are more common in the natural 
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sciences, whereas monographs prevail in the social sciences and humanities. 
However, this distinction is not absolute. 

 
The dissertation defence 
The defence of a PhD dissertation in Sweden is held at the candidate’s home 
institution and is a public event. An assigned opponent is invited to discuss 
the dissertation’s contents with the candidate. Although the discussion be-
tween the opponent and the candidate is central to the defence, the opponent 
does not determine whether the dissertation meets the required standards of 
scientific rigor and relevance. This responsibility lies with the grading com-
mittee. The grading committee consists of academics (typically three or more) 
chosen for their expertise in areas relevant to the dissertation’s subject matter. 
During the defence, the committee members may also ask questions and en-
gage with the candidate. After the defence, the committee deliberates privately 
to decide whether the dissertation has passed and whether the candidate will 
receive their PhD title. Unlike some other academic traditions (e.g., the viva), 
Swedish dissertation defences result in a final pass or fail decision, with no 
revisions typically required after this assessment. 
 
Collegial decision-making 
Sweden has a strong tradition of trade unions, which are widespread across 
many sectors. For PhD students, the respective trade union negotiate salaries 
annually and establish general working conditions through collective agree-
ments. However, to receive support in specific situations, individuals must be 
active members of their union. SULF (the Swedish Association of University 
Teachers and Researchers) represents higher education teachers, researchers, 
and doctoral students. While many are only members of unions, others be-
come actively involved by volunteering in local university associations or par-
ticipating in union activities. 

Swedish universities are generally organized hierarchically into faculties, 
departments, and divisions, each of which elects board members to represent 
various groups, including students, PhD students, teachers, subject divisions, 
etc. These board members meet to discuss and take decisions on proposals 
affecting their constituencies. Serving as a PhD student representative is a lim-
ited-term commitment that involves reviewing documentation, acting as a li-
aison between the department’s PhD students and the board, and voting on 
decisions. 
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II: PHD WANDERINGS  



 

 

Yunchen Sun 

Yunchen Sun is a researcher in organizational studies by chance and a collec-
tor of lived experience by design.  

They believe in the power of stories—especially those of people working 
in relation to change. Their work explores how manufacturing and assembly 
workers design and change their ways of working in pursuit of a digital fac-
tory, how knowledge workers develop new ways of producing knowledge 
with intelligent automation technologies in the achievement society, as well 
as how cultural workers adjust their ways of organizing in response to tech-
nological upheaval.  

They also believe in the power of narratives—particularly those of creative 
nature. Highlights of their artistic expression include an introspective poem 
reflecting on the PhD process, a performance art video exploring conse-
quences of routine change, and a monologue dissecting the phenomenon of 
“quiet quitting”. And of course, the pages that follow.  
 
 
 
Sun, Y. (2022). Designing Routines for Industrial Digitalization (PhD  

dissertation, Department of Business Studies, Uppsala University). Available 
at  https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:uu:diva-483822 
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3. A monograph experience: What I knew 
and what I know now 

Yunchen Sun 
 
A wandering PhD has a goal in sight – a PhD dissertation. In the Swedish 
higher education system, this formal written document can take the form of a 
monograph or compilation, though its prevalence varies by field. Different 
disciplines have unwritten preferences, assumptions, and associations with the 
choice of PhD thesis form. Monographs are more common in humanities and 
social sciences, while compilation-based theses are more common in science 
and technology, medicine and pharmacy. A monograph is more than just a 
few hundred pages of text; it is a testament to independent scholarship. At the 
same time, it is a scholarly production—a dialogue with state-of-the-art re-
searchers. 

As a proud monographist, I fully embraced the monograph way of work-
ing, albeit a little too monomaniacally. Immersing myself in the monolithic 
world of research, I found both comfort and challenge in the monotonous yet 
deeply reflective nature of the process. But looking back, I realize that I wasn’t 
truly alone in my monologue. Throughout my academic career, I’ve developed 
a peculiar habit: engaging in constant internal mono-dialogues with my past 
selves—especially those from critical moments that shaped my PhD trajec-
tory.  

This essay is an externalization of those dialogues, an attempt to normalize 
the complexities of certain situations, and illustrate how particular decisions 
can shape an academic career. The conversations that follow begin with my 
future self-initiating a dialogue with my past self, including a brief background 
on the career stage I was at during that time. These are thematically divided 
into four key aspects: working with the monograph format, improving my 
writing skills, managing the research process, and developing my academic 
and personal identity. 
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Monographing the way 
Yunchen in 2024: Second year of postdoc, publishing the first paper based on 
the monograph. 
Yunchen in 2018: Second year of PhD, preparing to attend two international 
conferences and meet the research community for the first time. 
 
—You know our monograph has been a great conversation starter during this 
postdoc. Almost all your colleagues have written compilation-based theses. 
People are curious! 
—Oh, my! Oh, great to hear from you. And to know that we still have a future! 
In academia, no less! But wait… are we the odd ones out? 
—Not exactly, but people just aren’t that familiar with this format. Most of 
them have worked with multiple smaller case studies, and the compilation for-
mat feels more intuitive to them. I often have to explain that, like doing a 
compilation, doing a monograph isn’t really a choice—it is dictated by the 
circumstances.  
—Yes, how do you respond to your colleagues then? 
—Well, the project had already been running for a year when we joined, and 
it was set to continue to last for two more years. The longitudinal data was 
simply too rich. Sure, it could have been the case with separate papers, but 
that never felt quite right. 
—Oh… oh… this isn’t very reassuring, you know. I’m writing some confer-
ence papers as we speak. 
—Right, but that is still important! Remember we were told that writing a 
monograph doesn’t mean working in isolation. We have to talk to other people 
beyond just the supervisors.   
—Yes, I am aiming to attend two conferences in 2019 with my papers. Maybe 
I will finally meet the faces behind the names I’d been citing and converse 
with them. 
—You did meet them! The first conference was nerve-wracking, and you were 
even late for the session! But by chance, one of the conferences had a com-
munity event, and that helped you connect with the entire research commu-
nity. You kept attending these events and even co-organized one later on!  
—That sounds amazing. Tell me more! Did those conference papers help with 
the monograph? 
—Not directly. None of the conference papers have been published yet. Out 
of the six papers, only one is currently being prepared for journal submission. 
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But the process of writing them helped organize and present ideas, and more 
importantly, it allowed us to get feedback from the scholars we were citing.  
—I see. Would you consider yourself a part of your research community now? 
—Good question. It depends. I do keep up with state-of-the-art research. I 
know who the key figures are in the field. But since we wrote a monograph, 
we didn’t get to establish a scholarly profile in the same way as those who 
published papers. In that sense, our academic impact has been minimal. I also 
decided against writing for a popular audience based on the PhD material, 
which some scholars do. I just couldn’t separate the “PhD-ness” from the text. 
So, I’ve had neither significant academic impact nor public outreach yet. But 
now that I have one journal paper published, and hopefully more to come, that 
might change. 
—Seems like you’re doubting the monograph choice again. I didn’t know 
we’d still be this indecisive. What’s done is done! 
—I know. But this doubt only comes up when triggered sometimes, and right 
now it’s about career advance in academia. In hindsight, we could have 
worked more on the conference papers and submitted them to journals. But 
back then, we weren’t sure if we wanted to stay in academia, so we weren’t 
thinking about long-term publishing strategy. That said, there’s no point 
dwelling on hypotheticals. So, no, I don’t regret writing the monograph. It 
gave us the opportunity to deeply engage with the empirical setting and liter-
ature, helping us become an independent researcher and an expert in the field. 
And unlike papers, the monograph is entirely our own work!  
—Good on us! I had no idea there was so much strategizing involved in pub-
lishing! 
—Oh, absolutely. Ideally, having at least one publishable manuscript ready 
toward the end of the PhD is advisable. It took me two years after the disser-
tation defense to publish the first paper, and it wasn’t even intended for the 
research community we had originally worked with. Some people take even 
longer, especially if they end up in postdoc positions that don’t offer the flex-
ibility to revisit their past work. Others never manage to publish from their 
monograph at all. And yet, there’s always that lingering thought—maybe 
we’ll return to it someday, maybe there’s still something left to say. It haunts 
us, sitting in the back of our minds, keeping us latched onto a version of our-
selves that no longer exists. Maybe that’s why we’ve never truly moved on… 
 
Crafting ideas into words 
Yunchen in 2023: First year of postdoc, finalizing the first draft of a journal 
publication. 
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Yunchen in 2022: Fifth year of PhD, out of funding, finalizing the dissertation 
before the submission deadline—(re)producing over 15,000 words within a 
few weeks. 

 
—Over the past few weeks, I was drafting this new article and I came across 
this 80-page document filled with random text fragments. Care to explain how 
this is useful?  
—Oh, those are all darlings I killed when rewriting the dissertation! Some are 
notes from articles I read, and others are comments from my supervisors. I 
didn’t want to actually kill them, so I kept them here instead.  
—I appreciate your thoughtfulness, but I think you overestimated how much 
of this would actually be reused. I have barely looked at these notes. In fact, I 
think I’ve finally figured out my own approach to crafting words and organ-
izing ideas. 
—I am all ears!  
—Writing is a skill, and a craft that can be developed. We used to blur the 
boundaries between different stages of writing and treated everything as text 
production. What I mean is, we think too much about the text while writing 
and constantly revise it as we go. We’re thinking, producing, rewriting, and 
copyediting all at once. It might work in the short term, but it’s not exactly 
productive when it comes to generating the body of a text. 
—That’s true. I do think and write simultaneously. I also recognize that all 
ideas don’t emerge before writing; some come through during the process it-
self. Writing isn’t just documenting thoughts. It’s part of thinking. 
—Exactly. And that’s what makes writing on a computer both powerful and 
tricky. It’s efficient and generative, but it also makes it too easy to erase, edit, 
and fall into copyediting mode prematurely. 
—I didn’t think that would be a problem, though. 
—Nothing is a problem until it becomes a problem. You pushed yourself to 
intensely write and edit at the same time in order to finalize the dissertation, 
but then you hit a writer’s block when you became too much of a gatekeeper 
over your own words. That led to struggling when writing for an important 
submission after your defense, and which ultimately resulted in a rejection.  
—Thanks for the foresight! But honestly, at this stage of my PhD, I have to 
push myself to meet the FINAL deadline. Do you still let deadlines dictate 
your writing process? 
—Oh, absolutely. But with this journal submission, I had to rewire my brain. 
I didn’t have to write 20 pages for each chapter anymore, so binge-writing 
didn’t work in the same way. The writing now is much more concise and 
straight to the point, for lack of a better term. Speaking of which, I still don’t 
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know how you managed to switch between different chapters and work on 
them in parallel. 
—Sigh. It is about managing different writing styles. Because writing is also 
about voice. In the theoretical chapters, it is the voice of other researchers in 
the research community. In the empirical chapters, it is the voice of my study 
participants. My own voice isn’t really present until the methods chapter. 
Then, I gradually insert more of my perspective in the theoretical chapters and 
in the discussion. Maybe I could have incorporated my own point of view 
earlier, but I have yet to master the genre of academic writing. 
—I get that. Sometimes I also get tired of reading academic texts in our field. 
It can be discouraging and even lead to temporary writer’s block. But you 
counteracted that by blasting DJ sessions on YouTube during those pandemic-
era livestreams. That still helps me too. 
—Yeah, I’ve never been comfortable with silence. I need music or white noise 
to keep me going. Good to know that’s still the case. 
—It is. And I also rediscovered our love for literature. Reading non-academic 
texts has given me both temporary relief and inspiration. Sometimes, I read 
texts from the humanities, which have a completely different writing style and 
help shift my perspective. Because reading is what?  
—Fundamental!  
—Absolutely. You’re also lucky and unlucky to not have been writing in the 
era of generative AI. Some texts nowadays aren’t even written by human an-
ymore. It’s easier to generate ideas when you need a quick input, and for us 
non-native speakers, AI can help with language improvement. But of course, 
people are now more suspicious of writing that seems too polished. Not that 
we have that problem. We still have grammatical mistakes in the abstract, even 
after proofreading it three times! 
—Whoops, well, you know what they say, mistakes make us human.  
 
Rising from turmoil 
Yunchen in 2021: Fourth-year PhD, preparing for the final seminar. 
Yunchen in 2020: Third-year PhD, conducting an unofficial midterm seminar 
and reluctantly wrapping up data collection due to the pandemic.  
 
—I need to channel your productivity for the final seminar! You were so pro-
ductive at the start of the pandemic to have written a conference paper in a 
week. That’s a new record. 
—I guess I have nothing else to do but focus on work. When will the pandemic 
be over? 
—We don’t know. But hey, at least there are vaccines now, in record speed.   
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Yay to science. Now that the data collection is complete, I feel like I’ve had 
an adrenaline shot. Did the conference paper take off? 
—No, but I owe you for laying the groundwork and starting the systematic 
coding process. 
—Glad to hear that! I have a goldmine of empirical data. So, while self-iso-
lating, I dig into that goldmine. 
—That inductive phase really helped tease out the narrative analysis. In hind-
sight, stopping data collection at that point was the right decision. The story-
line naturally ended around the first Covid outbreak. 
—Yeah, I am disappointed that data collection has to end so abruptly, but I 
guess some things are just beyond our control. 
—Exactly. But working with emerging themes from the data was an iterative 
process. It is a goldmine, but there are so many gold nuggets that I’m still in 
the process of refining. That’s what made writing the theoretical and discus-
sion chapters particularly challenging. There are just too many moving parts 
in the empirical chapters. 
—Oh, okay! What exactly are the moving parts? Is it because a few possible 
directions for the empirical chapters I am laying out for the midterm seminar? 
If so, sorry about that! 
—No, those inductive themes are really helpful! Surprisingly though, the big-
gest challenge come from the deductive part. After reviewing the literature 
and attending conferences, I realize that some hot topics in the field needed 
further problematization. That’s where I’m struggling now: I have a rough 
idea of what I can contribute to the discussion, but I don’t know how to frame 
it theoretically or present it in a way that makes sense. I also don’t know how 
to structure the dissertation that will work best for the empirical material.  
Don’t even get me started with the research question… 
—Sounds like you’re confused, but at a higher level. 
—Exactly. Another layer to the problem is that all these ideas exist only in my 
head. Our supervisors can’t foresee what will work or not until I actually write 
them out. There are outlines but they aren’t enough at this stage. Writing these 
chapters takes so much time. I have to choose which one to prioritize. 
—So, a chicken-and-egg problem here: which comes first—writing to figure 
things out, or figuring things out before writing? 
—Yes. For the final seminar, after consulting with our supervisors, I decide 
to be pragmatic: focus on writing, especially the literature review in the theo-
retical chapter, to figure out the gap. Ugh, how I hate that word. Gap. I’m so 
tired of justifying the existence of my dissertation! And other people having a 
say about its existence! 



 

 31 

—Jeez. I see the pandemic and the research process are compounding, and 
your mental health is taking a hit. 
—I know. That’s why it’s important for me to vent, to you, from time to time. 
But I also need to talk more with my peers. Maybe they’re going through the 
same thing. The problem is, we’re still in a pandemic, and everyone is strug-
gling. I don’t even know where to begin. 
—Maybe start by reaching out to your cohort and creating a small bubble 
where you can meet and talk regularly? 
—Damn. I was wiser back then!  
—Well, I have less emotional baggage. Either way, speaking of peer feedback, 
I finally developed a sense of reading between the lines: to discern whether 
feedback is about the writing itself, the ideas behind it, or if the commenters 
are just projecting their own situations.  
—Exactly. I’ve started prioritizing some comments over others. For the final 
seminar, I hope to get feedback on whether my writing captures my ideas, and 
whether those ideas are good enough for a PhD. 
—Well, as saying goes: A finished dissertation is a good one. We have to learn 
when to stop listening to others and finish what we have started. 
 
Figuring it out 
Yunchen in 2025: Third-year postdoc, finally accepting achievements from 
their dissertation and moving on. 
Yunchen in 2017: First-year PhD, starting coursework and conducting the first 
interviews at the case company. 
 
—Recently I stumbled upon our first research proposal! What a nostalgic trip. 
I even noted down some ideas that might be useful for my current research! 
—Thanks! There’s already so much empirical data, and I’m really inspired to 
explore all the nooks and crannies of the case and everything it has to offer. 
—Exactly. We started broad, and over the years, we gradually narrowed the 
scope and readjusted the ambition level. But it was a great start. We had so 
much energy. 
—Thanks! In one of the very first courses, we were told that getting a PhD is 
like getting a driver’s license. So… are you driving now? 
—No, but I’ve become an excellent backseat driver! But no, I didn’t feel com-
petent until a few years after the defense. To be honest, I was not my own 
person for a long time afterward. Writing a monograph and completing the 
PhD took everything out of me. And academically speaking, I didn’t feel like 
the work was good enough to earn the degree. There was still so much more I 
wanted to write, but I ran out of time and money. 
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—Oh, I wish I could be there to give you a hug. 
—Thanks. The process is so lonely, and I don’t have anyone to relate to. I 
guess that’s why I keep having these dialogues with my past self. 
—Do you want to reflect on what makes you feel like an imposter? 
—I think it’s rather complicated. Externally, because we chose to write a mon-
ograph and “failed” to turn the conference papers into publications, we were 
rarely seen as a real colleague during the PhD. Compared to peers who pub-
lished multiple papers, I felt less accomplished. Our research does have real-
world implications, but I didn’t take the strategic route of promoting my mon-
ograph outside academia. Personally, I was completely burned out by the end 
and went offline. I didn’t manage to do any social activities outside of work. 
I suffered from involuntary loneliness.  
—So, we are the PhD mental wellbeing curve with a steady downward slope... 
—Yes, and I’m living proof that it’s accurate. But I’m also living proof that 
things do get better. I’ve started to figure out that our monograph experience 
does not define us entirely as a researcher, nor as Yunchen.  
—Oh, what changed?  
—Well, about a year after our defense, we received an award for the mono-
graph. And not long after that, we got a coveted funding opportunity. But for 
a long time, I was in denial. I felt like I didn’t deserve any of it. Through 
therapy, I’ve learned that we internalized all the criticism of our work we re-
ceived as criticism of us as a person. Slowly but surely, I’ve started to unlearn 
that. I’m learning to separate my academic identity from my personal identity. 
Our successes or failures in academia are just one part of us, but they don’t 
define us. We are our own person and so much more than just an academic. 
And it also turns out that we are a competent researcher.  
—That sounds… both concerning and liberating. Is this really what my future 
looks like? Is this what academia does to us? 
—Yeah, unfortunately, this is something everyone has to figure out on their 
own – what academia, and research in particular, mean to them. I come to 
realize that perhaps there’s an inherent difference between doing a compila-
tion-based thesis and a monograph. When someone writes papers, they de-
velop a certain rhythm for writing, and they get to practice closure. But with 
a monograph, it stays with us. We never really learned to let it go. Even now, 
I’m still extracting material from it to write papers. 
—It does seem poetic… monograph chooses us, but we have to learn to let it 
go. 
—Exactly. And maybe that’s why we are writing a monograph. 
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This is my monograph experience: what I once knew little about and what I 
now know. I have learned to accept my monograph’s impact, see writing as a 
craft, navigate the unexpected in the research process, and become my own 
person/researcher. Though this is my lived experience, I am sure parts of it 
will resonate with other brave, wandering monographists to be. In the end, 
experience is meant to be lived, and no one can take that away. 
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4. To learn or not to learn Swedish: On 
balancing learning investments during PhD 
studies 

Aya Rizk 
 

Part I: The landing 
In April 2015, I departed Cairo with my husband towards Luleå, where I em-
barked on a new journey to pursue a PhD. There are many ways one can com-
pare Egypt and Sweden, and it will almost always end up placing them at two 
ends of a spectrum. Even more so if we compare Egypt’s capital with a small 
city in Northern Sweden. Either way, I came with few expectations, one 
dream, and the mindset that I will learn as I go about this new life of mine.  
That spring day in Sweden was like a winter day back home, with most of the 
snow still remaining but not freezing as to shock me. The days were relatively 
long, and the scenery was breathtaking. 

The next morning, I went to the office for my first day of work, as a PhD 
student. Being welcomed by a nice supervisor and pleasant colleagues gave 
me more hope. All our communication was in English and extremely smooth 
in the first days, weeks and months. Whenever I met colleagues or other PhD 
students the topic of learning Swedish came up and I proudly said that I was 
trying to learn using Duolingo – back then being that trendy new gamified 
experience to help one learn a new language. The summer break came, and I 
was alone in the office because I was still unaware that everyone in Sweden 
is on vacation in July. Like an ambitious student, I dedicated my first Swedish 
summer to reading books and articles in my field, aiming to understand the 
specific research problem I wanted to focus on. I also celebrated the occa-
sional learning milestones of Duolingo, learning what a turtle is called in Swe-
dish – great! 

Autumn came and my colleagues started reappearing in the corridors. One 
day, as I sat at the lunch table, I received a question in Swedish! All eyes 
anticipated my answer with faint smiles on their faces. It came from a 
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colleague who always tried to help newcomers learn the language by speaking 
it to them – with good intentions but at the fastest speed possible. I laughed 
awkwardly. After all, since I knew what a turtle was in Swedish – I should be 
able to understand the question after being in the country for a couple of 
months, no? Well, no, unfortunately that is not how it worked. This encounter 
triggered many questions in my mind: when will I be able to understand Swe-
dish? How quickly should I learn? What goals can I set for myself? If people 
normally learn by attending the Swedish for Immigrants1 (SFI) courses, how 
will I be able to learn Swedish while working fulltime? 

Sometimes these questions disappeared somewhere in the back of my mind 
when I was very focused on research and teaching, which were both happen-
ing in English. Other times, I felt again the weight of these questions: in a 
casual meeting where a quick discussion was taking place in Swedish, when I 
got the occasional question from my supervisors curious to know how my 
Swedish is progressing, when our head of division was discussing teaching 
loads and work distribution and I realized my limitations due to lacking lan-
guage proficiency, or when I wanted to make a short Swedish conversation in 
a shop  and could not. The worst (and best!) of all was when I went back home 
and realized my husband, who arrived in Sweden at the same time as I, was 
then fluent after only six months, writing assignments and giving presenta-
tions in Swedish with emphasis on argumentation and analysis! How did this 
happen? How long ago did he know the word for turtle in Swedish?! I realized 
then that…Duolingo (alone) was not taking me anywhere. 

 
Part II: Doing it on the side, or strategies that did not work 
Realizing that I needed to put more effort or try a different strategy motivated 
me to ask people around me about their own strategies on learning the lan-
guage. When I told my supervisor that this is something I wanted to invest 
time and effort in, she immediately suggested the Swedish for Employees 
courses that the university offered to its staff members. So, I enrolled in the 
first course, bought the books, attended all classes, and even worked in my 
exercise books at home. This experience was particularly rewarding because 
I met newly employed colleagues from all different departments and social-
ized with people sharing my struggle with Swedish – we all knew about the 
turtle, but nobody could formulate a full sentence about it yet. The exception 
to this rule was, unsurprisingly, the colleagues that spoke Germanic languages 
close to Swedish, such as German or Dutch. They enrolled in one of the 

 
1 SFI is a national program providing free Swedish language courses to immigrants in Sweden 
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language courses and disappeared shortly afterwards, only to meet them a few 
months later in a seminar and hearing them have a full, sometimes scientific, 
conversation in Swedish. Impressive, I thought. So, I asked my German friend 
about the secret. “There is no secret”, she said, “just immerse yourself in the 
culture!” I thought culture was something you could immerse yourself in dur-
ing your work, so I did just that. 

Around the same time, I was approached by a fellow PhD student from the 
same department who was about to graduate. He asked if I wanted to represent 
the institution in the university’s PhD student association, that is the student 
union for PhD students. When I immediately asked if I needed to be fluent in 
Swedish, he answered that it was not a requirement, but that it helps to under-
stand some. The little self-confidence in me said I did understand some Swe-
dish, so what better way to “immerse myself in the culture” than joining a 
student union. After all, Sweden has one of the strongest unions, and that 
seemed to be a great opportunity to learn about such organizations. This ap-
pointment meant a two-way representation: representing our department’s 
PhD students in the union itself and representing them in the department’s 
own leadership meetings. The latter was exclusively held in Swedish, where 
the head of department, all division heads, and an administrative representa-
tive were present.  

This was already two years into both my PhD and my life in Sweden. The 
meeting typically started with the head of institution double checking that I 
was fine with Swedish as the language for the meeting, which I confirmed 
enthusiastically as I was eager to learn. Most of those attending started speak-
ing slowly, but the meeting quickly picked up the pace. On good days, I inter-
rupted for clarifications, and on bad days I gave up entirely unless it concerned 
PhD students directly and I switched to English. If I were to estimate now, I 
think I only understood a third of what was discussed in those meetings. The 
same was true for the union’s meetings with representatives of all the different 
departments. It is important to understand that this was a task that was cogni-
tively demanding, just as all the different tasks required in a PhD training. It 
was fairly common to have a headache on the days I had meetings with either 
of those groups. It was strange to me given how accommodating the partici-
pants of these meetings were to me, a non-Swedish speaker. My little self-
confidence turned into mountains of self-doubt. 

More than six months into this appointment, I was introduced to another 
PhD student doing research on learning second languages, and we ended up 
working on a project and a paper together. This colleague spoke 19 different 
languages at the time, six of which fluently. Fascinatingly, he had developed 
his own “language learning toolbox” which included techniques such as 
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speaking in tongues, that is the practice of uttering words and speech-like 
sounds that one does not comprehend. That allowed him to learn new lan-
guages in the span of weeks. Spoiler alert: It did not teach him what the turtle 
is called in the respective language! 

That toolbox was indeed of interest to me. He graciously shared with me 
his Swedish folder from that toolbox. Grammar was not very explicit in this 
folder. It was organized through complete sentences, verbs, nouns, and other 
components which were all mixed to create basic sentences in a particular sit-
uation. Unlike the language app mentioned previously, one learned through 
practicing pronunciation and hearing full sentences. Unfortunately, I did not 
understand then that this is how it was supposed to work– by repetition and 
training my ears. So, I gave up after a few trials under the pressure of the PhD 
project. 

 
Part III: Realizing the dilemma 
As I showed before, there were three strategies that I tried, but which were not 
sufficient to help me reach a basic Swedish conversation level: the Swedish 
for Employees course, immersing myself in an administrative position, and 
my colleague’s tailored toolbox for learning languages. Do not get me wrong, 
these same strategies worked perfectly for some people, as I mentioned. They 
just did not work for me, so I wondered why. About the same time, I was 
diagnosed with burnout-induced depression and took sick leave one month 
before my summer break. This triggered a journey with an occupational ther-
apist who helped with rehabilitation and facilitated much reflection. Essen-
tially, we discussed all my stressors, one of which was learning Swedish. It 
may seem silly at first: why would learning a new language be a stressor for a 
PhD student?  

My reflections led me to realize the dilemma that caused this stress: I 
wanted to make sure I do not miss important career opportunities, for which I 
need to speak Swedish, but which required me to invest time away from my 
research and potentially harming my career development. This dilemma was 
embedded in everyday interactions and conversations. For instance, during my 
PhD student representative appointment, I experienced firsthand all the op-
portunities I would be missing out on if I will not learn Swedish. I did know 
relatively early that I want to continue working in academia, and that entailed 
teaching, research and administrative assignments.  

In our division, we often had discussions on teaching load distribution 
which was divided in “English courses” and “Swedish courses”. Since our 
division offered fewer English courses because bachelor programmes are in 
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Swedish, there were limited options available for non-Swedish speakers. This 
also meant that there was an increased probability to having to teach some-
thing that I was not necessarily interested or even had expertise in. Then comes 
the research, although that depends a lot on the field. Some would say that if 
you work in a lab or with machines, then it does not matter, and if you work 
with humans, then it matters a lot. It often came up in our division meetings 
that we received funding for a research project where the data collection 
needed to be conducted in Swedish. For instance, the researcher should go to 
rural areas and speak with the elderly there about their digital experiences. 
Other times, the financier might expect a report or a presentation in Swedish. 
Again, I saw firsthand how I was “missing out” on these opportunities. Then 
looking at all the different committees and leadership groups, I seldom saw a 
non-Swedish speaking person present. In larger universities, that was even 
more prominent because the competition is fiercer. 

Funnily, when I discussed this with some foreigner friends in academia, 
they thought it was just my FOMO2 – “so you do want to get overloaded?”, 
they would ask sarcastically. To me, it boils down to having the choice. Hav-
ing the choice of teaching what I like, to be included in a research project if I 
am passionate about the idea, and being able to pursue a higher administrative 
position. And lastly, having the choice to maintain a balanced profile across 
the three areas, and not be forced to overcompensate in one area for not having 
enough merits in another in order to be promoted. Without the local language, 
my opportunities became limited, thereby limiting my potential career growth. 

Perhaps part of my experienced pressure also came from the meetings with 
division heads or senior faculty at my home university as well as other uni-
versities where I was invited as a PhD representative to evaluate research en-
vironments. A frequent statement I heard in these meetings was “A PhD stu-
dent should be able to speak/teach in Swedish within X months/years”. This 
statement was presented as a goal, vision, or achievement despite rarely work-
ing.  It was seen as a way to align resources with collective responsibilities in 
the department – this was not easy either. These hypothetical PhD students 
were typically expected to learn Swedish between 6 months to 2 years accord-
ing to these ambitions. Instantly I asked, “what resources are available to them 
to be able to achieve that?” Curiously, that question was surprising to them, 
although it is a typical question asked when setting goals related to anything. 
The available resources were related to the Swedish for employees classes that 
I described earlier. 

Some discussions were more nuanced, and follow-up meetings were orga-
nized to explore solutions. We discussed the PhD student receiving credits 

 
2 FOMO – fear of missing out 
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towards their PhD degree, to be able to dedicate the necessary time to learn 
the language. The problem with this approach is that the language is not really 
an essential or relevant part of a PhD education according to the Swedish 
Higher Education Ordinance. But neither is the pedagogical training necessary 
to teach, which most institutions are eager to grant PhD students to make them 
qualified teachers. So why is the latter approved and encouraged but not the 
former? My experience indicates that the answer lies in the distinction made 
between Swedish and non-Swedish students, which pedagogical training does 
not include. However, an opposite distinction is made in some institutions, 
which allow Swedish students to include course credits from their Swedish 
master’s program towards their PhD degree, something not possible for inter-
national students, especially those coming from outside the European Union.  

Other differences between language and pedagogical training include how 
formalized they are and what alternatives are available. Senior faculty and di-
vision heads feel at ease that documentation proving pedagogical skills can be 
provided and credits can be approved based on that.  But they cannot get a 
similar one for language proficiency, at least not yet, and not to the level that 
ensures conversational proficiency. In terms of alternatives, they would often 
point to SFI as the national starting point for integration, which makes it inef-
ficient to invest university resources into. Moreover, not all municipalities of-
fer SFI courses in schedules that fit PhD students’ work. 

 
Part IV: Strategies that worked 
Several months after recovering from my burnout and depression, I had a new 
perspective on learning the language. I realized this was a structural issue and 
I was not the first or only PhD student struggling with it. I also understood 
that the language expectations I was putting on myself were in addition to the 
equally demanding academic ones. Instead of being a constant stressor, I tried 
to make learning Swedish a matter of opportunity – if it comes, I do my best 
to seize it, if not then I try to consciously explain to myself what I am priori-
tizing right at that moment. That worked for my mental health, but what 
worked to learn Swedish? Well, basically not separating the listening from the 
speaking, in addition to personalized feedback. For instance, during my first 
parental leave, I took my daughter to the open daycare to socialize with other 
mothers. Every time there was a social circle I would start my first few sen-
tences in Swedish, and politely ask if I may switch to English. Everyone was 
so polite in reassuring me that it was fine, yet everyone chose to later socialize 
with others who shared their language. This would continue until I and the 
other mother at the end of the room would lock eyes, ask each other if we 
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spoke Arabic. Fast-forward and that’s how clusters are created. The point of 
describing that encounter is to say I tried to listen to Swedish in many different 
contexts, but the listening and trying to speak did not necessarily go hand in 
hand. I decided that it was time to put more effort into speaking. 

I joined a language learning platform called iTalki, which has amateurs and 
professionals teaching languages. For $5-10 an hour, I could practice speaking 
Swedish where a tutor and I had a conversation, and they corrected me as I 
went. Truth is, the issue was not that I was making many mistakes, but that I 
was still largely missing vocabulary. Those lessons helped with that – I found 
that personalized feedback in a conversation I am initiating and on a topic of 
my choice was of great help. After a few months, I could follow more of the 
parents’ interactions, speak more, and started being approached by Swedish 
mothers to arrange playdates. 

My parental leave was over, and I went back to my English-speaking bub-
ble at the university. After several months COVID-19 hit the world. If any-
thing, I assumed that the limited social life would wipe out my language learn-
ing progress. Little did I know that the digitalization steroids every organiza-
tion took during the pandemic led the municipality where I lived to provide 
both full-time and part-time SFI courses online. I quickly applied to the part-
time online option as I always thought that would perfectly fit my work and 
life situation. This meant two to four hours of work in the evenings to com-
plete assignments, and once a week to participate in online conversation ses-
sions on a topic for which we prepared in advance. In reality, this required 
mostly an hour a day from me since I was not a complete beginner – it seems 
that the turtle, speaking in tongues, and my other efforts did contribute to some 
learning after all. Again, the personalized feedback on my written assignments 
and conversations were a boost, now more on grammar and structure than on 
vocabulary. Within the span of three months, I could sit for the national test 
for the C level, and in two more months for the D level. This was great because 
for the first time I had proof of some Swedish proficiency.  

All this was at the end of 2020, around the same time as when I finished 
my thesis and was about to defend it. I also knew I was moving with my family 
to another region and municipality within Sweden, where it would be much 
easier to use that official proof to enroll to the next levels of language courses 
offered. In the beginning of 2021, we moved to Södertälje for my husband’s 
work. I was lucky to continue working for a year remotely. I took my D-course 
certificate and tried to enroll in the next level. I was unlucky to find that this 
was the only level that was not offered on distance. After several months try-
ing to figure out how to do a placement test for my proficiency, we got the 
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happy news that we are expecting our second daughter. My ambitions to con-
tinue learning Swedish were paused for a while, between my fulltime work-
ing-from-home postdoc assignment, a slightly difficult pregnancy, and job 
search at universities nearby.  

Towards the end of that year and my pregnancy, I had interviewed at an-
other university and signed my contract to start after my parental leave. I was 
optimistic because my group had Swedish as its official working language, 
and I finally wanted to test my conversational skills in a working context. Alt-
hough my PhD journey was over, my language learning one was not. The 
coming section describes the biggest learning curve in my language learning 
journey, after which I started to acknowledge that I can speak Swedish. 

 
Part V: Knowing what I do not know 
My language learning journey started having that phase of also acknowledg-
ing how little I know, even if I could speak. This began when I started my new 
job and was assigned to teach a course to first year BA students where all the 
material and literature were in Swedish. I reasoned that I could not disrupt the 
course by switching the language in a program that was designed to be con-
ducted all in Swedish. I was also collaborating with two other Swedish-speak-
ing teachers. I took a deep breath and a leap of faith in the little Swedish I 
thought I knew. In the first year, I pushed myself a lot in learning Swedish on 
the job. I read all the courses’ literature that was in Swedish. Whereas I knew 
the corresponding material in English, I still took it seriously as if it was new 
material to me. I read all the student submissions in Swedish and formulated 
written feedback in Swedish as much as I could. I put two specific rules for 
myself: 1) I will not bulk-translate any text, and 2) it is ok to wait on lecturing 
in Swedish. The first one was to ensure my cognitive engagement, and the 
second one was to be kind to myself. 

Setting these rules to myself made me take twice to three times longer 
hours than I was assigned to finish my teaching related tasks, spilling over into 
my evenings and weekends, and other tasks I had. But my working vocabulary 
quickly grew. It became a less daunting task to read a Swedish book. I became 
more comfortable reading Swedish books to my children at home without ru-
ining their ears. I started collecting the courage to reply to my colleagues in 
Swedish. Many progress indicators started showing. The second year I gave 
the same course I mentioned, I started using presentation slides in Swedish 
during my lectures. The exercise of creating the content in Swedish was help-
ful, and it became better for the students. The third year I started conducting 
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workshops with the students in Swedish, where I spoke in shorter segments 
and helped them with different tasks.  

Relatively quickly I became a program director for this Swedish under-
graduate program, where I interacted with the faculty, industry representa-
tives, and students, all in Swedish. I started collecting research data in Swe-
dish. I also started to immerse myself in other activities since I was not so self-
conscious anymore. I picked up diving again as a sport, 18 years after retiring 
as an elite athlete. Speaking Swedish in these new contexts helped me to grow 
my repertoire even more. Finally, I am not afraid of Swedish, and I know bet-
ter now how little I know of the language, about the culture, and the people. 
But I continue to learn. Unlike the PhD journey, this language learning jour-
ney has no end really. 

 
Ï 

 
Part VI: Concluding remarks 
This year, I am celebrating 10 years living in Sweden. As much as I miss my 
big warm family, I do enjoy living in this country. Having described my jour-
ney with (not) learning the Swedish language alongside my PhD studies, I 
want to conclude with three things: what institutions can do to facilitate this 
process for incoming PhD students, what students can do themselves, and a 
disclaimer about my experience. 

What can institutions do? In part III, I tried to describe some of the discus-
sions different research groups and divisions have about helping PhD students 
learn Swedish. I think the most important thing these groups should be doing 
is having conversations with PhD students. Speaking to the students them-
selves (as opposed to talking about them) is crucial for the individual PhD 
planning, in which part of it may involve to explicitly assess whether a partic-
ular PhD student is interested and motivated to learn Swedish. After all, let us 
be honest, no matter how systematic the institutions try to help with language 
learning, uninterested or unmotivated students will not be benefitting from 
these efforts. Furthermore, there are legitimate reasons not to be motivated to 
learn the language, such as planning to relocate after graduation or being com-
fortable with living in Sweden and using only English. 

There is also the collective benefit of reaching out to all PhD students in 
trying to solve the language versus resources dilemma. Both Swedish and non-
Swedish perspectives are important if a systemic change is to be introduced to 
enable learning the language, namely to create fair conditions for all the stu-
dents. If we take the example of language versus pedagogical skills: both are 
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necessary to the “academic life” after a PhD training, then isn’t it worth 
providing the same structural support to language training? There may be 
other solutions that emerge from these discussions. The one strategy I am sure 
is not productive is excluding the PhD students from the discussion. 

There also needs to be an understanding and awareness that not all foreign-
ers have a similar trajectory in learning a language. Since it is common to 
speak of how unique every PhD journey is, why cannot we acknowledge that 
it is the same with language learning? It also makes a significant difference 
what the distance is between the student’s mother tongue and the Swedish 
language. Blanket-style goals of speaking or teaching in Swedish within a de-
termined amount of time is simply unrealistic: a German-speaker will always 
take less time and effort than an Arabic- or Chinese-speaker. Instead of these 
goals formulation, we might start talking about conditions, opportunities, re-
sources, and accreditations. A process that encourages the motivated students 
and help them realize their individual goal in a way that does not jeopardize 
their PhD training quality. 

What can students do? I often get the question of what I would do had I 
known what I know today about learning Swedish. I would try all the things I 
tried! I would learn about the turtle, socialize with colleagues around Swedish 
for employees’ classes, try speaking in tongues, join platforms, immerse my-
self in the Swedish culture, and more. In hindsight, every such strategy con-
tributed something. I would, however, change three things: 

First, I would change my attitude towards these strategies in the sense of 
taking them more seriously and exposing myself to them more. For example, 
knowing now how speaking in tongues works, I could have tried my col-
league’s toolbox more persistently. Second, understanding now that personal-
ized feedback was most effective in developing my vocabulary, I might have 
tried setups that provided me with such feedback early on. Third and last, the 
idea of starting my PhD as a part-time employment, with language studies on 
the side, and slowly going up in percentage till full-time employment does not 
sound as crazy as it did the first time I considered it. If this is something I was 
sure about, I am sure my supervisors would have been accommodating. Of 
course, here lie a multitude of factors that influence this decision, including 
salary, qualification to study support, pension, teaching, or other obligations 
which bring me to my disclaimer. 

Disclaimer: I believe I have been quite privileged in my PhD journey. First, 
I had a supportive working environment: from colleagues and supervisors to 
leadership. This is an organizational culture that should not be taken for 
granted. It simply takes one bad apple to create a hostile and stressful 
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environment for a PhD student and a foreign employee trying to learn the lan-
guage. Second, I was employed during the first two years through strategic 
funding. This funding meant much less stress on the research front as I was 
not bound to deliver results to a specific funder and could enjoy freedom in 
shaping my research. So, what does that have to do with learning the lan-
guage? It does not, but it does affect the overall level of stress I was exposed 
to, which also gave some room for learning the language. Third, I had an ad-
vantage with my family constellation: when I moved here, it was just me and 
my husband. We had our first child after three years, which meant that during 
those three years I could put in the extra hours in the evenings and weekends 
to learn Swedish without consuming precious family time. Indeed, every per-
son has different priorities and different thresholds when it comes to work-life 
balance, so personally that felt like a huge advantage when I wanted to tem-
porarily move that threshold. Fourth, the world was hit by a pandemic: as I 
mentioned earlier, the COVID-19 pandemic hit us during the last year of my 
PhD. Although I am not sure about others’ experiences, the first couple of 
months I felt quite productive and in control of my time. And that allowed me 
to enroll to SFI part-time and on distance, which was the first time the munic-
ipality offered that combination. If it had not been to this world event, I would 
have never properly learned grammar or had the confidence to have a short 
conversation. 

 
 

P.S: the word for turtle in Swedish is sköldpadda. 
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5. Making teaching work (even if you didn’t 
sign up for it) 

Per Fors 
 
“Why did you apply for a PhD?” If you are currently a PhD student, I can 
imagine that you have been asked this question at least once by a colleague, 
family member or even one of your own supervisors, perhaps as you were 
interviewed for your position. The main aim of the PhD education in Sweden 
is for enrolled students to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to un-
dertake autonomous research.1 By the time students finish, they should be well 
acquainted with scientific methods and approaches, capable of critically eval-
uating both their own and others’ scientific work, and successfully defend a 
thesis within their subject area. Still, academic work is much more varied, 
encompassing activities ranging from studying various phenomena in great 
depth through data collection, analysis and writing, to administration, the use 
of tools and technologies, and teaching. As a result, PhD students may enter 
academia with vastly different expectations and be drawn to various aspects 
of an academic career. 

The motivation for pursuing a PhD has been the subject of several research 
studies. Leonard et al. (2007), Guerin and Ranasinghe (2010), and McCulloch 
et al. (2017), for example, found that motivators such as personal development 
(pleasure in learning, testing themselves out, proving their ability, gaining 
confidence, or self-fulfilment), development of certain research-related skills 
(necessary for a specific job or position), a drive for independent research, 
interest in a specific empirical field and a drive for innovation or discovery 
were especially common among PhD students. However, motivations related 
to teaching and supervising undergraduate students were notably absent from 
their findings.  

Although some PhD students in Sweden are fully engaged in research-fo-
cused activities throughout their education, the vast majority employed by 
Swedish universities have approximately 20 percent of their time allocated to 
departmental duties, typically teaching or supervising undergraduate students. 
Since education is one of the three core tasks that Swedish universities are 
expected to fulfil – the other two being research and collaboration (Brulin, 

 
1Swedish Higher Education Act (SFS 1992: 1434) 
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1998) – ensuring that PhD students are properly prepared to teach is a key 
priority for Swedish universities. At Uppsala University, where I did my PhD 
in Industrial Engineering and Management, students who teach should take at 
least one course in teaching and learning in higher education.2 Most opt for 
the Academic Teacher Training Course (ATTC), which aims to further the 
“development of the participants’ competences regarding planning, imple-
menting and managing learning and teaching processes”.3 PhD students at 
other universities, both in Sweden and in other parts of the world, are offered 
similar courses where students are trained to become better educators, based 
on the assumption that teaching is a necessary skill to master when pursuing 
an academic career.  

Still, as emphasized by among others Bok (2013), a glaring defect of grad-
uate programs is how little they do to prepare students for teaching. Bok 
(2013, p. 2) even claims that professors may advise their students not to devote 
all their allocated teaching time to teaching, “lest it distract them from the all-
important task of writing a thesis.” In online discussions among academics on 
the forum social media platform Reddit (r/GradSchool), while some find 
teaching during their PhD both fulfilling and important for their careers, the 
majority seem to struggle to balance teaching with research, often viewing it 
as a distraction from their dissertation work, describing it as a “massive 
timesuck.”4 While this discussion offers only a limited glimpse into how PhD 
students perceive teaching during their PhD, it reveals a striking range of am-
bivalent attitudes (is it valuable and even necessary?). Such mixed views 
would be highly unusual, even unthinkable, in conversations about their re-
search. 

My assumption, based on the introduction above, is that many students en-
ter academia with pre-existing, intrinsic motivation for and interest in re-
search, but without clear opinions about teaching. Once enrolled, most stu-
dents eventually find themselves in the roles of teacher and supervisor, but 
they may not have yet formed an academic identity where they feel comfort-
able as educators. While some come to enjoy teaching or find it useful, a com-
mon sentiment among academics – and PhD students – is that teaching is a 
“necessary evil” that should at least not be prioritized over building research 
credentials for future academic positions. Such an approach might be rational 
short-term, as time is limited and must be devoted to the tasks PhD students 

 
2Guidelines for Doctoral Studies at Uppsala University (UFV 2022/728) 
3https://www.uu.se/en/staff/employment/continuing-professional-develop-
ment/courses-for-employees/academic-teacher-training-course 
4https://www.reddit.com/r/GradSchool/com-
ments/1d9twli/what_are_your_thoughts_about_teaching_during_phd/ 
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are actually assessed on (i.e., research output). However, it may come with 
negative long-term consequences since permanent positions such as assistant 
or associate professorships are often teaching-oriented positions, and often re-
quire teaching-related credentials.  

Homer (2017, 2018) writes that PhD students are expected to build a re-
search portfolio that includes publishing, obtaining funding, and demonstrat-
ing impact to secure competitive permanent positions. While these are recog-
nized indicators of academic skill and competence, they are notoriously diffi-
cult to achieve consistently. Teaching-related activities, although often re-
garded as secondary to research, can offer an effective alternative for 
demonstrating researcher development (Homer, 2018). Richards (2017) also 
illustrates how teaching during his PhD education directly enhanced his re-
search skills – improving his critical eye through marking, sharpening com-
munication through teaching complex ideas, and developing clarity and focus 
useful for presentations and public engagement. Furthermore, at least in Swe-
den, most research-focused roles, such as postdoctoral positions, are often tied 
to precarious, short-term contracts. Securing these roles also requires you to 
land highly competitive research grants and stipends to sustain your career, 
and to be flexible in where you live and work. While some junior scholars 
may appreciate the flexibility and autonomy of such a career, it can become 
unsustainable in the long term. 

My ambition with this essay is not to claim that in order to pursue an aca-
demic career you need to love teaching or make it your sole passion. It is per-
fectly fine to treat teaching more as a side activity, to aim for academic posi-
tions that focus more on research, or to seek positions outside of academia. 
However, I will argue that for those of us, who got into academia mainly with 
research in mind but without clear views or opinions about teaching, it is rea-
sonable to start actively embracing teaching as a core part of an academic 
identity. The remainder of this essay is structured as follows. First, I will share 
an account of my own PhD experience from the perspective of someone who 
was a reluctant teacher, yet aspiring academic. Second, I will share some con-
crete insights I have gained throughout this journey, as well as through con-
versations with colleagues who have also recently completed their PhDs. I 
have structured these insights as somewhat tangible strategies or advice that 
can be useful both for coping with the challenges of teaching but also to find 
ways to genuinely enjoy it. My hope is that this will offer current PhD students 
the guidance and perspective I wish I had when I began my own journey. 
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The PhD journey from the perspective of me, a once re-
luctant teacher 
“How did I end up here?” I wondered, as a newly hired PhD student in the 
Division of Industrial Engineering and Management, was tasked with devel-
oping and teaching a course on Industrial Project Management – in English! 
Just a year ago, I had barely scraped through the project management exam 
myself. “How was I supposed to pull this off?” 

When I applied for the PhD position, I had plenty of reasons and motiva-
tions for applying, which I’ll touch on shortly, but teaching was never one of 
them. It’s not like I thought I would dislike teaching, or that I would be a bad 
teacher, I had simply never considered that teaching would be part of the po-
sition. Ever since I started studying a bachelor programme in Mechanical En-
gineering at Uppsala University, I had sincerely enjoyed being in academia. I 
wasn’t entirely sure why I had chosen this particular program or field of study, 
and I found some of the courses only mildly engaging. Still, I enjoyed the 
experience of learning new things, and even more so, the entire atmosphere of 
academia, with its student traditions and extracurriculars. All these things 
opened up to me as a student at the university. At the time, I never considered 
an academic career, though some of my classmates joked that they’d be 
shocked if I ever left academia, since they couldn’t picture me working any-
where else. 

There were probably many different things that eventually led to me stay-
ing, but I only started considering this option after I had been enrolled in the 
Master programme Industrial Management and Innovation. If I had to pinpoint 
one particular event, I would say that my academic interests were mainly 
piqued when taking a second-cycle course called The Philosophy of Innova-
tion. Up until then, we had mainly been studying practical stuff: how to make 
a CAD drawing, how to program a CNC mill, how to plan and execute a prod-
uct development project, and so on. But in this course, we read excerpts from 
books and articles that I had never encountered before during my bachelor 
programme, by authors such as Adam Smith, Karl Marx, Joseph Schumpeter 
and Michel Foucault. Mind-boggling stuff that made little sense at first, but 
gradually grew on me. I eventually realized that I had discovered theory – and 
I immediately fell for it! I especially liked how reading difficult texts at first 
made me feel really stupid and really smart at the same time, and eventually 
allowed me to make connections between the abstract and the real. In partic-
ular, I remember writing the final course paper trying to understand project 
management through a theoretical lens of governmentality. My interest was 
deepened as I started writing my Master’s thesis the following year. During 
this process, I had the opportunity to combine my growing interest in theory 
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with real-world empirical material by following the implementation of Green 
IT initiatives in several Swedish government agencies, analyzing the cases 
through the lens of Scandinavian neo-institutional theory. 

So, that is basically the answer to the question stated in the beginning of 
this essay. I ended up as a PhD student because of the academic environment 
and atmosphere, in addition to my newfound desire to read, write and learn. 
After reading some of the literature on motivation for applying for a PhD, I’ve 
come to realize that this is apparently quite common. I never actually consid-
ered that a substantial part of my next five (actually six – since our first-born 
son arrived during my PhD) years would be spent teaching. Still, there I was, 
before even signing the contract, reading an email about my future teaching 
duties. Honestly, I was initially quite taken aback by the realization that, in the 
near future, I would be standing in front of students close to my own age, 
confidently discussing project models, various types of risk analyses, project 
charters, and other topics I wasn’t entirely familiar with (yet). The next few 
months passed in a blur, and for that reason, I’ll have to spare you most of the 
details. However, I remember oversleeping just before a lecture, forgetting to 
meet up with a guest lecturer, and often ending my lectures too early. Still, 
with support from fellow PhD students, I somehow muddled through. I had 
completed my first course, and although the results were less than satisfactory, 
I felt relieved to have time to fully focus on formulating my PhD project for 
the months to come, dreading the countdown to when the next course would 
begin. 

A year or so later, I would take the Academic Teacher Training Course 
(ATTC). Although I had become a bit more confident in my teaching, I still 
felt deeply anxious about my teaching abilities, and I thought that the course 
would help me to overcome some barriers. The course lasted for five weeks, 
including twelve days on campus with intense lectures, seminars and work-
shops focusing on university pedagogy. The course kicked off with a prepar-
atory assignment about various perspectives on knowledge and pedagogical 
traditions, as well as the importance of considering students’ prior skills, 
knowledge, and expectations for my courses. As the course progressed, we 
engaged in discussions about philosophies of pedagogy, constructive align-
ment, and forms of examination. Looking back at it now, it covered just about 
everything you would expect in such a course. But at the time it did little to 
help me overcome the challenges I personally struggled with, both concerning 
the more practical things (such as planning lectures with relevant content, act-
ing confident in teaching situations, preparing and marking assignments, mod-
erating discussions, etc.) and making teaching feel like a more meaningful and 
enjoyable activity. I simply wasn’t there yet. 
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As I “wandered” through my PhD journey, I eventually came to the reali-
zation that although teaching can sometimes feel like an anxiety-inducing 
chore that diverts attention and resources from my research, most of the time 
this is really not the case. I know some people would say that “if you don’t 
like teaching, then academia is not for you.” While there is some merit to such 
claims, there are ways to increase the likelihood of starting to enjoy teaching 
more, and identify more as a teacher and researcher, rather than as a researcher 
with teaching responsibilities. In the following section, I will share strategies 
that have personally helped me achieve this shift. Additionally, I have gath-
ered insights from colleagues and friends about their effective approaches. If 
you’re struggling with motivation to teach, these strategies may also prove 
helpful to you. 

 
Closing the gaps in your academic identity: meaningful 
integration of teaching and research 
While many universities have started to acknowledge that teaching should no 
longer be “the poor cousin of research” (Biggs and Tang, 2007; p.2), academ-
ics are more often than not still mainly assessed based on research quality and 
output (Cadez et al., 2017). Still, from the perspective of students, the depart-
ment, and the broader academic community and society, teaching and research 
are equally important skills to master. But what I have recently come to realize 
– and what has made teaching far more enjoyable for me – is that prioritizing 
teaching often brings more immediate and tangible value than research. With 
teaching, the impact is visible: you can see students engaging, understanding, 
and progressing. Research, on the other hand, tends to offer more abstract or 
delayed feedback; metrics like publications and citations rarely provide the 
same sense of direct impact. Reflecting critically on the utility and visibility 
of teaching, especially in comparison to research, can foster a stronger sense 
of purpose and meaning in the classroom. As put by one of my colleagues 
when discussing this issue with him:  
 

Our publications are all well and good – but most of them don’t exactly 
make a monumental impact. However, when interacting with students, 
you have certain opportunities to actually shake their fundamental be-
liefs about the nature of the world and their expectations of what 
knowledge they can gain in the classroom. Perhaps even what they want 
to do with their lives. 

 
From a more individual-centred perspective, teaching also promotes growth 
and is an essential step in developing into a well-rounded scholar. In research, 
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we are often embedded in research environments with rather similar perspec-
tives and worldviews. While theories and methods of analysis can differ, 
widely dissimilar perspectives, opinions or approaches are much rarer. When 
teaching we meet students with widely varying levels of prior knowledge, 
competencies, skills and values. As a teacher, you learn how to navigate such 
an unpredictable environment: you are sometimes forced to produce argu-
ments that you don’t agree with yourself to contrast or problematize prevailing 
perspectives, or explain problems from different points-of-view. Such chal-
lenges can be meaningful for any individual, but surely if one is an academic 
scholar.  

This has quite substantial and direct impacts also on the thesis writing pro-
cess. In many parts of the PhD thesis, it is necessary to explain methods, con-
cepts and theories for a more general audience, perhaps one not directly in-
volved in your field. In academia, there are some opportunities for practicing 
the presentation (written or oral) of your research, such as at conferences or 
research seminars, but these opportunities are arguably rare, and the feedback 
you get from bored conference attendees is not always useful. However, one 
way of practicing these skills – of presenting highly complex phenomena to 
an uninitiated audience – is through lecturing. Teaching can also be an effec-
tive way to rapidly acquire in-depth knowledge about a subject which – as-
suming it is a course offered by your own division – should have at least pe-
ripheral relevance to your research topic. 

In an ideal world, your teaching and research interests would align, allow-
ing for direct connections between the two. In my experience, however, PhD 
students are often assigned to teach courses that, at first glance, are only 
vaguely related to their actual research. As I emphasized in the previous sec-
tion, even when there is such a mismatch, teaching still helps you develop 
many skills that are valuable for enhancing your research and, in turn, make 
the teaching experience feel more meaningful. That said, deliberately aligning 
your research with your teaching – and vice versa – can create other important 
synergies. There is a significant disparity in the amount of freedom PhD stu-
dents have in their teaching roles. Some primarily work as teaching assistants 
to more senior teachers in seminars or labs, while others effectively have their 
own courses, which they can design as they see fit. Still, you will find that you 
often have more freedom than you think to tailor the course more also to your 
own needs. Curricula and course objectives are often somewhat vague, and 
regardless of whether you are responsible for a course, a module or only a 
lecture or seminar, you should be able to find creative ways of incorporating 
your own research into some of the course content. An example can be to use 
your own case studies, and to analyze them together with students from the 
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perspective of a theory or methodology that you teach. My own experiences 
with this technique are that it has several benefits. For example, it makes 
teaching much more fun and engaging as you’ll be able to engage with the 
content in a deeper and more nuanced way together with the students, and it 
can provide new perspectives on your empirical material. This goes beyond 
mere empirical cases. You can incorporate a specific theoretical perspective 
from your research into the course, encouraging students to engage with it. 
This deepens and nuances the students’ understanding of the subject and can 
give you new insights about your theoretical perspective. Furthermore, espe-
cially if you’re tasked with teaching a subject that doesn’t particularly excite 
you (because this happens), you can use part of the course to explore more 
peripheral elements that you do find exciting, and think about how these ele-
ments might complement and enrich the topic. 

Another way to find synergies between your two main tasks is through 
pedagogical research. It’s understandable to prioritize activities that directly 
contribute to your thesis during your limited research time. However, there 
are often quieter periods (waiting for feedback from your supervisor on a man-
uscript draft or when a paper is under review) when you may take the oppor-
tunity to reflect on your teaching through a research lens, perhaps even as a 
small side project. At Uppsala University – and likely elsewhere – annual con-
ferences on education provide a platform for teachers to share their experi-
ences with teaching and course development. Attending these conferences of-
fers a refreshing break from thesis work, allowing you to focus on your teach-
ing and courses with the same critical mindset you apply as a researcher. Eval-
uating your teaching methods, syllabi, and assignments through this lens – and 
perhaps even writing a paper about your teaching – can deepen your engage-
ment with the practice. These kinds of pedagogical presentations and publica-
tions are also useful for your CV, given that you one day may apply for a 
permanent position with teaching responsibilities. 

 
Ï 

 
Some final words 
Marking exams, reporting grades and giving feedback on case studies might 
not be the reason why you ended up as a PhD student, but this doesn’t mean 
that you should see teaching as a necessary evil that you need to muddle 
through to keep focusing on your research. Education is one of the main func-
tions of universities, and teaching is a practice that you can learn to like, even 
if you entered academia without considering the teaching aspect, just like I 
did. If you’re aiming for an academic career, there is a chance that you 
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eventually end up in a role where teaching is your main responsibility. This 
means that it is necessary to sooner, rather than later, develop an academic 
identity based in part on you as a teacher. My main ambition with this short 
essay has been to – from the perspective of a once reluctant teacher – provide 
some strategies or approaches to teaching that may help you in this regard. 
These strategies or approaches aim to provide some insight into the im-
portance of teaching, and how it can be viewed as creating academic value 
both for yourself as an academic but also for the academic community and its 
students 
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6. Becoming relevant 

Martin Stojanov 
 
It should come as no surprise that the relationships we form as PhD students 
to our supervisors, other PhD students and more senior academics, or to re-
search participants, are central to our doctoral studies. My intention is to use 
my memories of my time as a PhD student and newly turned postdoctoral re-
searcher as a way to tease out some of the specific ways in which the relation-
ships forged during the course of being a PhD student, are central to the emer-
gence of relevance. The purpose of this chapter is not to reconstruct past ex-
periences as they happened. Rather, I am relying on my memory of what I 
consider pivotal moments in the path from PhD student to postdoctoral re-
searcher. I carry these moments with me as turning points, marking a clear 
before and after, in my understanding of relevance, of how research practice 
comes to matter.  

While I focus on experiences of becoming relevant, my attention to rele-
vance does not emerge in a vacuum. In fact, quite early in my PhD studies I 
discovered that in the field of my studies, Information Systems, relevance 
seemed to be something requiring particular attention and, indeed, something 
that we were all at risk of failing to achieve. There also seemed to be, accord-
ing to some, a tension between achieving relevance and living up to esoteric 
concerns such as rigor and theoretical contributions (Straub & Ang, 2011). All 
this to say, I write this essay as someone who has inherited a concern for rel-
evance as at least partially related to an accountability towards publics outside 
of academia. Nevertheless, the purpose here is to convey that encounters with 
relevance unfold within research practice. 
 

 
Ï 
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A great opportunity 

One of the first things I did as a PhD student was to attend the yearly depart-
ment kick-off.1 At the evening social, my supervisor caught up with me to 
share the news that he had found a great opportunity for a case study for my 
doctoral project. My co-supervisor had established a collaboration with an or-
ganization where I would have great access. I’m sure I was happy to learn 
about this, and knowing now how difficult it is to gain good access to organi-
sations open to research collaborations, I should have at least been excited 
about the possibility presented to me. 

A few weeks later, my PhD supervisor and I had a meeting scheduled with 
the contact person. The e-mail subject, leadership study, perhaps already gave 
me a clue that the path I was on seemed to have little to do with the topic of 
patient empowerment, which had drawn me to the PhD position. I remember 
leaving the recruitment interview happy that the would-be main supervisor 
was excited about a laboratory study in the vein of ethnomethodologically in-
spired Science and Technology Studies.2 Where we were now, did not look 
like a place for that kind of study: I remember a sad elevator, a bleak and 
desolate corridor, and an office environment that spoke plainly about the hi-
erarchies at work. I don’t believe my feelings had anything to do with the place 
itself, or a lack of possibilities for a research project that it most definitely 
held; this was not relevant for what I thought I had signed up for.  

My supervisor and I had a debrief as we left the building. I thought I did 
my best to feign excitement and curiosity, because I thought I needed to. But 
my supervisor knew me well enough at this point to suggest that we consider 
something different. The e-mail we received from the could-have-been partic-
ipant, generously sharing a list of possible contacts, only confirmed that this 
was not the right context for the imagined study.  

While it’s a privilege to be allowed to choose where to conduct the study 
and with who, PhD writing is a practice that relies heavily on the PhD stu-
dent’s ability to drive the project. A project extending over such a long period 
of time is bound to run into challenges, either due to the many dependencies 
that exist for a project to finish, whether that is availability of data or produc-
tive collaborations. It’s also dependent on the changes one inevitably goes 
through over four years or more of doctoral studies. Because you do well to 
assume that there will be challenges, you also want to make sure that whatever 
it is that you pursue, feels relevant to you. I am thankful for my PhD supervisor 

 
1 In many Swedish workplaces, the start of a project is marked by a gathering. This department 
arranged a kick-off at the beginning of the autumn semester. 
2 A prominent example is Laboratory Life by Latour and Woolgar (1979). 
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rightly sensing that no matter how great of an opportunity that field site might 
have been, it was not a right fit for this PhD student. The PhD project is an 
achievement produced in and through relations which allow for it to take hold. 
This web also contains the PhD student’s relationship to the PhD project itself, 
and in times where I struggled, it helped that I felt that my work mattered. 
There are many reasons to pursue a particular research problem, and they are 
not necessarily about a passionate pursuit of knowledge. But as the project 
manager of an often-solitary work practice as that of the doctoral study, it 
helps to have the reasons why something matters close at hand to keep your-
self going. 

 
 Ï 

 
Encounters with relevance 

The opportunity that had presented itself was not the right one for me. Never-
theless, I still needed to find participants for my PhD research. Fortunately, 
my contact person at the organization I worked with during my master thesis 
generously provided me with new contacts. If granted access to this new or-
ganization I had been put in contact with, it would have allowed me to study 
the changes in the provision of healthcare by equipping homes with sensors. 
This focus on healthcare made it easy to feel like the project mattered. Given 
the prevalence of failures whenever new IT is introduced and new ways of 
working are to be developed, studying the work of this organization was likely 
to be of great relevance to the Information Systems field. More senior re-
searchers and discussions during a doctoral course on qualitative methods as-
sured me that my research approach could also be helpful to participants; my 
presence, even if it was to understand what is going on by “only” asking ques-
tions, could strengthen the work of people I wanted to interview and shadow, 
by encouraging their reflective practices. 

It all seemed promising as the management at this organization seemed to 
want me there. I participated in meetings as part of a preliminary study a few 
months into my PhD studies with the intention of getting an idea of what to 
write for my research proposal. It was interesting! I was very happy to have 
gained this access. However, these were meetings organized by the contact 
person I had from my master thesis project. Months passed, and I was yet to 
gain further access. Almost a year into my PhD, I got the opportunity to meet 
with the CEO of the company when I was asked to organize a workshop for 
them during their company getaway. The workshop went well enough, and 
what didn’t was a good learning experience; most importantly, the CEO as-
sured me that I would have the necessary access to conduct further research 



 

 60 

with them. I remember leaving the venue, feeling hopeful and excited about 
getting started after summer. The tree-lined country road (we were out in the 
middle of nowhere) I had walked to get there earlier that morning felt different 
on the way back. Finally, I could start my fieldwork. 

I conducted the first interview after the summer. It turned out to be the last 
interview with someone from this organization. While the full reasons as to 
why this unfolded into a false start are unknown to me, the explanation I re-
ceived had to do with the sensitivity of the timing. The organization was un-
dergoing a lot changes. I left the last meeting I attended with that organization, 
with the impression that there was a misalignment between the management, 
who had promised access, and the actual people who I would have been work-
ing more closely with during participant observations. 

It turned out that this would not be the last false start of my fieldwork. 
Whether conscious or not, during my second attempt to gain access to a rele-
vant organization, I had a slightly different strategy. I contacted a local start-
up working on sensors for eldercare. After several meetings and developing a 
rapport with the person working most closely with the product, I met the CEO 
of the start-up. Shortly after the meeting, I was informed that unfortunately, 
the fieldwork could not continue because the CEO was not comfortable with 
it. 

Two years into my PhD, I started feeling a bit nervous as the midterm sem-
inar was approaching and I began considering whether I should expand be-
yond organizations that work with developing physical sensors for the home. 
This is when I reached out to the organization where I would eventually con-
duct my research over the next two years. The response from the people I 
contacted was almost immediate and shortly after I was there for a preliminary 
interview. I would be working most closely with software developers and ep-
idemiologists. Getting the necessary approval from the management also went 
smoothly. If my two previous experiences of false starts had taught me any-
thing, it was that you can feel when you are welcome in a place. Somehow my 
presence was deemed relevant enough to what the software developers and 
epidemiologists cared about. The only remaining hurdle seemed to be that I 
had to reframe my understanding of what my PhD dissertation was actually 
about. This was the start of a becoming together, an encounter (Savransky, 
2016). Relevance seems to have been something that was predicated on a mu-
tually shaping relationship that could provide the milieu for which something 
could unfold. There was some place, with some people, where a bundle of 
practices making up this particular PhD project could take hold, as it was un-
folding, even before it could be assessed based on any kind of impact outside 
of academia or the field of Information Systems. 
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Relevance emerged not as a feature but a relationship. You may make 
choices but something already exists prior to an encounter: you cannot bend 
your interest in whichever way for anything, and you must allow yourself to 
enter into a becoming with the other. “That is, things mutually pose their own 
obligations and negotiate how a novel thing may come into matter. Creative 
constraints are, thus, reciprocal forms of mattering that simultaneously limit 
and induce novelty.” (Savransky, 2016, p. 93) 

 
 

Ï 
 

Feeling relevant 
I realised quite early in my PhD that what I wanted was to continue working 
in academia, so the worry about what to do next once I had handed in my PhD 
thesis, came as no surprise. Rather, it was an intensification of a feeling which 
I had lived with since I first learned about the precarity of academic contracts, 
the expected years of postdoc positions on short-term contracts and relocating. 
Another challenge is knowing how you fit in, since it is other people who 
decide whether or not what you bring to the table is relevant.  

I almost did not apply for the postdoc position I secured after my PhD. It 
appeared in one of the many job announcements mailing lists I was subscribed 
to, for all the institutions I would consider moving to based on my imagined 
willingness to relocate (subscribing to such mailing lists is highly recom-
mended). The topic of the postdoc project sounded really interesting as it in-
tersected with the topic of my PhD thesis and would allow me work towards 
something that had been the main motivation for my choice of bachelor and 
master studies. I would have the chance to develop many of the skills I be-
lieved I needed for what I had planned for future research. It would allow me 
to live somewhere that suited my life at that moment. The start of the postdoc 
matched perfectly with when my then current employment ended. I also rec-
ognised the PI from the PhD defence committee of one of my friends, as the 
committee member who had asked thoughtful questions and seemed like 
someone who would be a great mentor. Incidentally, this was the same person 
whose name had come up in a conversation with my old master thesis super-
visor, who mentioned that this person would be a great fit for a project which 
I was developing for my postdoc. Despite all this, I somehow was discouraged 
to even apply because I doubted the relevance of my background. The moral 
of the story is, apply, apply, apply, for as long as it feels like the effort is 
worthwhile. 
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Part of the challenge of staying in academia is up to chance. Or as a friend 
insisted when I was sharing my anxieties over whether I will ever get funded: 
it’s an endurance game. If your proposal gets rejected, you try again. Before I 
got my postdoc, I had submitted several unsuccessful applications for post-
docs. The process of writing up postdoc applications meant that rejections 
could sting in a particular way, because of the time invested, the excitement I 
managed to build up imagining the interesting work that it could lead to, and 
occasionally giving into the temptation of imagining how that could open up 
opportunities for the next thing. While I don’t think any of this can or should 
be avoided, it does mean coping strategies to manage rejection are useful. 

It made quite an impression on me, while I was in this headspace of looking 
for postdoc positions and worrying that I might not be able to stay in academia, 
when I spoke to a PhD student who had just had their successful midterm 
seminar, clearly on a path to research and teaching, that they were unperturbed 
by the uncertain outlook. This person was not naively thinking that it will all 
work out. Instead, they appeared be completely unbothered because they were 
not worried that they would be able to continue doing what they like doing. It 
might just not be in academia. 

This conversation sparked an examination of what it was that I enjoyed 
about being in academia, and opened up new possibilities for imagining what 
to do next. It also sensitised me to the downsides of staying in academia, which 
was helpful for the situation I was in, and encouraged me to look elsewhere. 
After completing my first post-PhD application for a job in industry, I sud-
denly found myself deeply invested in an imagined future of working as a 
product owner for a large pharmaceutical company. It did not lead to an inter-
view, but it turned out applying worked as a coping mechanism. It was also a 
helpful way to gain a better understanding of what is interesting and enjoyable 
about academic work, what the qualities of the specific practices that draw me 
to this work are. Abstracting the aspects I enjoyed in my work practices from 
academic institutions allowed me to more clearly consider what mattered, and 
with that, the scope of possibilities for where my PhD could become relevant 
expanded.  
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7. A travel guide to dim-lit lands  

Emil Ahlström 
 
“The moon and sun are eternal travelers. Even the years wander on.”  

–Bashō1 
 
In the travelogue “Narrow Road to the Interior”, the Japanese haiku poet 
Bashō takes the reader with him on his journey to visit the homes, shrines and 
sites of the great poets of yore. In the book he writes about his travels through 
the 17th century Japanese countryside where he meets monks and farmers, sees 
grandiose temples and babbling brooks, and through it all he writes haiku, 
small fragments of his experience in succinct packaging. 

For some peculiar reason, I decided to try to do something similar in this 
chapter, proceeded to fail miserably, and instead wrote something which is 
partly similar while also completely different. In this way the following chap-
ter truly is an essay, an attempt2, as well as a journey. It is a travelogue through 
the writing process, visiting some sites that will be familiar to anyone who has 
ever attempted to write something of scale. It is modeled on the experience I 
had during the writing of my monograph thesis, many, many pages worth of 
toil and trouble. Perhaps by following in my footsteps you, the reader, can 
avoid some of my mistakes, something which, inevitably, will lead to you 
identifying ever new ones. 

Writing this chapter did indeed take me on a journey, and quite an erratic 
one at that. Where are we heading? To my thesis, and perhaps to yours, or to 
something else entirely. The only thing we know is that it is the written word 
that counts. And so, with hat and walking stick in hand, please follow me out 
the door. The Swedish poet Karin Boye wrote that “there is goal and meaning 
in our path, but it’s the way that is the labour’s worth. (…) Strike camp, strike 
camp! The new day shows its light. Our great adventure has no end in sight.”3 

 
1 All references to Bashō taken from a collection of his travelogues and haikus Narrow Road to 
the Interior: And Other Writings, translated by Sam Hamill. 
2 The term “essay” originates from the French term “essais” chosen by Michel de Montaigne 
for his books with the same name (see chapter 50 of the first book, “On Demokritos and Hera-
kleitos). Essais, literally translated, means “tests” and for Montaigne this literary form allowed 
him to attempt to understand, to not necessarily show the whole of something but rather to prod 
and to peruse a topic, to test the depth of his knowledge (or lack thereof).  
3 English translation by David McDuff. 
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And so, we strike camp. To understand what to do we must do it, that is the 
only way to learn and the only thing I can offer is a few words of advice along 
the road, “don’t go there”, “pass this way quickly”, “here you can stay for a 
while”. What you do with this advice is entirely up to you.   

For in the end, even though I will be showing you some of the paths I took, 
that does not mean you will follow the same journey. This is true for anyone 
who wants to show you the way. It won’t be there for you. It is overgrown and 
difficult to see, it tells you to go straight when your whole body is telling you 
to make a turn. Sometimes it might have been right, oftentimes it will be 
wrong, and the only way to find out, I am afraid, is to make the turn. The one 
thing we can all tell you, is that you will never reach the end unless you start.    

 
Ï 

 
The chasm of the unwritten page 
dangling 
blinking  
an empty page 
 
It starts on a white page. Nothing but a white page and a pulsating marker, 
slowly ticking the seconds away here-gone-here-gone-here. Our journey starts 
at the end, the only way forward is to cross the first and final chasm, the chasm 
of the unwritten page. I spent a long time, lingering at its borders, looking 
wistfully across to the unseen other side, hidden in the distance.  

Below me, mists fill the chasm. Here we must be courageous, lest we 
should fall and drown in its white hypnotic shades and leave our pages un-
written. The only way across is forward, there is no shortcut and no pre-con-
structed bridge, only the bridge you build yourself. In what manner the bridge 
is built, in increments, year over year, or all in one fell swoop, does not matter. 
What matters is the building itself. Each word that you add is a stepping stone. 
Even if it turns out that it is removed in the end it made out the scaffolding 
from which the final traverse was made. I waited a long time before I reached 
this point of my personal journey. Many years of putting it off, of doing little 
of material note in the files on my desktop, of leaving many pages unwritten. 
Perhaps the same is or will be true for you too. Sooner or later you will reach 
the chasm, and it is better to get there early and start constructing the bridge, 
but also better late than never.  
 
Leap of faith 
feeling shapes beneath your feet 
stepping words 
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One step at a time  
Among Bashō’s rules for traveling is one that states that you should never take 
the same lodging two days in a row unless you have a real good reason for 
doing so. Movement, in and of itself, is the one thing which makes the journey 
possible. If we stay for too long in any one place we might start to feel like the 
road is too long, as if it is useless to even get started. That would be a mistake, 
but a mistake which makes sense when the road seems long and the mountain 
passes insurmountable. At the start of any journey of great length it is impos-
sible to see the end, it is, like the other side of our chasm, hidden from view 
in an unseen distance. This does not preclude other, closer, ends however, and 
I will tell you how I made what felt impossible possible, by moving.  

Every day we will walk for a thousand paces, sometimes a little more, 
never a little less. We start early, in the cool warmth of the morning sun, before 
we’ve really had time to wake up. There is no reason to overdo it, a thousand 
extra steps today might just mean that we are more tired tomorrow, steady is 
the mantra. A thousand words then you are free, but always a thousand words, 
every day, no matter how long it takes to reach that count. If you are quick 
today, congratulations, enjoy your lunch in peace. If you are slow today, no 
reason to worry, tomorrow is another day.  
 
keyboard tapping 
birdsong in the garden  
warm fluorescent screen 
 
In the summer of my fifth year of my PhD, I wrote eighty pages through this 
slow but steady pace. Every day I added to the foundation, or the decoration, 
or the scaffolding of my bridge. If I got tired of one part, I tinkered away on 
another, sometimes method and other times cases or theory. Always wanting 
to stop and rest or give in to the temptation of the white chasm and the fall. 
One thousand words a day, that was my promise to myself. I started before 
daybreak, and every day of that summer I moved constantly forward, one 
thousand words, stopping mid-sentence or mid-thought, never staying for too 
long at any one word. If a thought is too complicated, leave it for tomorrow, 
or the day after. Leave it for the free time in the afternoon or a sleepless night. 
There will be many days for you to finish that thought.   

The joy of the great endeavour, of overcoming a great barrier (even if it 
was put there by you yourself, for example by having started too late) has its 
own value but the steady pace approach that I used to cross the chasm does 
not need you to wait until the very final moment to be of use. What if you 
started tomorrow with a hundred little steps, and then a hundred more the day 
after that? How many steps will you have taken in a month, a year, a PhD? 
What if you did not wait until it all seemed overwhelming? Look around, 
where can you go to next? That method section, does it need to wait until you 
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have results or could you describe it tomorrow? That case company, you know 
who they are so tell us today!  
 
Step by step 
the ant travels 
too  
 
The mirage of structure 
In the end we can all see the finished work before us, the road that was once 
taken makes out its pretty little turns across a pristine landscape, but it is a 
mirage. It hides behind well-made brick roads the erratic route which we ac-
tually trotted along. This text is not written from beginning to end or according 
to some plan. It is written in bits and pieces, here and there. I wrote one sen-
tence and then another with little thought of their internal coherence. Coher-
ence was achieved afterwards, as is often the case. Thoughts are thrown out at 
stochastic intervals during the process and my task has been to pin them to the 
wall before they fall so that I can do the sorting after. The order is the story I 
wanted to tell in the end, the route I wanted to take you along. Groups of 
thoughts can offer many stories, I ended up with this one. 

There is therefore not necessarily any reason to be too systematic when 
you are writing. We are meandering along on our way to the finished disser-
tation. We visit the sea of data and search its depths for fat catches, perhaps 
we spend many months here at the banks, fishing for answers. We stay for a 
while to clean the catch but then we must continue on, around the bend we 
have the badlands (full as they are of deep valleys somehow twisting and turn-
ing their way back to where you started) of literature and theory and when a 
particular thought hits us we must make our way back to the beginning and 
start tracing the path of problematization.  

During my PhD, in Tokyo, I once visited the Meiji temple where someone 
had taken their time arranging fallen brown leaves into small symbols. Hearts, 
circles, paths to walk along. This, too, will be your task as you are journeying 
on.  
 
words fall on the page 
autumn leaves 
what a mess 
 
Finding the right way 
The question then, is what the finished shapes can tell us about the road taken. 
My metaphors here meet at a point of conflict. The bridge and the road, the 
chasm and the landscape, they paint different, somewhat opposing pictures of 
the writing process. In a thesis, one would perhaps spend a long time here, by 
the banks of the swamp of metaphors (dank, dim, and prone to drown you, the 
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swamp will do as a metaphor for metaphors), contemplating the implications 
of the bridge and the road. Picking the one that feels right, and sticking with 
it throughout, ensuring coherence and continuity. I will not, not here, but it is 
still worth it to consider how these choices affect the writing journey. 

If the final product is a mirage, it is in many ways in order for the reader to 
avoid the real road taken. As we moved along, we made one journey at first 
to trace out a meandering way through the virgin wilderness of thought only 
to then lead the reader by their hand on a newly built highway. 

 
Revising, 
horse dung left  
for future me  
 
It has to be done I suppose. My thoughts and writings tend to meander too far, 
to add things with little to no value for the end product. However, you should 
not be afraid of pruning. To revise your text will, for most, be the experience 
of realizing that you took a wrong turn somewhere along the way. Now you 
have to trace your way back, realize where you went wrong and then walk all 
the way forward to where you wanted to be again. It feels, in short, like a giant 
waste of time.  

However, it is not simply so that you, fellow traveler, have stayed the same. 
When you made the long and arduous journey up a mountain you learned 
something, even if it turns out that you took a wrong turn and surmounted the 
wrong peak. The next, and hopefully correct, mountain will be easier. Your 
legs and your hearts will be stronger, your feet more secure. The mistake of 
hating your own past work (or hating to revise it) lies here, in many ways you 
would not have been able to see that you took a wrong turn unless you took it, 
and the right path might not have been unless you at first got lost. 
 
manure 
when used right - 
Blossoming flowers 
 
This, sadly, does not mean that you can show everyone the entire route you 
took. For me, as it might be for you, the PhD was a long and difficult journey, 
but you probably don’t want reading your thesis to be a re-enactment of that 
experience You have to ask yourself when the scenic route is necessary to 
show, and when is it a distraction. You have to ponder when and where you 
should stop and cast your eyes and arms towards a splendid vista and when 
you are actually supposed to be moving along a highway to the conclusion. 

A finished text is not the real journey, it provides a path for those that 
would follow which has been meticulously built in order to show that which 
we want them to see, it is a pre-booked helicopter ride straight to the main 
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sights. It is a Potemkin village. A mirage of order brought from the chaotic 
ramblings of a mad person (which we all are by the end, I am sure).   

In the end I meandered my way here and there and visited many different 
places along the way but finally reached my destination by way of the mono-
graph, looking, as it should, similar to what others have done before. I ended 
up at a similar place as everyone else and yet there is something to be said 
about the way you took there, and what was learned along the way. For the 
one who knows where to look, the book is filled with hints of the road taken. 
 
Strike a new path 
Traveling gives you time to think, to ruminate in your mind, and the same is 
true for the process of writing. As words appear before you, their meaning can 
be perceived and tested. Not before you are forced to formulate them do you 
actually think about them. On paper (digital or physical makes little difference 
here) is where you finally confront your thoughts. And confront them you 
must, to experience the limits of your words. In many ways this writing jour-
ney thus mimics the PhD journey, from the feeling of excitement and confu-
sion in the start all the way through imposter syndrome and fear of failure. Let 
me give you an example: 

I thought it would be a good idea, a fun idea even, and a great learning 
opportunity to write this chapter in the form of a travelogue, a description of 
a journey through doing the writing journey. I would write it in a certain style, 
a style which is not the same as my usual, and through haiku poetry, something 
which I have no experience in doing. Consequently, throughout the writing of 
this chapter I’ve felt presumptuous, pretentious, pathetic. I’ve tried writing 
something which I do not have the skills to do and without any particular rea-
son to do it in that way. When my proposal was accepted, I was terrified. 

 
Lost for words 
what presumptions from 
a wannabe poet 
 
hoots and screeches 
these words of mine 
sounds of an ape 
 
Perhaps this is only natural, but in the words of the Swedish Country singer 
David Ritschard “you have to dare to be pathetic”. And so, I decided to dare. 
Will I use poetry, or a travelogue, to describe my future research ideas? Most 
probably not. But perhaps a turn of phrase, perhaps a leftover thought or a 
particular cadence will sneak their way into the knapsack from which I draw 
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my writing. Because when you’ve traveled a long way, you start to make out 
weird little patterns, ways of walking which attract you, make you happy or 
simply feel right. These patterns should not be completely discarded. Perhaps 
a turn of phrase that was pruned from one section inadvertently can find new 
life somewhere else. Bits and bobs that you found along the way should be 
safely stored in your knapsack, who knows when you might need them again, 
who knows when you will reread an old lost thought and suddenly realize its 
new potential. Thoughts only operate in context, but they can operate in many 
contexts.  
 
A stray thought  
left along the wayside… 
For me!  
 
Perhaps therein lies the main message I want to convey to any new and current 
PhD students. Do not expect that things will go as planned, be ready to roll 
with the punches, because no great adventure ever goes the way you thought 
it would, and, if nothing else, the act of trying something new is what allows 
you to learn. There is value in trying, in taking the rare opportunity to do 
something you never would have done otherwise, and writing only gets better 
the more you do it. Perhaps just a set amount every day. I wish you safe trav-
els. 
 
Grass for a pillow, 
the traveler knows best how 
to see cherry blossoms 
- Bashō 
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8. Flying the interdisciplinarity flag in 
doctoral projects 

Cristina Ghita 
 
Interdisciplinarity: bringer of funding and raiser of eyebrows; catalyst for col-
laborations and instigator of ontological conflicts; jack of all trades, but al-
leged master of none.  

Interdisciplinarity is increasingly making an appearance in academic work: 
in journals welcoming interdisciplinary contributions, in funding agencies 
stimulating interdisciplinary collaborations, or in centres and research groups 
who make it the focus of their work. Interdisciplinary projects come into being 
also at the hands of researchers who themselves employ multiple disciplinary 
perspectives and develop an academic identity around this practice. Today I 
consider myself to be an interdisciplinary researcher, but the road here has 
been full of both wondering and wandering. It has only been in the past few 
years that I fully committed to this label, and it is my aim in this chapter to 
reflect about my doctoral project and its interdisciplinary aspects. I find it nec-
essary, then, to include only the briefest introduction to my academic back-
ground. 

During my bachelor’s studies, the programme I was enrolled in was di-
vided into three main areas, namely literature studies, linguistics, and media 
and communication studies. Despite this, one could only choose to major in 
the first two; I chose literature since I was already developing a large interest 
in theory and felt that I could apply it better here. During an exchange semester 
at Newcastle University, where I had taken courses at a media and communi-
cation department and fallen in love with sociological theory, especially of the 
post-structuralist flavour, I decided to change the direction of my studies by 
enrolling in a cultural analysis MA programme at Lund University. I remem-
ber it as a time of immense growth, where I could advance my skills in using 
theory in applied contexts. I specialised in ethnography and was enchanted by 
the multitude of contexts which it could give me access to: I could study how 
a gym was trying to be more accommodating to older and aging members one 
day, and move on to activism in the following month. As I was writing my 
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master’s thesis, I had a moment of clarity when I knew that I wanted to do this 
and nothing else for the rest of my life: to understand how other people live 
their lives and write about it in a way that could do these experiences justice. 
Despite what I would consider today as highly interdisciplinary programmes, 
neither my BA nor my MA were described as such. So, I never understood it 
to be part of my background since, after all, my degrees were in two specific 
fields. It said so, right there on the diplomas.  

In 2016, I moved to Uppsala after being accepted to a doctoral programme 
in Information Systems. Information Systems? It was yet another direction for 
my studies and although I still strongly believed in the value of entering a new 
context and exploring it with new eyes, or the so-called ethnographic lens, I 
was beginning to feel like this will finally backfire. For the following five 
years I was to research how increasingly more people became interested in not 
using digital devices such as smartphones. Information Systems is in itself an 
interdisciplinary field, if not through its definition, through the practices of its 
scholars. Much ink has been spilled on whether Information Systems has a 
“core”, what can be considered research specific to this discipline, or whether 
there are any native theories to it. I soon became anxious, and afraid that my 
diverse background would be unwelcomed, that others would question 
whether I am prepared to be part of this research community, or if my subject 
was even relevant or could be considered Information Systems-worthy.  

When I voiced my fears to my supervisors, they were supportive and un-
derstanding and advised me to always have prepared an answer for the im-
pending question of “Is your research Information Systems research?”. In their 
voices I heard a productive question meant to make me think critically, but in 
my mind it sounded accusatory and set me on a trajectory of doubt. It took 
many years to understand the value of such a question, together with “what is 
your study a case of?” I needed to be ready to explain to others in very simple 
manners what my research was about and the contributions it made to the dis-
cipline. When I could finally do that, I also became more confident in myself.  

I was an avid diary keeper then, as I am now, so I decided to build three 
main points I wanted to make in this chapter based on notes from my past 
diaries as a doctoral student.  

 
Ï 

 
I am taking an introductory course about research into this new discipline of 
mine. Five years we shall spend together, Information Systems. You and I. 
How will you change me and what shall I give back to you? I want to bring a 
new perspective, but perhaps what I have in mind is not novel at all? Are you 
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new to me or am I new to you? A little bit of both? Will we get along? Will 
you close your doors and say ‘no, thank you, we don’t want any’ to anything 
that I will try to sell to you? Or will it pique your interest that I want to look 
not at what people do with technology (I know you like this a lot), but what 
they do not? It could be fun, I think. Just leave your door ajar for me.  
 
My first doctoral year was very reading-intensive. In retrospect this served me 
well but it initially came from a place of insecurity. Coming from a different 
background than the one I was stepping into for my doctoral project, I had 
many doubts about whether I deserved to be there to begin with. I took intro-
ductory courses, I read papers in Information Systems, and tried to carve my-
self a path while still remaining true to what I wanted to do. I wanted to bring 
in my background in creative writing and literature, and use theories learned 
in my master’s studies, but I was unsure how and if it was worth building such 
a project. 

For learning how to handle this feeling, which could be paralysing at times, 
I have only my supervisor to thank. He defended my abilities against my own 
harshest critique and supported my ideas, encouraging the good ones while 
also letting me explore the less fortunate ones so that I can test them for my-
self. This gave the freedom to explore how my own background could be use-
ful in my new discipline and provided me with a safe space where the old 
saying of “there is no stupid question” could be taken at face value. I started 
reading new theories, casting a wide net first and then selecting a few that 
seemed relevant to my study. I became a fiend for annotating books and arti-
cles, started thinking through writing and am guilty for once having sent my 
supervisor a draft labelled “To use or not to use technology” in which I tried 
to combine Shakespeare and technology non-use. Not all interdisciplinary 
projects should see the light of day. But it broke the ice, and it was easier after 
that to send drafts to my supervisor, something I was struggling with then. It 
came with the realisation that my thoughts scatter, pulling some ideas in and 
pushing others away, in an amalgam which in its early stages is difficult to put 
into coherent text.  

Because I was relying on ideas from different fields I juggled with different 
sources of literature and had a difficult time systematising everything. These 
drafts came out then, as they do now, in messy forms which I feared that I 
might be judged upon as a not serious or prepared academic. I didn’t see the 
beginning of a doctoral period as an education, but as a job in which I thought 
that I was expected to already know everything. Although I still struggle today 
with sending early draft texts, I remember this being so much worse and the 
additional fear started settling in that not sending any text might have given 
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the impression that I was not writing at all, which was not true. Pulling ap-
proaches from different disciplines became overwhelming while trying to 
learn the one I was to position my work in.  

Since I was going to research technology non-use I became increasingly 
interested in knowing how I could study something that doesn’t happen, ab-
sence. I understood that what interested me the most in this area were tensions 
and paradoxes which made my head spin and my body come to tension at the 
excitement of working with it. It was the materiality of absence which was a 
wonderful thought to me: it was provoking, it was calling for exploration and 
I was there to explore. It became my interest and my direction in my disserta-
tion. It led me to a range of new materialist theories which I fell in love with 
because they made me see both my project and life in general through new 
and exciting lenses. It felt right and yet it was somewhat outside the bounda-
ries of what was traditionally done by others near me in my discipline. I took 
a specialised doctoral course in these theories where I met those experts who 
before that moment had been unreachable: names on papers and books I was 
reading. It was pivotal and those moments are still to this day the most vivid 
moments I remember: PhD courses in which I could discuss methodology and 
philosophy of science. I felt happy but then I would come back home and 
putting everything in practice felt strange. I felt as if I had woken up from one 
of those dreams which are wonderful but soon forgotten, only insufficient 
glimpses remaining which give the faint hint of a good idea slipping away. 
Reading interdisciplinary work and then doing it was different. Furthermore, 
I had to explain why and how I was doing it. I would spiral in reading the 
reference mentioned in an article I had originally found in a theory book. If 
quantum physics was mentioned to frame an argument, I would want to learn 
about it more and watch an endless string of videos explaining it (or trying to). 
I felt like I needed to understand everything in order to only briefly mention 
it. In my dissertation, I dedicated ample space to chapters such as “positioning 
the work in Information Systems”, where I wanted to clarify why this is ap-
propriate in this discipline. I wrote and prepared as if someone would manifest 
in the room with me at any second and question me about how all this work 
fits in this discipline, to only finally uncover the sham I was running all along. 
I put an incredible amount of energy in answering to a critique that never 
came. I grew to love Information System and yet still fear that because my 
work was somewhat interdisciplinary, I would upset the order of things, 
whichever that was. Doing all the extra work sounds great now but it was 
exhausting back then. Nevertheless, I never regretted it.  
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I have all these ideas and yet no idea how to make them work. I think I am not 
good at explaining all of my reasoning but yet it all feels so clear in my mind; 
What a treacherous road. At my progression seminar someone questioned 
something in my text adding “but I am not an anthropologist, so perhaps I 
don’t get it” and I felt like I wanted to respond back, rather loud really, and 
say “neither am I, and I don’t think you need to be in order to work with 
qualitative methods”, but I said nothing and chose to not fight that battle right 
then. In the end the seminar went well, and my many pages of feedback and I, 
met with my supervisor who was a mountain of support, and who allowed me 
to think about what matters. Focus I must, but moments like these are pushing 
me off the track of writing and thinking which is already such a delicate bal-
ancing act.  
 
Sometimes harsh critique did come, as it is inevitable in any early researcher’s 
life. It was difficult, at first, to understand that comments were directed to the 
text and not to me personally. Reading or hearing negative feedback would 
bring my blood to my cheeks and a tremble to my voice. I wanted to defend 
my work as if I was defending my character. It was not good. An advice I 
often received was that the critique was towards my work and not me. I know 
for many this is a strong distinction, but for me it was a blurry boundary since 
I would invest a lot of time and effort in what and how I wrote it. It was most 
difficult when a portion of text that I was particularly proud of was not well 
received and later had to be deleted altogether. I realised slowly that some 
critique was unfounded and to be ignored, while other was well-deserved and 
would help me down to road. At the same time, even when some feedback 
was not quite hitting the mark it could still be indicative that I didn’t write 
with enough clarity and the text could be misinterpreted. Nevertheless, I 
learned to bring my feedback home from seminars and conferences, let it sit 
untouched for a couple of days, and then when the emotional response had 
subsided, approach it with a clearer mind. I found that even the harshest cri-
tique received had an ounce of truth and that I could use it if not to change 
something drastically, to clarify it.  

It was most difficult to know how to handle critique which came as a re-
sponse to interdisciplinarity. Since my topic combined and was relevant to 
several disciplines such as media and communication, sociology, human-com-
puter interaction, and others I found that some of the methods I was using were 
recognisable for everyone in such fields but sometimes were described with 
different labels. While one reviewer was recommending me to describe my 
method as diary studies, another was of the opinion that another label was 
more appropriate. I learned that although I could not provide ample 
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explanations on why I was not doing something, I could nevertheless explain 
why I chose to do it like I was doing it. In the end, my project combined dif-
ferent methods, two theories, and focused on multiple empirical sites. I found 
a way to explain why this was needed in my project, and how this would be 
of value.  

I found that critique was the only sure thing I could expect to receive in 
academia so I learned to welcome it and not take it personally. Someone told 
me once that academics tend to focus on the 20% of the negative feedback and 
ignore the 80% of the positive things. I relate to this profoundly and once I 
heard that, once I saw it in my own reaction to feedback, I learned three things:  

How I could overcome my emotional response to harsh critique through 
exposure: I sent work at conferences, to colleagues who could read it, and 
explained it plainly to those inside and outside academia who were interested 
in hearing about it. Listening to their critique taught me how to handle it by 
not engaging in a debate then and there. I would always thank the discussant 
for their feedback and then assessed later together with my supervisor what 
was useable and actionable feedback. 

How I could stop focusing on the negative feedback, which is of the useless 
kind, and focus on the constructive kind which actually made my work 
stronger.  

How I needed to acknowledge that I am deeply privileged to have supervi-
sors who tell me when I am doing something well. This was rare for other 
fellow PhD students, but I remember when my supervisors praised me or told 
me that they have heard something good about me or my work. It made me 
feel good, sure, but it also made me understand how important these people 
were for me and my work. It was not about validation, but the feeling that I 
was surrounded by allies and supporting supervisors who told me when I was 
doing something wrong, but also when my work was good. Knowing what to 
keep doing is just as important as knowing what I should stop or change. 
 
 
There is a comment on the side on my dissertation document and the text stares 
right back at me filling me with dread: “I don’t really know what you’re doing 
here”. It’s scary, it’s terrible, it’s from my supervisor, and it’s on the part that 
is to be a main contribution in my analysis. I close the document and take a 
walk but I can’t relax and I feel suffocated by all the good weather outside. 
Spring means my dissertation defence is just around the corner. Why did I 
choose to work with different concepts which might look so alien to this disci-
pline? Why didn’t I just follow the beaten path and played this safe? I come 
back home and my second supervisor has replied “This is what she is doing” 
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linking to an article which is explaining how this would work in Information 
Systems. Saved. Saved. Saved.  
 
The last months when I was finishing writing my dissertation appear now in 
my memory as if I was doing it all in another world, lived by another Cristina 
altogether. My body supported this exhausted mind and pushed it through - 
“we can do this” was my mantra every day. I would wake up extremely early, 
go to work, write for the whole morning, and then continue with other tasks 
such as editing, teaching, meetings, etc. Rince, repeat. Despite not being a 
morning person, I found that my rhythm of writing works best in the early 
hours; this is also what the doctoral years taught me- more about when and 
how I work best. Draft after draft it felt like the feedback from my supervisor 
was placing barriers with every comment on the side of my final text. And yet 
I still felt moments of joy because I was writing this piece of text which was 
in its final stages and what I needed to fix were details. When everything was 
done, when the dissertation was ready and sent to the publishing department, 
there came the time to register it in the university system. And there, in the 
little option field where I had to type which discipline this belongs to - I froze.  

So, after all this time of trying to write this text within this discipline: was 
it Information Systems? I still harboured fears of rejection by this community. 
It was not fair; I had pulled concepts and help from other disciplines - should 
they not be acknowledged? At the same time, I wanted to frame it in the dis-
cipline of Information Systems so badly: should this effort go unnoticed? In 
the end I chose Information Systems - social aspects. I reasoned that the “so-
cial aspects” would have to do - that it would encompass the disciplinary 
worlds I visited and gained so much help from. It was the best I could do.  
 

Ï 
 
At the moment of writing this, I am currently at the end of my postdoctoral 
fellowship, in a technical faculty, in a department of civil and industrial engi-
neering. I work in an interdisciplinary group in Energy Studies. And I reflect:  

Are we custodians of our disciplines? Why do we feel ownership over them 
and what are our obligations to disciplines? Interdisciplinarity has become 
much wanted in research projects, but how does one learn how to do it? Today, 
working amongst academics from industrial engineering, psychology, politi-
cal science, and others, I understand that respecting other perspectives and 
collaborating is the normal, not the exception. But this is terribly hard for those 
PhD students who are in individual projects and have to prove that that they 
have contributed with their work in a discipline. After all, we become Doctors 
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in a specific discipline, and our doctorate diplomas do not declare us interdis-
ciplinary PhDs. Being in this environment has allowed me to fly the flag of 
interdisciplinarity and consider my doctoral work for what it was: at the inter-
section of Information Systems with other disciplines.  

As PhD students, we are used to a set of questions which we somewhat 
dread the more we progress in our project: what is your work about, what are 
your main theoretical/methodological frameworks, and when will you finish 
your thesis? The last one is such a dreadful question, it should probably never 
be mentioned outside supervision, but the first two require some attention and 
thought. We wish to give a simple answer, and where there is none, as is often 
the case in interdisciplinary work, we feel inadequate.  

I find it easier to call myself an interdisciplinary researcher after passing 
my PhD defence. But as a PhD student, being daring with your dissertation 
can be scary. I discovered that after graduation, I had access to centres for 
interdisciplinarity, could work in interdisciplinary groups, could call myself 
an interdisciplinary researcher guilt-free, and ultimately receive recognition in 
this sense from the discipline I tried so hard to belong to.  

In 2024 I received the SISA (Swedish Information Systems Academy) 
Börje Langefors Award for the best dissertation in this discipline for that year. 
My award states that my work offers “a valuable contribution to the research 
field of Information Systems with its transparent, creative, and atypical meth-
ods”. I was humbled by the statement that atypical methods and interdiscipli-
nary work can be recognised as important contributions even when consider-
ing the confines of one discipline. Ultimately, I entered the discipline of In-
formation Systems with so many fears and yet I found a home which was 
welcoming to my background and interdisciplinary aspirations. One cannot 
ask for more. It was difficult because I always wanted to prepare for the worst. 
But not everyone builds high walls in their disciplines. Some build doors, and 
some are worth opening.  

Lastly, I think it is very important to note that although this is the strategy 
that fit me best, not everyone needs to do this. Interdisciplinarity is not an 
excuse for casting shallow broad nets over projects, but having the curiosity 
to engage with different disciplines in-depth. But those who want to engage 
with multiple disciplines in their work, should be supported and offered tools 
helping them grow and develop responsibly as academics. In a manner of 
speaking, interdisciplinary work for doctoral students is a paradox in itself: 
you want to do something new, yet are expected to contribute with new 
knowledge within the boundaries of one discipline. You want to be innovative, 
yet only following a beaten path feels safe. You are expected to be curious, 
but not outside what is already established to be interesting. Frustrations aside, 
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it is at least my humble opinion that this is changing, and the disciplines’ bor-
ders are becoming increasingly accommodating for those of us who want to 
be their mere visitors instead.  
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9. Stranded at sea: Navigating crisis, 
responsibility, and activism in academia 

Paulina Rajkowska 
 
Being a PhD candidate often feels like being stranded at sea—adrift in uncer-
tainty, fighting against unpredictable currents, hoping to reach solid ground. 
This uncertainty is part of the academic experience, but when crises strike—
global, institutional, or personal—the waters become far rougher. During my 
doctoral years, I faced multiple storms: a global pandemic that changed aca-
demia overnight, personal struggles that tested my resilience, and an increas-
ing responsibility in advocacy work that unexpectedly drove me towards lead-
ership roles. These experiences made me realize that in academia, the personal 
and the professional are inseparably linked. The pressure of research does not 
pause for life’s difficulties, and personal challenges are often intensified by 
the intense tempo of academic life. 

In this chapter I explore the intersection of these crises in my lived experi-
ence and how they shaped my life during my doctoral journey and beyond. It 
is my reflection on what it means to navigate academia in challenging times, 
the unexpected ways in which we can find support, and the responsibilities 
that emerge when we realize that we are not alone in our struggles. 

 
Ï 

 
Living with uncertainty 
Uncertainty is an integral part of the PhD experience. Research rarely offers 
clear milestones like those we are used to in prior education, and self-doubt 
becomes an unwelcome companion hanging over our shoulders. Like many 
others, I entered my doctoral studies with a sense of purpose, but quickly re-
alized how fragile my confidence could be. As a so-called ‘gifted child’, I had 
always been ahead of the class. But academia introduced me to some of the 
most brilliant minds I had ever encountered, turning what once felt like an 
advantage into an overwhelming challenge and constant sense of inferiority 
and failure. The pressure to be constantly productive, to publish, to prove 
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one’s worth—these forces create an environment where self-doubt prolifer-
ates. I had assumed my personal life provided a stable foundation for taking 
on these challenges, but that assumption was quickly overturned just a year 
into my studies. In 2018, I faced a family crisis that profoundly impacted my 
sense of self, my support network in Sweden, and the extent of my responsi-
bilities. The experience led to severe depression and became a lasting 
trauma—one I have since had to navigate through therapy and medical treat-
ment. My response was, in hindsight, typical: I drowned myself in work, re-
fusing to take a single day off. As part of an externally funded three-year pro-
ject, my time to collect data was limited. On one hand, I feared failure or even 
a delayed graduation—my funding was limited to three years, and any disrup-
tion to my work could have serious consequences for the timeline of my de-
gree. On the other hand, my colleagues had become my primary source of 
emotional support and stability. Taking time off would have meant isolating 
myself from the only consistent structure I had left. In that sense, continuing 
to work wasn’t just a professional decision—it was a coping mechanism, a 
way to stay connected, needed, and anchored during a time when everything 
else felt like it was falling apart. Work became everything. In the absence of 
a stable personal life, my colleagues and supervisor became my replacement 
family. They were my first island in the storm, offering the kind of support 
that made survival possible. My workplace became more than just a research 
environment—it was a refuge.  

I made sure to hide how self-destructive I became during this period, 
drowning myself in work in order to avoid having to address the turmoil inside 
me. I dissociated and placed my troubles in an imaginary box labelled “deal 
with later”.  I engaged in reckless, dangerous behaviours that should have been 
warning signs. I knew I was walking a fine line between survival and collapse, 
but the only thing that seemed to matter then was keeping up the front. Most 
of my colleagues did not realize how bad it had gotten. To them, I was still 
functioning well since I showed up at work, completed tasks, and laughed at 
the right moments. Sometimes I cancelled commitments on short notice, such 
as after-works, or even work meetings and lectures, but since PhD work is 
considered stressful for everyone there was no surprise there.  From the out-
side, I looked like someone who had simply chosen to dedicate themselves to 
their work. But underneath, I was barely holding on. The hardest part wasn’t 
just keeping up the act—it was knowing that if I let the mask slip, I would 
have to admit to myself just how bad things really were. 

Looking back, I am still not sure what finally shifted. Maybe a change was 
brought by sheer exhaustion, maybe because of the quiet, consistent support 
of those around me, or maybe simply because of time. Eventually, something 
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in me recognized that if I continue on that path, there wouldn’t be much of me 
left to salvage. When the project concluded at the end of 2019, I finally let 
myself crash. The emotions I had suppressed for over a year surfaced all at 
once, demanding to be confronted. It was the roughest water I had ever expe-
rienced, but by then, I had found the strength to navigate it. Even as challenges 
remained, I knew that I wasn’t alone anymore. My research group became 
more than just a workplace—it became my safe harbour, a place where I could 
momentarily set down my burdens and just be. 

Then the COVID19 pandemic arrived, throwing another wrench into the 
equation. The sense of stability I had found in my work environment vanished 
almost overnight. What had once been a refuge was suddenly out of reach 
because of the orders to work from home. Research continued, but now from 
behind screens, in solitude. The spontaneous interactions that had once pro-
vided reassurance—stopping by a colleague’s desk, sharing frustrations over 
lunch, bouncing ideas off each other in a seminar room—were gone. Confer-
ences, workshops, and collaborative meetings were reduced to digital events, 
stripped of the human element that made them valuable. Deadlines remained, 
but the collegial structures that made research enjoyable collapsed. When the 
pandemic started, I had just had my first paper accepted to the largest confer-
ence in my field. I was excited to travel to Hawaii and meet others within my 
discipline. All that was immediately cancelled. I was still lucky though as un-
like many other PhD candidates who had their research plans completely de-
railed by the pandemic, I had already gathered all my data. What I had left 
was writing—a stage that, in theory, should have been easier to manage re-
motely. But writing is not just a task to complete; it is a deeply creative and 
intellectual process, one that requires structure, and a sense of purpose, all of 
which felt impossible to achieve in the middle of a global crisis. With no clear 
deadlines, no immediate pressure to produce tangible results, and no col-
leagues around to create the usual rhythm of work, writing became an abstract 
task—something I knew I should be doing but could never seem to start. At 
the same time, it was difficult to convince myself that any of it mattered. The 
world was falling apart, people were dying, institutions were shutting down, 
and yet I was supposed to care about sentence structure and argumentation? It 
felt absurd. The sense of urgency that had once driven my work was gone, 
replaced by a lingering sense of futility. What was the point of producing re-
search on user experience and technology when everything else felt like it was 
crumbling?  

I had spent years dealing with personal crises by immersing myself in 
work, using external institutional structures and obligations to stay afloat. But 
now, without those structure, I was left alone with my thoughts in a way I had 
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never been before. The same strategies that had once kept me going—relent-
less work, strict deadlines, external pressure—no longer existed. I had to learn, 
for the first time, how to work without running from something. It wasn’t just 
me though. As I talked to colleagues online, I realized that many PhD candi-
dates were struggling in ways that went far beyond what was being openly 
acknowledged. Some had lost months, even years, of research due to lock-
downs. International PhD candidates were caught in limbo, unable to visit 
their families abroad and uncertain about their future in Sweden.  

The response of universities was mixed, but the institutional underlying 
message remained the same: keep going, keep producing, keep meeting ex-
pectations that no longer made sense in this new reality. Official emails 
acknowledged the existing difficulties but provided little concrete support. 
Extensions were granted in theory but came with bureaucratic hurdles. It be-
came clear that while institutions recognized that PhD candidates were strug-
gling, the solutions offered rarely addressed the root of the problem: aca-
demia’s deep reliance on individual perseverance rather than structural sup-
port. I felt increasingly frustrated—not just with my own situation, but with 
how many PhD candidates were expected to simply handle these hardships 
alone. I needed an outlet for that frustration, a way to turn it into something 
productive. I felt powerless. But as I listened to other PhD candidates share 
their frustrations, I saw that we weren’t failing as individuals; we were all 
navigating the same broken system. I wanted to do something beyond simply 
enduring the situation, so I looked for ways to become more involved, which 
is how I found trade union activism 

 
Turning to activism 
What started as a small attempt to engage with workplace issues quickly be-
came something far more significant. It started by simply filling out a form on 
a union website expressing interest in joining a PhD Candidate Board and 
working with work environment issues. Things developed quickly, and I be-
came the Vice-chair of SULF Doctoral Candidate Association. SULF (Swe-
dish Association of University Teachers and Researchers) is a trade union for 
academics, representing those who work at Swedish universities. I was elected 
in May 2021 and I felt that I channelled my negative experiences into a new 
form of resilience and activism, improving my own mental health in the pro-
cess. The more I engaged, the more I realized the feeling of isolation I had 
experienced was not unique—many PhD students were dealing with the same 
issues, and yet we had been conditioned to see them as personal failings rather 
than institutional problems. One of our initial goals was to advocate for fair 
solutions to the widespread study delays that PhD candidates experienced as 
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a result of the pandemic—delays caused by suspended fieldwork, closed la-
boratories, restricted access to participants, and the overall breakdown of ac-
ademic routines. Alongside this, we worked to raise awareness about the 
growing mental health crisis among doctoral researchers, who were expected 
to continue producing results despite these unprecedented disruptions and 
without adequate institutional support. Little did we know that new legislation 
would soon redirect our attention to other issues.   

In 2021, changes to the Swedish Aliens Act introduced stricter permanent 
residency requirements, significantly impacting international academics. 
Many PhD students and researchers, who had previously relied on their aca-
demic positions to qualify for permanent residency, found themselves in pre-
carious situations as the new rules required proof of long-term employment—
an impossible condition for most early-career scholars on temporary contracts. 
The uncertainty surrounding these changes led to widespread anxiety among 
international researchers, many of whom had spent years building their lives 
in Sweden, only to face the possibility of forced departure. The impact of these 
changes caused the chair of our board to resign which meant I had to step up 
and fill that role. Stepping into it was daunting. I had started as a frustrated 
PhD student simply wanting to contribute, but suddenly I was representing an 
entire group in policy discussions. The responsibility was enormous, and with 
it came the pressure of making sure our voices were heard—we wanted to be 
represented not just as statistics but as people whose lives and careers were at 
stake. SULF played a crucial role in advocating for affected academics. In my 
role within the organization, I helped in conducting research to highlight the 
disproportionate impact on the academic sector, engaged with policymakers 
to push for fairer conditions, and helped highlight personal stories of those 
affected to increase awareness of their situations. There was also an emotional 
cost to it though.   

Advocacy is rarely a quick win; more often, it is a grinding process of 
pushing against bureaucratic systems, hoping for small shifts in policy or per-
ception. For every success, there are countless meetings where concerns are 
dismissed, reports go unread and promises never materialize. The frustration 
of seeing the same issues resurface, year after year, can be disheartening. On 
top of that, all of it must be done in Swedish, which for a non-native speaker 
adds another layer of difficulty.   

Burnout among activists is common, and academia offers little in the way 
of structural support for those carrying this additional burden. There were mo-
ments when it all became too much. Balancing research with advocacy meant 
stretching myself thin, while I still wasn’t functioning at 100%. At times, my 
own PhD work suffered because of it. Deadlines slipped, drafts remained 
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unfinished longer than I had planned, and the progress I had once measured 
so carefully no longer followed the timeline I had envisioned. There were days 
when I wondered if I had taken on too much—if, in trying to help others, I had 
jeopardized my own path. But even during those difficult periods, I never truly 
regretted it. I knew that the work I was doing mattered, that it was shaping 
conversations and pushing institutions to acknowledge issues they had ignored 
for too long. And ultimately, I finished my PhD, not despite my activism, but 
alongside it. 

Through this advocacy work, I found something academia often struggles 
to provide: solidarity. The connections formed through collective action were 
some of the safe islands during my PhD. In a system that often isolates indi-
viduals, activism provided a sense of community and shared purpose. There 
is a unique kind of bond that forms between people fighting for the same 
cause. I feel that unlike the often-transactional relationships in academic net-
working, where opportunities are exchanged for mutual benefit, the connec-
tions forged through advocacy are built on trust, shared struggle, and a com-
mitment to something beyond individual success. The colleagues I worked 
alongside were not just fellow researchers; they became friends, allies, and, in 
many ways, the support system that academia itself failed to provide. This 
solidarity extended beyond immediate campaigns or policy fights; It created a 
network of people who understood the pressures of academia—not just in the-
ory but in lived experience. We celebrated each other’s successes, picked each 
other up after setbacks, and reminded one another that we were not alone. In 
an environment that often prioritizes competition over collaboration, finding 
a community that genuinely cared about each other’s well-being was an an-
chor I hadn’t realized I needed. More than anything, activism shifted my per-
spective on academia itself. It revealed the systemic issues that often go un-
noticed until they directly affect us, and that change, however slow, is possible 
when people come together. Even in the moments when progress felt impos-
sible, knowing that I was part of something bigger than myself provided a 
sense of purpose that academic work alone never quite did. 

 
Ï 

 
Reflections from calm waters 
The challenges I faced during my PhD were not unique. The pandemic ex-
posed and intensified long-standing issues within academia—precarity, isola-
tion, and the expectation of endurance at all costs. Personal struggles are often 
dismissed as individual problems rather than symptoms of a broader system 
that fails to provide adequate support. If there is one lesson to take from this 
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experience, it is that academia must recognize the full humanity of its scholars. 
I argue that structural change is needed to ensure that PhD candidates are not 
left to navigate crises—global or personal—alone. This means addressing pre-
carious working conditions, providing meaningful mental health support, and 
fostering environments where personal struggles are acknowledged rather 
than penalized. 

For me, activism became both a necessity and a source of strength. It was 
a reminder that change is possible, even in rigid institutional structures, and 
that collective action is often the most powerful tool we have. But advocacy 
should not be the burden of individual PhD candidates—it should be embed-
ded in the way academia functions. The goal should not be to simply survive 
a PhD but to create a system where scholars can thrive—as researchers, as 
activists, and as human beings. 

Writing this chapter and reflecting on my own journey has helped me gain 
a better perspective on everything I went through. It reminds me of how much 
I grew, how the struggles I faced shaped me, and how they ultimately led me 
to where I am now. Today, I work full-time at SULF, dedicated to the very 
questions I burned for as a PhD candidate.  I now stand outside of academia, 
working to improve it. I cherish my journey despite the ups and downs, and 
given the choice, I’d do it all over again. Looking back, I also see how each 
storm—personal, professional, and systemic—pushed me toward something 
greater than myself. I didn’t just survive my PhD; I found meaning in the 
struggle, in the connections I made, and in the knowledge that change, how-
ever slow, is always possible. 
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10. We, nomad: Towards an ethical mode of 
becoming in Swedish academia 

Shruti Kashyap 
 
All that is gold does not glitter, 
Not all those who wander are lost; 
The old that is strong does not wither, 
Deep roots are not reached by the frost. 

- J.R.R. Tolkien, The Fellowship of the Ring 

For international PhD students, a journey in Swedish academia is an appren-
ticeship of two sorts: professional and social. Swedish PhD programmes have 
some commonalities but also some notable differences in relation to academic 
environments in other places. Those of us who have no prior knowledge of or 
experiences in the Swedish academic system can find ourselves apprenticed 
to learn not only our disciplines but also the system of the academe itself. 
Additionally, Swedish culture, whilst sharing many surface level similarities 
with continental European and North American cultures, is distinct in ways 
that are not always readily apparent. Learning and integrating into not only 
professional but also social systems of interaction in the academe and beyond 
can present necessary (but rather unanticipated) areas of learning for many. In 
this chapter, I expand on my perspectives regarding what that may mean for 
those embarking on the Swedish academic path.  

 
Ï 

 
A plethora of words, a dearth of clarity 
What shapes the academics we become, and how do we become the academics 
we want to be?  

I wanted to write about this question. I had turned it over in my mind count-
less times, during my PhD and after. Even now. But every time I tried to carve 
out a crisp and clear response, the question disintegrated in my mind. It 
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became something messier and trickier and painfully, beautifully, more hu-
man. Writing can be hard. Writing about a topic like this felt especially so.  

I couldn’t separate the journey from the way it changed me. I couldn’t write 
about the external pressures without tracing the internal shifts they triggered. 
I would start with specific things: Institutional culture; mentorship; the odd 
mix of privilege and precarity that define the life of a PhD candidate; the 
strange flavors of intersectionality that define the experience of a PhD candi-
date in Sweden who is also an “other”, whether by gender, ethnicity, culture, 
disability, or any other mark of difference. I thought about the reasons I started 
my journey in academia. The ways those reasons warped and stretched and 
sometimes crumbled under the weight of things which I could not anticipate 
or control. The beacons of light and goodness, sometimes from the unlikeliest 
of places. The joy of little breakthroughs. The times I didn´t think I could keep 
going. The reasons why I did. The reasons why I still do.  

You see the quagmire: I’d start on solid footing, and suddenly I’d be knee-
deep in something else entirely. I was used to sifting through complexity, but 
the complexity wasn’t usually this personal. The more I thought about things, 
the more I despaired of finding a way to express what mattered. How could I 
frame something so inherently intricate in a way that would resonate with oth-
ers?  
 
Finding my voice in Community 
After numerous false starts and abrupt stops, I did what I usually do when 
confusion arrives and does not leave: I talked it out with trusted friends. Not 
just any friends, but women of color who, like me, had navigated the Swedish 
PhD path. Over coffee and online meetings, we traced the contours of our 
experiences. Although our journeys were as unique as we were, common 
threads wove through them. As we spoke, patterns emerged.  

The best way I can think of to describe our collective experiences is to 
depict the PhD process as an arena. In this arena, we were all subjected to 
events, people, and structures beyond our control. We didn’t always choose 
what we faced, but we did choose to stay in the arena and keep moving. We 
learnt to build our armor and our weapons as we went along. We learnt that 
knowledge was not always power and power was not always knowledge, but 
the two were connected in an intricate dance around us and within us. In the 
arena, different people and events gave us courage and energy to keep on go-
ing. Different situations and actions brought us to our knees. Different forces, 
whether wielded by institutions or people or both, tested the limits of our 
strength. We had broken apart and rebuilt ourselves countless times. We had, 
all of us, never stopped evolving.  
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Not all of us completed our PhDs, and not all of us who did made the choice 
to stay on in academia. Yet, the process irrevocably shaped all of us. What 
began as a question of what shapes the academics we become, and how do we 
become the academics we want to be, unfurled into something larger through 
these conversations. Our PhD experiences had shaped not just our careers but 
our identities. We all emerged victorious from the arena. Yet this victory 
didn’t always mean a degree or the decision to stay in academia beyond that. 
Victory was the becoming.  
 
Framing the process 
The common threads between our PhD journeys were quite distinct: Power 
and knowledge; being impacted by, but also impacting the environments we 
inhabited; what this mutual process of shaping meant to who we were. And, 
through it all, reflections on otherness and what that meant to us in Swedish 
academia – a place where we felt equality was largely defined by a focus on 
gender.  

I had already been exploring how to use perspectives from bell hooks, 
Kimberlé Crenshaw, and other intersectional feminist scholars to effectively 
frame my perspective. My conversations with friends raised one other voice 
of significant relevance: Rosi Braidotti. Her feminist work on nomadic theory, 
and her integration of Deluzian ethics, comprised an excellent complementary 
perspective for what I was trying to capture and convey.  

The nomadic academic is a being of ideas, crossing territories and bound-
aries with the vision of movement and emergence rather than a fixed focus on 
destination. Such vision invites the nomad to rethink their own identity of self-
hood and ego through what Braidotti calls nomadic subjectivity (Braidotti 
2013). This subjectivity is a dynamic and socially mediated process of relating 
and negotiating with myriad actors and levels of social structures, allowing 
for an emergent and fluid nomadic consciousness. Such consciousness in turn, 
is a form of ethical resistance to dominant hegemonic structures (Braidotti 
1994, p.23). Rooted in Deluzian ethics, nomadic consciousness emphasizes 
transformation through the negotiation of forces, desires, and values that ena-
ble an ever-continuing state of subjective emergent becoming (Braidotti 
2013). In order to be a nomad one can only ever be on the continuous path to 
becoming.   

The feminist concept of the nomad describes a person not seeking belong-
ing in the traditional sense, but instead a “she”, an “other” who forges meaning 
through movement, adaptation, and relational encounters. She is not bound to 
a singular identity or ideology; her identity is constituted through continuous 
interaction with the worlds she inhabits. In spaces where homogeneity 
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underpins institutional culture, the nomadic subject constantly negotiates vis-
ibility, autonomy, and voice. This liminal space is the source from which her 
becoming springs forth.  

The nomad engages with and within institutions without being defined by 
them. She resists assimilation. She maintains her integrity through transfor-
mation. Such ethical resistance allows for rebellion that is rooted in the col-
lective vision of minority. Such a transpersonal perspective is necessary for a 
true transformation of dominant systems. Such transformation in turn is 
achieved through relational co-constructions of understanding and being 
within the shifting and often precarious spaces between people, institutions, 
and knowledge systems (Braidotti, 2013). Becoming in this way is not about 
wholly accepting or rejecting institutional constraints and norms, but about 
consistently working with, through, and beyond them to open new spaces for 
thought and action.  

Braidotti frames this process in the context of potestas and potentia. The 
former can be understood as forces and spaces that uphold extant structures 
and systems of power, and the latter as forces and spaces that allow for col-
lective transformation. Nomadic becoming begins by recognizing one’s oth-
erness and minority. But, inevitably, the student becomes the teacher. The ap-
prentice becomes the master. As the nomad’s roles and capacities shift, she 
must resist absorption into potestas and uphold the generativity of potentia in 
order to keep becoming. This ongoing negotiation between self and other is 
what moves the subject toward a transpersonal state grounded not in individ-
ual ambition but in the collective emancipation of those who are minor. 

For the academic nomad, ethical becoming is not a fixed endpoint but a 
continual practice of repositioning oneself to resist pressures of categorization 
and constraint whilst still contributing meaningfully to institutions. For no-
madic PhD students, this involves engaging with systems of publication, con-
ferences, supervision, and gatekeeping, whilst remaining detached from them. 
Integrity lies in maintaining alignment with the nomad’s own evolving values 
and desires amid these structures. Sometimes, preserving that integrity means 
stepping away. The nomad may seek alternate spaces beyond institutional 
walls. This is not in retreat; flourishing requires potentia, and at times, po-
tentia is found outside academia. This too is part of the nomad’s becoming. 

Feminist and intersectional theories provide vital scaffolding to the above. 
Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) reveals how race, nationality, and stigma 
compound gendered exclusion in Swedish academia. In settings where equal-
ity discourse does not readily include discussions of ethnicity, culture, or other 
factors, such connections can invariably be overlooked. Burdens of represen-
tation and stereotyping, and pressures to conform in line with potestas, weigh 



 

 95 

heavily on scholars from marginalized backgrounds. These scholars are invar-
iably expected to embody institutional norms whilst remaining excluded from 
networks of power within those institutions (Hollis 2022).  

Feminist epistemologies also remind us that knowledge is never neutral, 
but always situated and embodied. Within academic landscapes, including in 
Sweden, women of color and other marginalized groups do not simply pro-
duce knowledge; they must also justify their presence as knowledge producers 
(Ahmed, 2012). For such nomadic subjects, potentia does not always lie in 
direct defiance, but in reshaping the contours of dominant systems to raise 
marginalized voices and create space for transformation. To persist in Swedish 
academia for women of color is not just an act of intellectual labor but an act 
of ethical resistance. The nomadic scholar moves, adapts, and creates within 
and despite institutional constraints. She does so not in search of fixed belong-
ing, but in pursuit of something deeper: an academic life that is lived on her 
own terms and founded on transpersonal desires and values beyond forces of 
constraint.  

 
Exploring experiences 
Within our cogitation of thinkers, we each encountered structures and mo-
ments that had exerted potestas and provided potentia in our respective pro-
cesses. Our becoming was shaped by both resistance and embrace. We navi-
gated hierarchies, challenged harm, and recalibrated our expectations of men-
torship, belonging, and support. Moments of clarity arrived in unexpected 
places, most notably through the realization that our endurance itself had be-
come a form of knowledge and being for us. We all bent. We all broke. We 
all rebuilt. 

At best, our work was fueled by something deep and luminous. We were 
in it for the joy of discovery, because ideas are alive and when we grasped 
something that felt just out of reach a moment before, we felt connected to the 
world in an indescribable wonderful way. We thrived on moments when a 
student or colleague’s eyes lit up in understanding, or when an off-hand con-
versation or comment similarly sparked a new realization within us. We gave 
freely of our time and efforts because we felt that we were a part of something 
bigger than ourselves.   

But the PhD process doesn’t come with neat edges. It spills into the way 
we see the world, how we speak and write and interact with those around us. 
This academic arena shapes where we focus and what we are anxious about. 
Progressing through a PhD project influences how we understand the com-
plexities of not only our work but the world around us. Our friends and family 
have to deal with our focus and commitment to work, our preoccupations and 
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strange mental meanderings. Although often benign and harmless, these 
tendencies can also lead to a weakened balance between our academic and 
personal identities in a way that hinders becoming. At worst, we felt trapped 
and disillusioned and betrayed by the system we had given so much of our-
selves to.  

We all shared the recognition that along the way, at some point in the PhD 
process, it becomes difficult to tell where the profession ends and the person 
begins. Because of these potentially blurred lines, the same passion that kept 
us in academia during the PhD process and pushed us to stay on or step away, 
also make us vulnerable. We all labored under the often-unspoken belief that 
if we did enough and contributed enough, we would find our place of belong-
ing. Our unspoken hope was that such belonging would allow us to move be-
tween the many territories academics inhabit – the myriad pillars of academia 
– whilst still holding on to a secure tether to ground us as we became. 

 
Herein is the conundrum.  

 
Although we are often primed and expected to give endlessly of ourselves, 
institutions are not necessarily primed, willing or able to give back in equal 
measure. When we give more than we get for long enough, it can drain us. 
Knives of indifference or negativity towards our ideas and contributions can 
cut deep. When this happens, because of the often-blurred lines between pro-
fessional and personal identity in academia, it can feel like we have failed 
ourselves. In academia, potestas often surfaces in the form of control or ex-
clusion that is presented as a consequence of personal failure rather than as 
the structural reality of a system and a context that privileges those who most 
resemble its gatekeepers (Ahmed, 2012). It is easy to buy into this narrative 
and acquiesce to, or even reproduce ourselves, the very structures and dynam-
ics that keep us disempowered.  

The awareness of and discomfort with situations of potestas heralded, for 
many of us, the start of our becoming. What was and is important to realize is 
that any failure, in the sense of ethical nomadic becoming, is not an endpoint 
but an opportunity for potentia. Such potentia forces nomadic subjects to find 
alternative ways of existing within or beyond the institution. This is key to 
becoming.  

Despite its precarity, the PhD process offers privilege in learning how to 
recognize potestas and practice potentia. Reshaping dominant structures from 
within does not always require loud defiance; it often begins with quiet, per-
sistent acts of transformation. For nomadic PhD scholars, this might mean in-
troducing alternative ways of knowledge generation and recognition into 



 

 97 

academic discourse: for example, through methods and language that reflect 
lived experience, or through spaces of inclusion such as peer-mentorship and 
collaboration. It also involves knowing when to engage and when to step back, 
thus preserving one’s integrity in systems that may not fully recognize it. 
Simply existing in academic spaces without conforming entirely, whilst con-
tinuing to contribute meaningfully, becomes a form of ethical resistance. In 
this way, the nomadic subject reshapes the institution not by force, but by 
presence, practice, and persistence. Connecting to the collective is helpful 
here. We, all of us who live in this world, are part of a journey that is riddled 
with unfairness and inequality. This world is unequal. This world is not always 
kind. However, our strength is our awareness and our ability to remain as calm 
as we can be in the midst of it all. Observe. Understand. Focus on what is 
important to you and why. Identify what you can control and what you can’t. 
Make choices. Breathe. Try to shrug off what doesn’t matter. Move onwards. 
And, if or when, you need to draw a line in the sand, do so with conviction. 
Do not compromise on the values you stand for.   
 
On Becoming 
There is a point in every academic’s journey, especially those who are seen as 
“other”, where they must decide: Do they shape themselves to fit the institu-
tion they are located in, do they try to shape the institution, or should they 
walk away from the institution altogether? The following personal insights 
may be of relevance to nomads undertaking a PhD journey:  

Claim and use institutional legitimacy, but do not seek institutional valida-
tion of your own value or worth. Your titles and affiliations do not define you, 
but they can open doors for you. Use your title as a PhD candidate to access 
networks and apply for grants. Use it to legitimize the work you are already 
doing. Use resources such as libraries and journal subscriptions to build your 
knowledge, whether or not your institution fully recognizes the importance of 
your work. These resources are often subject to high levels of gatekeeping 
outside of academia, so use their value as much as you can to strengthen what 
you hold meaningful.  

Harness institutional bureaucracy as a force for potentia. Join committees, 
initiatives, and working groups as much as you can. Use these spaces crea-
tively to create or take advantage of opportunities to introduce meaningful 
new ideas and projects. Where needed, ask the uncomfortable questions. De-
mand transparency. Make it difficult for unsupportive institutions to ignore 
their own policies. 

Remember that transformation happens when scholars broaden what aca-
demia sees as legitimate and accepted. By producing rigorous work rooted in 
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non-dominant knowledge, using inclusive language, naming power, and lo-
cating the self, nomadic academics can support quiet shifts to contour the 
edges of what counts. This can support systemic shifts from detached neutral-
ity to engaged, situated inquiry in meaningful ways.  

Do not hesitate to be selective in your participation and refusal, and to stra-
tegically choose when to engage and when to step back. Participating in insti-
tutional processes on one’s own terms and refusing to conform when integrity 
is at stake are powerful forms of resistance. Such ethical refusal is not rejection 
or harmful rebellion. Rather, it is a way of holding space for values that dom-
inant systems do not prioritize.  

Work to find and create structures and spaces where more voices can be 
heard and sustained. By mentoring, forming peer groups, organizing inclusive 
seminars or reading groups, nomadic scholars can build community within 
institutions that may otherwise isolate or marginalize them. These alternative 
spaces can become sites of potentia.  

Don’t shy away from being visibly different or striving for more than sur-
vival. Transformation happens through being. For nomadic academics, such 
being may simply mean modelling a different way to exist in academia. When 
one refuses to compartmentalize identity, when one insists on belonging with-
out assimilation, it challenges the institution’s underlying assumptions. This 
can reshape the institution’s view of who belongs. 

Use recognition as a tool, not as your identity. If you receive an award, 
grant or fellowship, accept it but never mistake it for protection. Use it to build 
up your work and create more spaces for potentia for yourself and others. Use 
it to foster meaningful connections with people. But remember that institu-
tions themselves are often transactional.  

Do not buy into the myth of the isolated genius. More than success, fulfil-
ment is cultivated in strong intellectual and emotional support systems. Culti-
vate these systems, and be careful about who you invite in. Find and cherish 
those who will read and support you with generosity, who will remind you of 
your worth when institutions fail to do so, and who will celebrate your wins 
without competition. Most importantly, work to ensure you are a person who 
can fulfil this role for others as well.   
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Ï 
 

The most radical form of standing up to forces of potestas is to step into po-
tentia. The most radical act is choosing to thrive on your own terms. Whether 
that means completing the journey or not, staying in academia or carving out 
a path elsewhere, your intellect, your voice, and your becoming are yours to 
shape. Protect your joy. Honor your pace. Trust that your presence transforms 
the spaces you move through. Remember why you started. 
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11. Wandering through change: The role of 
supervisors and support networks in the 
doctoral journey 

Niki Chatzipanagiotou 
 
Introduction: It takes a village to raise a child 
My doctoral journey as an international student in Sweden was not just an 
academic pursuit, but a profound personal transformation, shaped by the chal-
lenges of adjusting to a new academic system, culture, and environment. In 
many ways, it felt like wandering through change: a process of navigating 
uncertainty, adapting to shifting circumstances, and gradually finding my 
place in an unfamiliar landscape. Like a traveller charting a course through 
unknown terrain, I encountered obstacles, detours, and moments of doubt, but 
each step forward contributed to my growth as a researcher and individual. 

In this essay, I reflect on how navigating these changes, combined with the 
strong support of my supervisory team and extended network, played a critical 
role in my academic and personal development. The transition to living and 
studying in Sweden involved grappling with various difficulties, including 
language barriers, a different educational structure, and personal adjustments 
to the unfamiliar climate and lifestyle. Despite these challenges, my motiva-
tion to achieve my academic goals remained steadfast. It was this inner drive, 
coupled with the guidance and care I received from my supervisors, that 
helped me succeed. 

Central to my experience was the pivotal role of my supervisory team, who 
provided more than just academic mentorship. Their support extended beyond 
academic guidance, offering emotional support and constructive feedback that 
helped me navigate the often-overwhelming pressures of PhD studies while 
balancing those expectations with the need for self-care. They encouraged me 
to embrace my mistakes as learning opportunities, helping me shift my per-
spective to see challenges as essential for growth rather than obstacles to suc-
cess. At the same time, they pushed me to reach my full potential while teach-
ing me not to be overly critical of myself. This dynamic relationship created 
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an environment where I felt empowered to explore ideas freely, discuss con-
cepts openly, voice uncertainties, and refine my thinking. This guidance was 
not limited to academic development, but my supervisors also facilitated per-
sonal growth, fostering a holistic view of success that blended intellectual 
achievement with emotional resilience. 

My journey was shaped not only by my immediate supervisors but also by 
an extended supportive network of people. Just as the proverb “it takes a vil-
lage to raise a child” suggests a collective effort in nurturing growth, I found 
that success in a PhD journey requires the support of a broad network of peo-
ple - academic connections and personal relationships. This essay explores 
these overlapping circles of support and their impact on my doctoral experi-
ence. 

 
Ï 

 
Overcoming the language barrier 
Among the first and most tangible challenges I encountered was the language 
barrier, a hurdle that revealed how even everyday experiences can shape one’s 
academic path. Although English was the primary language of my academic 
work, daily life and integration into the Swedish society required a work-
ing knowledge of Swedish. My supervisors recognized this challenge, and my 
department offered me a Swedish language course to help me adapt. However, 
with so many simultaneous adjustments—a new country, different social 
norms, an unfamiliar work environment, and a change in my personal living 
arrangements—I found it overwhelming to dedicate the necessary time and 
energy to mastering a new language. My suggestion, based on this experience, 
is that international PhD students be given the opportunity to take language 
courses a semester before starting their studies. This proactive approach could 
ease the transition and provide them with a stronger foundation before diving 
into the rigorous demands of their research.  
 
Offering academic guidance  
Beyond providing guidance on my research, my supervisors played a crucial 
role in helping me integrate into the academic and social culture of Sweden. 
One particularly meaningful initiative was when they asked me to reflect on 
my experiences as an international student, focusing on the differences in ed-
ucational systems and social contracts. They then suggested that I offer an 
induction lecture to international master’s students in our department. This not 
only helped me process my own transition but also made me feel useful and 
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included within my academic community. Instead of being ‘the foreigner’ 
struggling to fit in, I was given an opportunity to contribute and share valuable 
insights with others facing similar challenges. 

A significant way my supervisors facilitated my integration was by encour-
aging me to participate in courses from the very beginning, either as an ob-
server or an assistant to the primary instructor. This hands-on approach helped 
me familiarize myself with the academic environment, observe how senior 
faculty taught, and prepare for my own future teaching responsibilities. These 
experiences gradually made me more comfortable and confident in my role 
within the department. 

Another example of the encouragement and trust my supervisors showed 
me was their decision to let me start supervising theses in the first year of my 
PhD studies. At the time, I felt somewhat insecure, unsure whether I had the 
necessary knowledge and skills to guide other students. However, I now rec-
ognize that I thrive on interacting with others, that I am a caring person, and 
that I deeply value the dissemination of knowledge. Back then, this was not as 
clear to me, but perhaps it was to my supervisors, who had also worked with 
me during my master’s studies. Their trust and encouragement helped me de-
velop confidence in myself. Seeing the students’ progress and the outcomes 
of their theses brought me great satisfaction. Today, supervising is one of the 
aspects of my work that I enjoy the most. It feels like a way to give back, and 
I aspire to become as supportive a supervisor as those I had. 

From an early stage, my supervisors supported me to begin my fieldwork 
rather than delay data collection. Their reasoning was that actively engaging 
in research early on would help me develop critical insights, allowing me to 
refine my approach over time rather than getting stuck in the planning phase. 
This proactive strategy was incredibly beneficial, as it allowed me to start re-
flecting on my collected data and shape my dissertation progressively. 

 
Building a supportive academic environment 
Doctoral studies can be isolating, particularly for international students who 
lack an established social network in their new country. My	supervisors	rec-
ognized this and took proactive steps to create an inclusive and welcoming 
atmosphere. They often organized informal after-work	gatherings	with other 
PhD students and faculty members, which provided a space for open discus-
sions about academic and personal challenges. These gatherings helped me 
forge friendships, gain insights from more experienced PhD students, and re-
ceive feedback on my work in a relaxed and supportive setting. These social 
interactions played a crucial role in	alleviating	feelings of loneliness and self-
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doubt, making me feel more	connected	to both my department and the broader 
academic community. 

Beyond the local academic community, my supervisors also encouraged 
me to participate in external courses, summer schools, academic meetings and 
international conferences. These opportunities exposed me to a wide range of 
academic traditions and perspectives, significantly broadening my intellectual 
horizons. Engaging with scholars from diverse backgrounds not only enriched 
my research but also boosted my confidence in contributing to complex aca-
demic conversations. I came to deeply appreciate the value of multicultural 
and intercultural academic spaces, which have continued to shape my work. 

One particularly formative experience was attending the biannual confer-
ences of the Swedish Research School of Management and IT (MIT). The 
collaborative and welcoming environment of the Research School provided a 
unique platform for sharing my research, exchanging ideas, and receiving con-
structive feedback. These interactions helped me refine my thinking while 
building friendships and professional relationships with both fellow doctoral 
students and established scholars. Many of these connections have endured 
beyond my PhD studies and have evolved into ongoing academic collabora-
tions, mentorship, and friendship. 

In all these ways, my supervisors played a crucial role in helping me move 
from isolation to integration. Their efforts fostered a sense of community and 
connectedness that was vital to both my academic development and personal 
well-being. 

 
Nurturing emotional, personal, and professional support 
While academic challenges were a major part of my PhD experience, personal 
struggles also surfaced along the way. The empathetic support of my supervi-
sors made a significant difference during these difficult times. For example, 
when my dog fell seriously ill and, later, when I lost my dear cousin, my su-
pervisors showed understanding and compassion. They encouraged me to take 
the necessary time to process my emotions and even facilitated travel arrange-
ments to my home country when needed. This level of empathy created a sense 
of trust and safety, reinforcing that my well-being mattered beyond my aca-
demic output. 

I have a tendency to take things very seriously, often being too hard on 
myself. My supervisors taught me the importance of maintaining a work-life 
balance in order to maintain both wellbeing and productivity. When I became 
overly absorbed in writing, spending days in front of my computer and losing 
touch with the outside world, they would check in on me. They sent messages 
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encouraging me to take a walk by the lake on a sunny day or to go out for a 
coffee. These small but meaningful gestures served as healthy distractions and 
reminded me to step back and recharge. 

My supervisors played a guiding and supportive role, and never a control-
ling one. They discussed options and alternatives with me, allowing me to 
make my own choices. This freedom came with its own challenges - delays, 
mistakes, and poor decisions - but those experiences were mine to own. As I 
gained maturity, I came to recognize my missteps, which ultimately helped 
me grow and become more resilient. 

As I approached the end of my PhD studies, I recall fragmented conversa-
tions and pieces of advice from my supervisors, the true significance of which 
I only fully appreciated later. One piece of advice that stood out was: “After 
completing your PhD, don’t stay in the same workplace, even if it feels safe 
and familiar”. They explained that, to the department where I had done my 
PhD, I would always be seen as “the PhD student”. It is human nature to find 
it difficult to change perspectives, especially after five years in the same role. 
Initially, applying for positions at other universities and departments felt 
daunting and even unpleasant. But now, I understand that it was the best de-
cision for my career at that stage. Although I still miss my supervisors, I have 
no regrets. This is a piece of advice I now pass on to current PhD candidates: 
When you complete your PhD, spread your wings and explore new work-
places. 

To me, my two supervisors are like motherly figures. I have only the fond-
est memories of them. I admire them, trust them, and look up to them. They 
remain present and available, and even now, I turn to them whenever I need 
guidance on important work-related matters. 
 
Experiencing the other side of supervision 
While my primary supervisors provided exceptional support and guidance, I 
also encountered other supervisory approaches during my PhD journey, either 
through my interactions in conferences, workshops, meetings or through peers 
who shared their own experiences. In some cases, I observed supervisors who 
prioritized their own research agendas over fostering the independent thinking 
of their students. These supervisors maintained a more rigid approach, where 
doctoral candidates had limited autonomy in shaping their research trajecto-
ries. In contrast to my own experience, where my supervisors encouraged in-
tellectual exploration and personal growth, I noticed that such restrictive su-
pervision could hinder a student’s ability to develop confidence in their aca-
demic voice. That said, the overall perspective of this essay remains positive 
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regarding the role of supervisors. My experience highlights the significant im-
pact that supportive supervision can have on a PhD candidate’s development, 
not only in terms of research progress but also in fostering resilience and in-
dependence. Reflecting on this contrast deepened my appreciation for the 
wider web of relationships that supported me beyond formal supervision. 

 
Embracing a ‘village’ of guidance 
A PhD journey may seem solitary, but in reality, it is shaped by an intercon-
nected web of mentors, advisors, and peers, an extended team that provides 
support beyond the formal supervisory relationship. Just as a traveller benefits 
from many guides along the way, my own experience benefited from what I 
refer to as my ‘extended supervisory team’, which included other academics-
friends, colleagues-friends, fellow PhD students-friends, and personal friends 
outside academia. Their supportive role cannot be overstated. They provided 
encouragement, empathy, and a sense of belonging throughout my journey. 
More than just academic allies, they helped me maintain perspective, offering 
a much-needed distraction from the pressures of research and reminding me 
to stay connected to the ‘real world’ beyond academia. Whether through shar-
ing news, engaging in casual discussions, or simply sharing laughter, their 
presence helped me maintain a healthy work-life balance. These interactions 
reinforced the importance of community, shared experiences, and strong per-
sonal connections in sustaining motivation and fostering intellectual growth. 
I came to appreciate that guidance is not confined to structured meetings but 
also emerges in everyday interactions. 

Looking back, I realize that completing a PhD is not just about individual 
perseverance but about embracing a holistic approach to mentorship, one that 
acknowledges the value of formal supervision, institutional networks, and per-
sonal support as overlapping circles of an extended supervisory team. It truly 
takes a ‘village’ to navigate this journey, and I am grateful for each person 
who, in their own way, guided me along the way. 

 
Conclusion: The importance of support in the doctoral 
Journey 
Reflecting on my PhD experience, I realize that success in a doctoral program 
is not solely about intellectual capability or academic productivity. It is 
equally about the support structures - supervisors, other scholars, peers, 
friends - that allow doctoral students to thrive amidst challenges. My journey 
was enriched by my supervisors’ proactive efforts to integrate me into the 
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academic community, their encouragement to engage in academia and their 
empathy during personal struggles. 

For both prospective PhD students and supervisors, my experience under-
scores the importance of fostering a supportive environment. Supervisors who 
actively help their students navigate academic and cultural transitions contrib-
ute not only to their students’ research development but also to their overall 
well-being. Likewise, students who seek out and nurture their academic net-
works will find strength in the community they build. 

To future PhD students embarking on their own journey, I offer this advice: 
embrace change, seek support, and allow yourself the space to grow. The doc-
toral path is rarely linear, it is filled with unexpected challenges and moments 
of self-doubt. But it is also an opportunity for transformation. Build relation-
ships with those who uplift and challenge you, lean into discomfort as a cata-
lyst for growth, and trust in your ability to navigate uncertainty. Ultimately, a 
PhD is not just about producing research; it is about developing resilience, 
confidence, and a sense of belonging in the academic world. 

My own doctoral journey has shown me that academia is not just about 
research; it is also about people, relationships, and the networks that sustain 
us through this demanding yet transformative experience. By embracing this 
perspective, future PhD students can approach their own journeys with both 
determination and a sense of connection, making the experience not only ac-
ademically enriching but personally fulfilling. 
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12. The PhD journey: An entrepreneurial 
perspective  

Olof Wadell and Chelsey Jo Huisman 
 
Introduction 
In the autumn of 2016, we started our PhD journeys together at the Department 
of Business Studies at Uppsala University in Sweden. A year later, we en-
countered the entrepreneurship theory of effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001) for 
the first time. We learned that effectuation theory is widely recognized for its 
ability to illustrate how entrepreneurs shape opportunities that can lead to suc-
cess based on who they are, and what and whom they know. Furthermore, it 
focuses on how entrepreneurs act in the absence of clear goals, navigate un-
certainty, and bring something into existence through their imagination. 

Since defending our theses, we have gotten into the habit of reflecting to-
gether on our PhD journeys, seeking to make sense of what we experienced. 
In an attempt to bring our tacit knowledge to the surface, we thought it would 
be fun to reflect on this journey using the entrepreneurial perspective of effec-
tuation theory. Our motivation in doing this is that during our PhD process, 
the scientific process was primarily presented to us as a rather linear pursuit 
of following pre-set steps: You start with formulating a problem and a pur-
pose, choose a theory, design and carry out a study, analyze data, and draw 
conclusions. We, however, experienced something different. We believe that 
the entrepreneurial perspective of effectuation can complement this picture. 
In applying this perspective, we start to see our research process as an intel-
lectual and creative endeavor that is filled with handling losses, collaborating 
with others, leveraging unknowns, and coping with what is outside our con-
trol. Subsequently, the purpose of this chapter is to bring the reader into the 
lived and felt experiences of our PhD journeys as we reflect on them through 
the lens of effectuation. 

The disposition of the chapter is as follows. In the next section, we briefly 
introduce effectuation theory. In the third section, we share our experiences of 
the PhD journey by reflecting on four questions based on effectuation theory. 
We end the chapter with a short concluding discussion of the value and limits 
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with seeing our PhD journeys and the research process through the lens of 
effectuation.  
 

Theory of effectuation 
Traditionally, the work of entrepreneurs has been understood as a process that 
starts with setting a specific goal and determining the best course of action to 
accomplish it. In the example of planning a dinner party, you would devise a 
precise menu, make a detailed shopping list, visit the grocery store and gather 
all the items on your list, and return home to prepare all the dishes according 
to their recipes. This linear pursuit of having a clear goal (beef bourguignon) 
and a defined plan of how to achieve it is called causation logic (Sarasvathy, 
2001). Causation can be defined as “a process that takes a particular effect as 
given and focuses on selecting between means to create that effect” (Saras-
vathy, 2001, p. 245). This is a useful approach when things are predictable and 
plannable—you know precisely what you want, you know how to get there, 
and you follow the necessary steps. 

In 2001, Sarasvathy suggested that entrepreneurship is a dynamic, creative 
process, and therefore complements the causation logic of entrepreneurship 
with an effectuation logic. Sarasvathy contrasts the example of the planned 
dinner party with a different approach. Instead of planning according to a spe-
cific menu, you could just open your fridge and pantry, get creative, and work 
with what you already have available to you. Suddenly, you have an im-
promptu omelette and toast party! This approach exemplifies what Sarasvathy 
calls effectuation logic: When individuals work with things already within 
their sphere of control to proactively shape their environments. Effectuation 
can be defined as a process that takes “a set of means as given and focuses on 
selecting between possible effects that can be created with that set of means” 
(Sarasvathy, 2001, p. 245). This is a valuable approach when the future is un-
known and you need to embrace uncertainty, explore new terrain, and co-cre-
ate opportunities with what is around you.  

According to Sarasvathy (2001, p. 252), the theory of effectuation rests on 
four principles. Below, we address them and then formulate a corresponding 
question for each principle. The questions then guide the reflection on our own 
experiences of the PhD journey in the following section. 

Affordable Loss: Experimentation Over Gains. Effectuation focuses on 
taking risks and making commitments in stages based on what you can afford 
to lose, rather than focusing on expected gains. An example is when a re-
searcher may pursue a risky but novel experimental design, knowing that even 
failure can generate valuable insights. We have translated this principle into 
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the following question: How did we cope with the constant need to attach to 
and care about the development of ideas, only to then have to ‘kill our dar-
lings’?  

Co-Creation: Collaboration Over Competition. Effectuation emphasizes 
developing collaborative relationships rather than engaging in competition. It 
is about recognizing that creativity is a collective process, consisting of the 
skills and competences around you to reduce uncertainty and generate new 
knowledge. We have translated this principle into the following question: 
How did we leverage our relationship with senior scholars to successfully 
bring our theses to fruition and not engage in competitive battles? 

Leveraging Contingencies: Creative Adaptation to Uncertainty. Effectua-
tion is about seeing evolving circumstances and the uncertainty that comes 
with it not as an obstacle to be avoided, but a resource that needs to be em-
braced and leveraged. Such an example is when a researcher stays open to 
unexpected findings rather than discarding anomalies. We have translated this 
principle into the following question:  How did we use what was happening 
to our advantage to help us move closer to finishing our theses? 

Non-Predictive Control: Creating the Future Rather Than Predicting It. 
Effectuation focuses on creating the future by identifying what is within our 
control in the present.  An example is when researchers realize that the current 
theoretical framework is not helpful in understanding reality, so they construct 
a new framework based on their interpretation of the empirical data. We have 
translated this principle into the following question: How did we cope with 
what was outside our control and navigate uncertainty when there were no 
predefined steps on how to go forward? 

 
Ï 

 
Our PhD journeys through the lens of effectuation 
Below are our reflections in response to the four questions outlined above. 
Each response begins with Olof’s experience followed by Chelsey Jo’s. When 
discussing and writing out our answers, we recognized that we were construct-
ing our experiences in hindsight. When you are in the thick of living through 
a process, it is difficult to see what you are learning. It is only by looking back 
into the past that we have given meaning to how we practiced effectuation in 
our research processes. 

 
How did we cope with the constant need to attach to and care about the 

development of ideas, only to then have to ‘kill our darlings’? 
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Olof: I had a lot of ideas. I was perhaps more motivated in coming up with 
an interesting idea than turning it into reality. Consequently, my PhD journey 
included killing a tremendous number of ideas. It didn’t help that I logically 
understood the critique that I received during supervision, seminars, and at 
conferences. The feeling was awful and exhausting. The exhaustion came 
from realising that the time I invested was lost and anticipating the future 
workload to make revisions. An example of this was writing my kappa for the 
four papers in my thesis. Based on feedback from my supervisors, I decided 
to let go of an entire version of the kappa that had taken months to write. One 
way I tried to handle these types of difficult situations was to take a particular 
point of view. It was about realizing that to come to the really good and strong 
ideas, a great many had to be ‘killed’. By seeing the killing of ideas as a means 
to reach my overall goal of finishing the thesis, it sometimes became easier to 
mentally handle the situation. Giving myself time to detach from the ideas that 
no longer worked and develop new ideas was the only treatment to feel better. 

 
Chelsey Jo: This was an ongoing challenge for me! To dig into and develop 

ideas, I believe you have to care about them. You have to want to make them 
your own so that they feel meaningful to you. Attaching yourself to an idea is 
essential to be able to bring it to life. I also think that developing such an 
attachment to an idea helps you weather the storm when there are setbacks 
related to the research process. And yet, you also have to be willing to detach 
from ideas when the time comes. I am not talking about disengaging from 
work the instant you receive tough feedback. Instead, it is about sitting with 
the difficult feeling of knowing that you explored a direction in great depth, 
only to later realize—after thoughtful consideration—“This does not hold.” I 
will give you an example of my first encounter with this tension between car-
ing and letting go.  

During the second year of my doctorate, I learned about the theory of ef-
fectuation. My supervisors encouraged me to see how it might be used as a 
theoretical lens to understand the change process I was studying. I read, 
thought, dreamed, and wrote about effectuation. All the while, my thinking 
and heart became more invested in seeing effectuation in the phenomenon. 
Seven months later, I presented my research at my first higher seminar. The 
feedback I received hit hard: Effectuation was not fully capturing the phenom-
enon. I felt devastated as the idea of abandoning effectuation and having to 
start over again felt overwhelming.   

My supervisors were instrumental in helping me to cope with this experi-
ence and shift gears. Yes, I needed to let go of that effectuation would no 
longer be a part of my thesis. However, I learned that ideas are never fully 
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lost; instead, they become building blocks and inspiration for what comes 
next. 

 
How did we leverage our relationship with senior scholars to successfully 

bring our theses to fruition and not engage in competitive battles? 
  

Olof: The most central senior scholars for me as a PhD student were my 
supervisors. Despite this, during my PhD journey, I seldom viewed them as 
knowledgeable resources that I tried to leverage and use strategically. Maybe 
I should have done this more because they had so much knowledge that I could 
have absorbed. Looking back, however, I realize that I did on occasion. In 
particular, during the writing of the second version of my kappa, I tried to stay 
within the boundaries of my supervisors’ knowledge. Supervisors, just like all 
humans, have a specific area of expertise, both theoretically and methodolog-
ically. I came to realize that if I stepped outside these boundaries, I would be 
on my own. It became important to stay within their knowledge boundaries so 
I could gain a considerable amount of help to finish my thesis. 

A second way that I used my supervisors was to brainstorm and test ideas. 
Sometimes I just talked with them in a meeting or over coffee to see if they 
understood a particular idea that I was playing around with in my head. Other 
times, it was in more formal settings where I developed the idea in written 
text, they provided feedback, and we discussed it more in depth. 

Finally, my supervisors were a bridge towards meeting senior scholars 
within my discipline. When at conferences and workshops, I found it very 
helpful when they introduced me to various people in the field. This led to 
interesting discussions, publications, as well as further collaborations. 

  
Chelsey Jo: When starting out as a doctoral student, I felt wobbly. I didn’t 

yet have any solid foundation to stand on, because I didn’t know so much. It 
was during this time that I felt most dependent on my supervisors.  

As I continued to learn and my knowledge base expanded, I started to de-
velop my own scholarly voice. This gradual transition gave way to a shift in 
my relationship with my supervisors where I was not as dependent on them. 
Some doctoral students deviate from their supervisors’ knowledge base com-
pletely. But I don’t think this is so wise!  

The real test is if you can transition from a dependent to interdependent 
relationship with your supervisors. The hope is that it becomes a dynamic pro-
cess of learning to both trust and question your own personal judgement and 
that of your supervisors. 
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I found real synergy in the academic relationship with my supervisors. We 
found an interaction where they facilitated my autonomy and trusted my 
judgement in the development of my research and where I could recognize 
and build on their experience and knowledge.  
  

How did we use what was happening to our advantage to help us move 
closer to finishing our theses? 
 

Olof: In general, I tried to look at the world in terms of how various events 
could be useful for me to finish my PhD. I tried to see different moments and 
occasions as opportunities for growth. For example, conferences were excel-
lent for not only testing ideas but also a place to meet and speak with people 
which often yielded information that they believed fit with my subject. I par-
ticularly remember one conference in Paris. It was my first meeting with a 
particular senior scholar. She recommended literature that later became im-
portant for my PhD project. Another example was that as a PhD student, you 
were expected to participate in some mandatory doctoral courses. Although 
not obvious from the outset, courses such as Philosophy of Science provided 
insights that I used in my thesis work. I firmly believe it was important as a 
PhD student to look at situations from the perspective of: How can this situa-
tion be used to benefit my PhD project? This mindset of seeing opportunities 
as pieces of the puzzle was worth gold. It kept me in forward motion! 
 

Chelsey Jo: When you are in the thick of the process, you can take for 
granted and don’t recognize the experiences that shape your thinking. Only in 
hindsight have I been able to see how there were many critical moments that 
were meaningful to my development as a process researcher and in the theory 
building process of my study. One such example was the annual Uppsala Lec-
tures that feature the work of famous scholars in business studies. During the 
first year of my doctoral studies, an admired management scholar presented 
his model on Engaged Scholarship1 and process research. I thought, “I want 
to think like him.” The next month, he hosted a PhD course on Engaged Schol-
arship, and I made sure I was there. That was the start of my appreciation for 
all things process and seeing the value between theory and practice. The fol-
lowing year, an entrepreneurship scholar presented her work on effectuation. 
She operationalized effectuation so I could start to distinguish innovation and 
change. The third year, a highly esteemed organizational scholar shared his 

 
1 A collaborative research process between researchers and practitioners to tackle real-world 
problems and develop knowledge that is both theoretically applicable and practically useful 
(Van de Ven, 2007). 
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work on how change lives in our actions and stems from stability. He gave me 
the foundation to start grasping duality and a processual understanding of 
change, which later gave shape to my theoretical framework and contribu-
tions. In all these situations, I tried to draw specific insights that could connect 
to my research project.  
  

How did we cope with what was outside our control and navigate uncer-
tainty when there were no predefined steps on how to go forward? 
  

Olof: I would be lying if I said that uncertainty was an easy task to deal 
with. Not knowing when or even if I would reach the goal created an unpleas-
ant feeling. To live in the feeling of not knowing was really the most difficult 
practice that I have ever tried to learn. Sometimes I went to bed thinking that 
I would stop this tomorrow and instead start to work as a cashier at a grocery 
store, knowing that every day would be predictable. Taking some time off 
from work or shifting to another task, however, often gave me a refreshed 
perspective to find a way forward again.  

I also held a strong focus on what was actually within my control and what 
I could influence. I made sure to have good routines: going to work and being 
there for the working the hours, not focusing so much on the outcome but 
rather on making the effort. This effort included reading, writing, and talking 
to other researchers. In the end, this bore fruit. Therefore, in addition to taking 
some time off, the best way forward for me was to keep my focus on my rou-
tines and effort.  
 

Chelsey Jo: A big part of the research process that pushed me time and 
time again was the process of iteratively digging deeper into my empirical data 
and the literature. Oftentimes, I felt stuck, not knowing how to move forward, 
unable to connect the dots. These moments could feel deeply uncomfortable, 
to the extent that I did not feel capable and wanted to walk away. But not 
feeling capable put me in the position of feeling like the circumstances were 
beyond my control and that there was nothing I could do. And that was when 
my creativity shut down. As I continued to encounter these moments, I helped 
my mindset to shift: I needed to figure out how to wade through and leverage 
these experiences of uncertainty somehow. I needed to create time for my 
thinking to breathe. I soon got into the routine of temporarily walking away 
from writing for a day or even week. During this time, I commonly engaged 
in two practices: I called my supervisors or a close PhD student colleague to 
talk through my problem, and I went to the scholarly voices in the existing 
literature. Conversing with and reading someone else’s way of seeing and 
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thinking would usually spark an association with my research, unlock my 
‘stuckness’, and I would be back to writing!  
 
The insights that you can take from our PhD journeys 
In this chapter, we set out to elaborate on our PhD journeys using the entre-
preneurial perspective of effectuation theory. Building on this, we formulated 
four questions that we each reflected upon. Below follows a further synthesis 
of how our respective answers relate to each other.2 In doing so, we want to 
emphasize the key insights that you can take with you. 

The first question related to the caring of ideas despite the need to kill sev-
eral of them. The common thread running through our reflections is the need 
for coping strategies to grin and bear the task of killing ideas. Olof tried to see 
each killed idea as a necessary means to move forward. Chelsey Jo focused 
on the parts of the killed idea that she could carry with her as she worked to 
improve her research project. You need to find your own way to cope with 
loss. 

The second question pertained to utilizing senior scholars. A common 
thread that we both argued for was the importance of building on the strengths 
of our supervisors and to stay within the boundaries of their knowledge and 
experience. Your supervisors are there to support and challenge you—make 
sure to use them! 

A common thread in our answers to the third question was the importance 
of viewing each situation as a possible means to accomplishing the PhD pro-
ject. Each experience can help us grow. As a PhD student, you need to men-
tally frame each situation to work to your advantage.  

Finally, the fourth question related to dealing with things outside our con-
trol. A common thread in our answers was that we both reflected on the im-
portance of having routines. Chelsey Jo emphasized the value of reaching out 
to close colleagues and reading scholarly literature when she felt puzzled. 
Whereas Olof highlighted the need to focus on the ongoing practices of writ-
ing and reading rather than on outcomes. In developing these strategies to cope 
with uncertainty, we were able to focus on what was within our control to 
actively shape our next step.  

In conclusion, we believe that effectuation theory, in many ways, mirrors 
science as an uncertain process of discovery rather than a certain process that 
is predefined and linear. Cultivating an entrepreneurial mindset seems 

 
2 We shared the same supervisors where we both perceived the relationships to be 
supportive and collegial. This can inform to a certain extent the similarity in our ex-
periences during our PhD journeys.   
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valuable because it gives doctoral researchers a means to accept and use the 
feelings of doubt and anxiety when navigating uncertainty. Yet, we see limits 
with effectuation theory, which views social human relationships as a means 
to an end. We, however, firmly believe that our motivations as researchers are 
not just about viewing our relationships as means to an end. As a doctoral 
student, it is about prioritizing the self and engaging in strategic thinking while 
being genuine and caring about your relationships with others as ends in them-
selves. Finding this balance is a lived practice which is a key component of a 
successful PhD journey. 
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13. Striking the balance between 
independence and academic integration 
during PhD studies  

Naghmeh Aghaee and Blerim Emruli 
 
Doctoral education represents a significant academic and professional transi-
tion, characterized by substantial independence, intensive learning, and new 
professional responsibilities. The Swedish doctoral education system, known 
for its supportive infrastructure, salaried PhD positions, and union protections, 
provides a strong foundation for PhD candidates.  

Despite these advantages, doctoral students frequently encounter difficul-
ties, particularly in balancing independence with the potential risk of social 
isolation. Social isolation, recognized as a major factor contributing to in-
creased dropout rates and reduced academic success (Ali & Kohun, 2006, 
2007; Wollast et al., 2023), remains an area requiring greater attention within 
doctoral training programs. 

This chapter aims to highlight these challenges by drawing on personal 
experiences, observations of former PhD students, and relevant literature. Spe-
cifically, it addresses four key dimensions crucial for improving doctoral ed-
ucation and student outcomes: the supervision process; clear expectations and 
sub-goals; digital tools for communication, knowledge sharing, and network-
ing; and balancing independence with academic integration to reduce isola-
tion.  

Further complicating these challenges for some international doctoral stu-
dents in Sweden are certain cultural factors, such as the country’s strong em-
phasis on individualism and comfort with ambiguity (Booth, 2014). These as-
pects can differ significantly from the more collectivist values often found in 
other cultures. As a result, international students may experience heightened 
feelings of confusion, disorientation, and isolation, which can impact their ac-
ademic integration and overall sense of belonging (Zhang et al., 2022) within 
the Swedish academic environment.  

By systematically addressing these dimensions, the chapter seeks not only 
to identify existing gaps but also to propose practical solutions and 



 

 120 

improvements. The ultimate goal is to strengthen the support mechanisms 
within the Swedish doctoral education framework, ensuring more successful, 
balanced, and inclusive experiences for PhD students. 

 
The supervision process 
In Sweden, the supervision of doctoral (PhD) students is governed by both 
national regulations and specific guidelines set by individual universities. Ac-
cording to the Higher Education Ordinance (1993:100), faculty board shall 
appoint one or more supervisors for each doctoral student. If more than one 
supervisor is appointed, one of them shall be appointed principal (main) su-
pervisor. Moreover, it is not uncommon to have up to three co-supervisors, 
including one from the industry. The principal supervisor holds the primary 
responsibility for overseeing the doctoral student’s education, ensuring that 
progress is made, and that all aspects of the doctoral process are properly man-
aged. 

The Swedish Higher Education Ordinance does not explicitly emphasize 
social activities and is rather goal oriented. Its primary focus is on the regula-
tion of admissions, supervision, quality assurance, and academic conditions 
for doctoral studies. Issues related to social activities or community involve-
ment are typically addressed in guidelines or policies established by individual 
universities rather than directly within this ordinance.  

Nevertheless, the doctoral journey usually extends beyond specific guide-
lines, encompassing the development of foundational and advanced research 
skills, independence, and essential soft skills such as communication and col-
laboration. In the early stages of the PhD journey, unclear expectations and 
sporadic supervision can impede progress, leading to confusion and progress 
stagnation. Considering these dynamics, we highlight the critical role of struc-
tured and supportive supervision in empowering PhD candidates to develop 
independence without risking isolation. Building on this perspective, the au-
thors draw on personal accounts collected from other experiences with large 
or EU-funded projects to highlight the common challenges and complexities 
faced during the early phase of PhD studies. 

The initial supervision was often unsystematic, and research directions re-
mained unclear, creating a sense of ambiguity that hindered early progress. 
Although initial meetings with the supervisory team were welcoming and fo-
cused on understanding the broader project context, they frequently lacked the 
scientific depth and structured guidance necessary to lay a strong foundation 
for the PhD journey. These experiences underline the importance of develop-
ing structured and supportive supervision practices—not only to promote 
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academic resilience but also to enable PhD candidates to advance with greater 
clarity and purpose.  

This uncertainty surrounding the early stages of the PhD journey was fur-
ther intensified by the pressure to publish scientific papers by the end of the 
first year—a formidable challenge without a solid grasp of the research pro-
cess and expectations. In the absence of clear guidance, several months were 
spent on exploring an unsuitable research method without fully understanding 
the research content, resulting in lost time that could have been avoided. Ra-
ther than emphasizing research fundamentals early on, the focus on selecting 
the right methodology prematurely led to confusion and setbacks. This expe-
rience not only created unnecessary stress but also diminished confidence and 
fostered a sense of isolation, transforming what should have been a collabora-
tive and supportive process into a solitary and overwhelming experience. 

Personal accounts illustrate how diverse supervisory styles can support ac-
ademic progress but may also, conversely, generate uncertainty. Boehe (2016) 
and Brodin et al. (2020) introduced a contingency framework of supervisory 
styles in their conceptual study. Transitioning to a structured approach—in-
cluding bi-weekly meetings to provide clear guidelines, define short-term 
goals, and engage in collaborative brainstorming—significantly enhances re-
search outcomes and builds confidence during this critical phase for the PhD 
students. In addition, the supervision method needs to evolve personally for 
each individual PhD student and gradually shift the process from directive 
guidance to a supportive and collaborative approach that nurtures self-man-
agement and independence, as the PhD student progresses (Brodin, et al., 
2020). 

A well-functioning supervisory team is crucial for a PhD student’s aca-
demic progress, professional development, and overall well-being. Supervi-
sion relies not only on individual expertise but also on the ability of supervi-
sors to collaborate, align expectations, and provide consistent guidance as a 
team. When a supervisory team lacks cohesion—whether due to conflicting 
feedback, differing academic perspectives, or interpersonal tensions—the 
consequences can be detrimental. Students may receive mixed messages, 
struggle to navigate competing advice or feel caught between supervisors with 
diverging priorities, especially in the beginning. This lack of alignment can 
lead to confusion, delays in research progress, and increased stress. Therefore, 
developing open communication, setting clear roles, and ensuring that super-
visors work as a team rather than as isolated mentors is essential for creating 
a supportive and productive research environment. Institutions should recog-
nize the importance of supervisory cohesion and provide mechanisms for 
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conflict resolution and team-building to prevent such issues from negatively 
impacting doctoral education. 

 
Clear expectations and sub-goals  
Clear communication between doctoral candidates and their supervisors is es-
sential for setting realistic expectations and defining sub-goals. Ambiguity in 
responsibilities and deliverables, particularly in the early stages, can lead to 
delays, frustration, diminished confidence, and even dropout. Based on per-
sonal experience, adopting a new approach with the right supervisory team, 
and clear communication and expectations significantly improved the situa-
tion and enhanced performance. Structured bi-weekly check-ins, brainstorm-
ing sessions with targeted reading materials, the establishment of short-term 
sub-goals, and clear deliverables—ranging from simple tasks and responsibil-
ities to more advanced research objectives—proved highly effective. Addi-
tionally, developing collaborative and clear expectations, along with assigning 
well-defined roles, enhanced clarity, provided research direction, and sup-
ported the development of essential research skills, enable greater independ-
ence in managing various aspects of research and innovation in the later 
stages. 

The turning point in this experience came when expectations were com-
municated more clearly and supportively. The project was broken down into 
smaller steps with manageable milestones and assigned tasks, each aligned 
with specific roles and research objectives within the PhD process. Within two 
months, the path forward became clear, leading to a publication in a prestig-
ious journal just a few months later. This transformation highlighted the im-
portance of identifying communication approaches that can influence the re-
search process positively and addressing the communication bottlenecks pro-
actively early in the PhD process to ensure healthy and constructive interac-
tions. Delaying such improvements can worsen challenges, hinder progress, 
and, in the worst case, lead to health issues or even not possessing the persis-
tence to complete the PhD degree.  

Based on personal experiences, aligning with the right supervisory team 
and communication approach proved highly effective. A combination of con-
sistent and constructive feedback, clearly defined sub-goals, and a supportive 
environment with clear responsibilities and expectations contributed signifi-
cantly to a success. These factors demonstrated the value of the PhD student’s 
knowledge and abilities, emphasizing their role in advancing the project work 
as well as the research team’s performance. This communication dynamic 
helped to gain confidence and accelerate the progress to finish the PhD studies 
on time. Constructive feedback sessions were not solely focused on addressing 
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weaknesses but also celebrated progress, which helped developing confidence 
and maintaining momentum and motivations. Acknowledging small achieve-
ments through providing positive feedback encouraged the PhD student and 
reinforced a sense of development and belonging.  

Structured reading materials and step-by-step guidance at the very begin-
ning helped focus on manageable tasks, gradually building toward larger ac-
complishments with growing confidence. This scaffolding approach fostered 
independence, affirmed that the PhD student was on the right path, and 
demonstrated the ability for further academic learning and development. Im-
portantly, providing proper positive and constructive feedback helps build the 
student’s confidence without prematurely positioning them as an established 
researcher — a common concern among supervisors (Flaherty, 2018). As a 
personal reflection, the authors found that the balance between constructive 
criticism and recognition of achievements was highly motivating and inspiring 
for further learning and skill development. While such principles are often 
cited in theory, their practical implementation can be challenging. Neverthe-
less, this case highlights the profound impact of clear expectations, feedback, 
and, particularly formulating sub-goals, when supported by a close and en-
gaged research team. 

Another important aspect of communication is its close link to collabora-
tion (Ciampa & Wolfe, 2023; Poot & Austin, 2011). Reviewing and co-writ-
ing research work and publication drafts with supervisors proved invaluable 
for refining academic writing skills and deepening the understanding of schol-
arly publishing as a PhD student. The nature of collaborative research and 
publication, however, may benefit from further clarification of responsibili-
ties—particularly in distinguishing co-authorship from the traditional super-
visory role. In Sweden, supervisors primarily focus on guiding the research 
and fulfilling their formal supervisory responsibilities, which they are com-
pensated for, and co-authorship ideally is reserved for instances where they 
actively contribute to writing the papers alongside the PhD student. This ap-
proach better reflects the true essence of co-authorship and collaboration. An 
open dialogue with the supervisors, mutual respect, trust, and co-writing can 
greatly enrich the learning experience while reinforcing a sense of belonging 
within the academic and research community.  

In Sweden, PhD students have the right to publish their research inde-
pendently and may choose to collaborate with scholars outside their institution 
and even internationally. While this strategy can result in some good individ-
ual papers, assembling a well-integrated thesis according to Swedish stand-
ards may become more challenging. Moreover, it can make it harder for stu-
dents to build a sense of belonging within their home institution and research 



 

 124 

environment, and they may miss opportunities to develop their academic writ-
ing and develop scientific reasoning. 

 
Digital tools for online communication, knowledge shar-
ing, and networking 
Despite Sweden’s advanced digital infrastructure, doctoral students often 
struggle to fully utilize digital tools for academic and social purposes during 
their PhD studies. The lack of a standardized digital infrastructure tailored to 
the specific needs of the PhD students create barriers to accessing and manag-
ing resources while limiting collaboration and knowledge sharing. Based on 
personal experiences, ten years ago there was no standardized tool or commu-
nication channel for addressing questions. PhD students often had to seek an-
swers from supervisors, the union, or, in some cases, the department admin-
istration. However, in certain situations, none of these sources could provide 
the necessary information, leaving students without clear guidance. 

Navigating multiple digital platforms—such as research databases, Learn-
ing Management Systems (LMS), and formal and informal communication 
channels like Slack, MS Teams, and Facebook groups—adds to the complex-
ity of finding relevant information (Aghaee et al., 2016). Currently, there is 
no standardized digital infrastructure to streamline key aspects of doctoral 
studies, such as tracking educational progress, structuring access to important 
information, monitoring research milestones, and centralizing communication 
with supervisors, mentors, or peers. Departmental communication tools typi-
cally provide general information for employees rather than addressing PhD 
students’ specific needs. 

A pilot digital support system aimed at addressing these challenges was 
developed in 2016 at Stockholm University, integrating academic, adminis-
trative, and social aspects of PhD studies. This research-driven prototype was 
well-received by both PhD students and supervisors, showing promising re-
sults. Despite its promising potential and positive feedback, it was never im-
plemented on a larger scale due to cost constraints. Such a digital platform 
could provide significant value by centralizing access to academic resources, 
streamlining course registration, and enabling networking opportunities both 
within the department and across institutions—features that many PhD stu-
dents need today. For example, such digital system could connect PhD stu-
dents working on similar research topics, facilitate interdisciplinary collabo-
rations, and even help organize social events to reduce isolation. 

At Lund University School of Economics and Management (LUSEM), a 
dedicated Canvas (Learning Management System) page serves as a central-
ized resource for PhD students, providing key information on the academic, 
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administrative, and well-being aspects of doctoral studies — in several ways 
resembling the research-driven pilot system described above. This Canvas 
page covers information such as the supervision process, course and credit 
transfers, registration in the Student Portal, salary levels, extensions of doc-
toral studentships, international opportunities, and other useful resources. This 
Canvas page addresses some of the previously-mentioned challenges by cen-
tralizing essential information and streamlining processes, demonstrating how 
centralized digital resources can enhance PhD student support and administra-
tion. 

From the perspective of both authors of this chapter, co-developing an In-
dividual Study Plan (Higher Education Ordinance 1993: 100, Chapter 6, Sec-
tion 29) is essential for establishing a structured and transparent doctoral pro-
cess. Conducting biannual reviews of the Individual Study Plan with supervi-
sors further enhances alignment and significantly reduces the risk of misun-
derstandings. Such structured approaches help PhD students anticipate their 
responsibilities, maintain focus, and achieve key milestones more efficiently. 
At LUSEM, the study plan is accessible through an online portal to facilitate 
seamless collaboration between PhD students and their supervisors. This por-
tal enables real-time updates, structured documentation of progress, and trans-
parent communication, ensuring that all stakeholders remain aligned through-
out the doctoral journey. Moreover, this facilitates open and transparent com-
munication not only the academic progress but also develops trust and a pro-
ductive working relationship between supervisors and PhD candidates.  

Drawing on the experiences of the two authors—one a former president of 
the PhD students’ board and mentor, and the other a co-supervisor—a per-
spective both endorse is a standardized digital infrastructure with purpose-
built tools for communication, knowledge sharing, and networking would help 
improve access to essential information, support knowledge management, 
track students who feel isolated or unsupported, and strengthen academic net-
working. This kind of digital infrastructure could enhance communication, 
peer-to-peer interaction, and make it easier for PhD students to reach out to 
board members or other references for support and guidance. A standardized 
digital infrastructure would enable better Q&A, greater alignment with insti-
tutional resources, and help foster a stronger sense of belonging. By address-
ing the fragmentation of current digital tools, such digital infrastructure could 
transform the PhD journey into a more engaging and supportive experience. 

However, while digital infrastructure and tools offer considerable ad-
vantages in centralizing communication and resources, it is essential to 
acknowledge the potential downsides, notably the risk of increased social iso-
lation among PhD students. Digitalization can inadvertently discourage face-
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to-face interactions, as online tools provide alternatives that diminish the need 
to physically attend events, seminars, or informal gatherings. The convenience 
of digital platforms might inadvertently reduce opportunities for spontaneous, 
informal interactions that are often crucial for fostering a sense of community 
and belonging. Therefore, institutions must consciously balance digital solu-
tions with structured opportunities for in-person engagement. Hybrid ap-
proaches, combining robust digital infrastructure with regular physical meet-
ings or social events, can mitigate the risk of isolation, ensuring that digitali-
zation complements rather than replaces valuable interpersonal connections. 

 
Balance between independence and social isolation 
Balancing independence with meaningful academic integration is essential to 
avoiding social isolation during doctoral studies. Many institutions attempt to 
address this issue through purely social or narrowly academic activities, yet 
integration remains superficial. Based on personal experiences and observa-
tions, an intentional combination of academic and social interactions, such as 
structured workshops, peer-feedback sessions, and mentor-led discussions, 
are effective in addressing these challenges. Institutions should purposefully 
integrate these activities into the doctoral journey, thus creating a supportive 
community that enhances academic and personal success. These integrated 
activities can help doctoral students develop not only their research skills but 
also cultivate valuable personal connections and a sense of belonging within 
their academic community. 

Peer interactions focused explicitly on shared research interests or chal-
lenges are especially effective in reducing isolation. They allow PhD students 
to exchange insights, collaboratively troubleshoot research issues, and vali-
date shared experiences. Such interactions significantly improve students’ 
mental health and academic resilience (Flaherty, 2018), foster interdiscipli-
nary collaborations (Ciampa & Wolfe, 2023; Poot & Austin, 2011), and ulti-
mately enhance their long-term academic success. 

However, despite their potential, many institutions fail to intentionally cre-
ate these integrated academic-social environments. PhD students often strug-
gle with isolation precisely because existing structures do not sufficiently ad-
dress their specific research-related socialization needs. Doctoral candidates 
frequently face uncertainty when encountering research problems or commu-
nication issues, lacking clearly defined spaces or communities to turn to for 
guidance and peer support. This absence exacerbates isolation, stress, and ac-
ademic stagnation, potentially leading to burnout or dropout. 

Therefore, the development of intentionally designed, integrated aca-
demic-social support structures—such as regular collaborative research 
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workshops paired with structured social networking components, or mentor-
ship programs explicitly focused on both academic guidance and personal in-
teraction—is vital. From the authors’ perspective, informed by their experi-
ences as former PhD students, mentors, and co-supervisors, this integrated ap-
proach significantly reduces isolation, provides academic clarity, and rein-
forces the overall sense of community and belonging. 

A well-balanced approach, integrating purposeful social engagement di-
rectly linked to academic activities, ultimately ensures PhD students are nei-
ther academically isolated nor socially disconnected. Strengthening this di-
mension within doctoral education programs thus represents an essential step 
toward healthier, more resilient, and academically successful PhD journeys. 

 
Ï 

 
Conclusion  
While Sweden offers strong institutional support for doctoral education, occa-
sional challenges—such as unclear supervision and periods of social isola-
tion—persist and warrant ongoing attention and dialogue. Effectively address-
ing these issues requires structured and collaborative supervision, transparent 
and well-communicated expectations, a standardized digital infrastructure tai-
lored to doctoral students’ specific needs, and thoughtfully integrated aca-
demic and social activities. Implementing these practical measures can foster 
resilience, support academic progression, and enhance the overall well-being 
of doctoral candidates. Ultimately, embracing the four interconnected dimen-
sions outlined in this chapter can significantly enrich doctoral experiences, 
boost research productivity, reduce attrition, and contribute meaningfully to 
long-term academic and professional success.  
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Christina Keller 

Q: Hello Christina! We would like to start our discussion with you telling us 
about your background, and the focus of your own doctoral dissertation? 

Christina Keller: I started as a very young academic. I have a Bachelor’s 
degree in Psychology from Lund University from 1983. After graduating, I 
realized I was quite young and needed to work, so I started a job in the county 
council administration and after quite a couple of years I felt like I needed to 
go back to academia. So, I did that and finished a one-year Master’s in Infor-
matics in 2001 at Jönköping International Business School, followed by work-
ing there as a part time teacher and project manager. And then in 2002, I be-
came a PhD candidate in Informatics at the Jönköping International Business 
School and I was also financed by the Swedish Research School of Manage-
ment and IT.  

I defended my doctoral dissertation in 2007. It was about the acceptance of 
what was then called virtual learning environments, but we now we call them 
learning management systems, platforms such as Canvas, Studium, or Ping 
Pong. I studied the acceptance of those kind of systems among students and 
teachers in academia. After that I became an Assistant Professor in Informat-
ics at Jönköping International Business School, and then became Docent in 
2012 and Professor in 2016. In 2019, I moved from Jönköping International 
Business School to Lund University at the Department of Informatics, and 
since then I worked as a Professor at this department. And above all, since 
2017 I am a dean of the national Swedish Research School of Management 
and IT, based at Uppsala University. 

 
Q: Could you share more with us about your past experience as a PhD 

supervisor?  
Christina Keller: I took the role of a PhD second supervisor quite early 

after my dissertation defence in 2007. I also worked part time as a project 
manager and researcher at the Karolinska Institute, it was a kind of postdoc-
toral employment financed by the Swedish Research School of Management 
and IT. This meant that I early got into the business of being a second or third 
supervisor. So, I have supervised PhD candidates at the Karolinska Institute, 
Stockholm University, Jönköping International Business School, and now at 
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Lund University. In total, past and present, I have acted as main and second 
supervisor to 17 PhD students. 

 
Q: And you are also currently the director of third cycle studies at Lund 

University, at the department of Informatics? 
Christina Keller: Yes, I am.  
 
Q: So, you are very involved with this particular stage of higher education? 
Christina Keller: Yes, I am. That is actually what mostly fills my days 

when I am at work.  
 
Q:  You mentioned something which we would like to return to. You said 

that you felt like you wanted to come back to academia after working in the 
council administration. Could you tell us more about what motivated you then 
to return and what motivates you now to remain in academia? 

Christina Keller: I felt that the jobs I had then were not very fulfilling. I 
felt that I had the potential for academic studies and that I didn’t use it. And I 
felt bad about that, hence why I went back to academia where I felt like I fitted 
in better. 

 
Q: What is your main motivation to serve as a PhD supervisor? 
Christina Keller: Seeing people grow when they try to solve different tasks 

and problems. When you see what people can accomplish when they get the 
chance to. It is fantastic. That is my main motivation.  

 
Q: When you are involved in recruitment of PhD students or simply when 

you are considering collaborating with them, what qualities are you looking 
for and why?  

Christina Keller: I would say the ability to think and analyze phenomena, 
data, information. Also, I think that the ability to structure information and 
analyze is really, really important. Life is also easier for those who are good 
at writing; So, I think it’s very, very important that the person has some kind 
of talent or potential for that. I know that other colleagues sometimes think 
that a PhD candidate should be very outgoing, should be talkative, should be 
expressive in many ways. But I don’t look for that in a newcomer or in a new 
PhD candidate because those are things which you can learn in time. I think 
that even very shy people, very introverted people, can be really, really good 
PhD candidates and even better researchers.  
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Q: Would you say that there are any differences between what you look for 
at the stage of recruitment compared to when you are assessing a PhD candi-
date’s progression, for example, in a role as an examiner?  

Christina Keller: Yes, I would say so. I am a teacher in several PhD courses 
and we have position papers or longer papers in all courses. And of course 
there are differences between the first year PhD student, the fourth year one, 
and the final year one in how much analysis you expect them to be able to 
conduct. The first-year student can get away with just working on a descriptive 
paper, but cannot do that really when they are progressing further. I also think, 
like I said before, I don’t think that characteristics such as being outgoing and 
extroverted are necessarily needed, but PhD candidates should be good com-
municators. They need to fit in the research community and socialize there. 
For instance, if we think about the Swedish Research School for Management 
and IT, which has two yearly research conferences, a PhD student attending 
needs to be comfortable, know who they are and what they are doing, and be 
able to set themselves a goal for the seminars they attend and assess their own 
performance there. ‘How was my presentation received? What happened?’ 
They need to assess the critique received, was it useful or not? 

 
Q:  I’m very happy that we already started to discuss a little about com-

munication. Because our next question is about the importance of learning 
Swedish. In this volume, this topic has been touched upon by our authors and 
naturally we wanted to ask you your thoughts about this. What is your take on 
the importance of learning Swedish? 

Christina Keller: I’ve been working in two different contexts when it 
comes to this topic. I was at Jönköping International Business School for 15 
years where we all spoke English all the time, everyone. So, it was not an issue 
at all knowing Swedish or not since we had an international community in-
cluding PhD candidates, teachers, and professors. And then I arrived at a Swe-
dish state university that has this official language, a so-called bureaucratic 
language, which is Swedish. There is a bureaucratic umbrella over institutions 
and faculties and the decisions made in all the bureaucratic levels are done in 
the official language, Swedish. There are sometimes also guarantees for Swe-
dish students to be taught in Swedish. It’s not so easy to suddenly switch lan-
guage in a course, especially in bachelor programs where we have only Swe-
dish students who expect to be taught in their own language. So, I think it’s a 
dilemma because so many of our researchers and teachers in our community 
come from other countries these days. And they are sometimes stopped in state 
universities from taking part in all the activities because they cannot speak 
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Swedish. So, I would say learning Swedish is very important if one wants to 
remain in Sweden and have a career at a Swedish university in general.   

 
Q: When it comes to your own PhD students, what do you advise them to 

have as a strategy regarding learning Swedish?  
Christina Keller: If you want to stay in Swedish academia, take Swedish 

courses, and try to learn the language at least on a basic level. If you’re not 
interested in staying in Sweden, for instance, I had a PhD candidate at the 
Karolinska Institute and she went back to China directly after her dissertation 
defense. I had another PhD candidate who went back to working in a munici-
pality as an ICT teacher. So, perhaps not everyone is interested in continuing 
working in Swedish academia, but if you would like to work in a Swedish 
state-owned university, which is the case for the majority of universities in 
Sweden, you should learn the language because then you have the chance to 
teach courses in Swedish. You also have a chance to be part of the academic 
bureaucratic structure, which you need to be. If you want to develop a career 
like a program manager or director of studies. Also, it is important to speak 
Swedish in meetings, or reading Swedish documents such as governmental 
policy for instance.  

 
Q: A doctoral program is spread over quite a few years and people tend to 

go through many life changes, some of which might not be positive. What is 
your view on the kind of support PhD students can expect from their supervi-
sor or institutions when they are facing personal challenges?  

Christina Keller: I think they should expect support from their director of 
PhD studies, of which there should be one in every department I believe. There 
should also be a PhD student ombudsman, which is an existent role within a 
departmental institutional program in case there are issues which are difficult 
to handle alone. Then on a more personal level, I would say that they should 
keep close contact with their supervisor and director of studies. If you have 
trust in them on a personal level, they can advise you. For instance, if you are 
ill in some way, you shouldn’t continue to work even if you don’t feel well. 
Take a sick leave because then you can prolong the time of your studies.  
There are also other aspects such as imposter syndrome or receiving negative 
feedback and I think those are also things that a supervisor or a director of 
doctoral studies can assist with. They could sit down with the student and re-
ally discuss that these things exist and why they happen. There are many types 
of negative feedback. Most reviewers want you to improve, they are honest 
when they discuss your work, and they want the best for you. But it can some-
times come out in the wrong way. There are also, unfortunately, a small 
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percentage of people in academia who like to put the PhD candidates into their 
place and they can be mean. Although I think that that is more and more un-
common, those people still exist to a certain extent. And perhaps a PhD can-
didate needs help to sort out what is relevant in negative feedback received 
and what is not. And the supervisor can also be asked about this and try to 
help find a solution.  

When it comes to other aspects such as loss of funding, it’s harder because 
that is dependent on bodies outside of academia. But if it is a situation like, 
say you are in a project which is often led by a professor, and they have lost 
the funding, then it is this person’s responsibility to get the funding back or 
secure another funding. But if it is the case that the funding is over because 
the four or five years of PhD are over and the dissertation is not finished, then 
it is different. Then I would say that I would still support such a PhD candi-
date. Some departments don’t because after the five years they don’t have a 
supervisor that receives money for their role as a supervisor after the funding 
is finished. But let’s say that the PhD candidate has passed their 90% progres-
sion seminar and then the five years are gone, then it’s no question for many 
supervisors and we just continue to support them.  

 
Q:  I think most of us in academia relate to this and can think of moments 

when we met people who were not very good at communicating feedback, or 
perhaps even did it maliciously. When you personally notice this in a live set-
ting, for example at a seminar or conference, do you react to this? Do you say 
something then or separately to your student? How do you experience these 
types of situations?  

Christina Keller:  Looking back to those situations I think I try to take the 
word then and not tell the person that they are being mean and that they need 
to stop, but more take the word to say something that neutralizes the situation 
and the things that this person has said. And then afterwards I talk with the 
PhD candidate about it.  

 
Q: Do you think the boundary between personal and professional life af-

fects how we deal with personal issues while pursuing a PhD degree? 
Christina Keller: It can, because of the age span at which you usually are 

a PhD candidate. For many it’s also the age where you want to start a family. 
You have a partner. You have children. You can have elderly parents that need 
help. So, yes, I think it can be harder because a PhD candidate is a job that has 
very few routine tasks. You need to be on your toes. You need to set your own 
routines, sit and think, communicate well with other people. It’s not a job 
where you can do automatic routine-based tasks all day. So, it takes its toll in 
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a way that many other jobs perhaps do not. And then it can be harder to bal-
ance work and family.  

 
Q: Another topic we approached in this volume is interdisciplinarity, 

which is becoming more and more common in doctoral projects, as well as in 
academia generally. It can be tricky to navigate different disciplines when be-
ing new to conducting research.  Similarly, coming from a different discipline 
to the one in which the PhD student find themselves for their doctoral work is 
also increasingly common as different topics become relevant to many differ-
ent disciplinary fields. What is your experience with this and how do you help 
PhD students navigate interdisciplinary waters?  

Christina Keller: I haven’t supervised anyone that was really interdiscipli-
nary, but I’ve been in an interdisciplinary context myself and I have super-
vised people in Information Systems/Informatics, and medical management, 
which was very, very different. For example, in Information Systems we love 
theories and we have so many. When I came to medical management at the 
Karolinska Institute, a professor said, ‘you know, we don’t have theories in 
this discipline, we are very data oriented, we collect data and draw conclu-
sions.’ And the advice I can give to anyone who is in an interdisciplinary set-
ting is to never believe that the other disciplines look at the world like you do. 
The differences are many so, instead, we should look at their practices and 
routines with respect because they have worked equally hard. Put all the cards 
on the table to show where you come from and then they will show where they 
come from and what are their theories, models, favourite data collection meth-
ods, how they see the research practice and topics. 

 
Q:  For many PhD students teaching becomes a significant part of their 

doctoral period. Could you comment on your own experience with PhD stu-
dents engaging in teaching activities alongside their dissertation research 
topic? 

Christina Keller: If you want to become an Assistant Professor in the Swe-
dish system, I think that you still need to have one year of teaching experience. 
That means 20% teaching every year of your doctoral period. I would say that 
it’s very, very important to keep in close contact with the director of research 
studies and the director of undergraduate studies to ensure that you are not 
overused for teaching. And to see that you get proper introductions from sen-
ior teachers. You should never be left alone in your first year in a big audito-
rium with a class of 150 students expected to give a long lecture, that’s not 
decent. And I think you should start with supervision, or if you are in a more 
technical discipline, laborations. And then you could move on to lectures in 
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your later years. But the most important thing of all is that people at the de-
partment don’t use you as cheap replacement for the senior teachers, or put 
you in too many courses because your salary is lower than the other teachers. 
So, it’s very important to make sure that you don’t go over 20% and you are 
not assigned teaching that you cannot handle.  

 
Q: How would you say the relationship is between the teaching and the 

research that the PhD students are expected to do? Is it a symbiotic one or 
can teaching be a hurdle?  

Christina Keller: Teaching in itself is needed if you want a tenure track 
position.  I think that supervision, for instance, of BA or MA theses, on topics 
similar to your own is good and it can help you. And if you are assigned very 
basic courses in the beginning of a BA program, for instance, perhaps it won’t 
help your research but it gives you teaching hours and teaching experience. 
But it doesn’t help your research as much as when your teaching is related to 
your own dissertation topic. 

 
Q: Can a PhD candidate say no to teaching or does that send a negative 

signal to their seniors and to their faculty? 
Christina Keller: I think that they can say no if they have a good reason. I 

said no to teaching during one semester because I had family issues and that 
was respected. But then it’s hard because you are also thinking, ‘OK, I need 
to say yes to everything because I need to show that I am needed and useful’. 
That’s a feeling many have. I don’t think you can say no to teaching during 
all your five years, I don’t think it’s realistic in practice. But you can do it 
temporarily if you have a good reason. Or if someone wants to assign you 
teaching which is outside your discipline or expertise. There is also sometimes 
an opportunity to switch teaching to administrative tasks. 

 
Q: An expectation from PhD students is for them to develop a collabora-

tion network which they can then access in future research activities. At the 
same time, there is also an expectation to become independent. What can a 
PhD student do to maintain balance in developing a professional and social 
network?  

Christina Keller:  It’s hard if you are alone in a department where, for in-
stance, there are only two or three people that do things similar to yours. Or-
ganizations like research schools can give you the possibility to create a net-
work. There are also doctoral courses where many people meet from the same 
or other disciplines, and also from other universities. In my own university 
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there is a venue for “PhD Days” where candidates from different disciplines 
can meet outside their disciplinary boundaries and connect.  

 
Q: What about the role of the supervisor? How much should they be so-

cializing with their PhD students? How should they balance being a mentor 
and a friend to their PhD student?  

Christina Keller:  Every PhD student is different. As are all humans. You 
can get closer to some and perhaps not that close to others. A supervisor needs 
to be very professional and have a balanced and structured interaction and 
communication. They should set up meetings in a structured manner for su-
pervision and communicate clearly. Because to be a supervisor is not the same 
as being a friend. But of course, you get along better with some candidates 
and less with others, as you do with all people. That’s something you need to 
balance and not show.  

 
Q:  We now have reached a point in which I would like to ask you more 

about a context in which we originally met, which is the Swedish Research 
School for Management and IT, for which you are currently the Dean of.  We 
also heard previously that you are yourself an alumna of the research school. 
One point of departure for our question is our observation that the research 
school as an academic type of organization has become more popular. What 
does it mean for a PhD student to be part of a research school and how does 
it differ to those who are not?  

Christina Keller:  The difference is in how narrow the context in which 
PhD candidates are located in. At your department, you are at your university, 
and the contacts you have and the network you can build is then dependent on 
what is organized there such as seminars, or communications, interactions and 
traditions at the specific department. That can be good and sometimes it can 
be less so, it varies. I would say that the research school gives you an oppor-
tunity to meet people from other universities, both other PhD candidates, and 
senior academics who you can receive feedback from, you can discuss your 
work with, you can think of new angles for your papers with, and above all 
you can start to think in new directions outside the established way at your 
own home department. For me, when I was a PhD candidate, to participate in 
the research school’s activities was essential because there I could receive 
feedback from people that had other or wider perspectives than at my home 
department. And then the person who is not affiliated to a research school 
might be a bit vulnerable to the context at their home department.  
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Q: For those doctoral students who are not affiliated to a research school 
and cannot be, as this is often out of their power to decide, how can they em-
ulate this? What would you advise them to do? Should they organize similar 
activities as in a research school such as seminars? Or go to more confer-
ences? How can they access the benefits of a research school without actually 
being in one?  

Christina Keller:  They can, if the department has money, go to confer-
ences which are more tailored for PhD students. For instance, being in Scan-
dinavia, we have this conference for Information Systems called IRIS, which 
is not a career conference but a place where you can go and get your paper 
reviewed by others, you are placed in a working group in which you work with 
helping developing all the papers of those participants. Self-organization is 
also good. When I was at the Karolinska Institute, the PhD candidates at Med-
ical Management, they had something that they called Writing Friday then. 
They would meet in a room every Friday and wrote and discussed work. You 
could see them sitting in the room, because it was a glass door, and I noticed 
that often they would comfort each other and try to help each other. So that 
kind of self-organization and going to conferences is a way.  

 
Q: The role of a PhD student, but also junior researchers generally, in-

volves living with a bit of uncertainty. On one hand there is a clear deadline 
for when a position ends, but there is also an inherent need to live with uncer-
tainty between positions, or while waiting for decisions. What is your advice 
for how to navigate this aspect of academic work? 

Christina Keller:  I would say try to plan, if possible, the things that you 
can plan ahead. Do that, try to look forward in the courses you take and the 
thesis work. In one of the courses which I am involved in we have one module 
in which PhD candidates have a task to plan their five doctoral years, and think 
about what to do each year. To have a good plan is essential. Then there will 
always be things that you cannot control. But the things you can control, try 
to plan them. And also, take one day at a time because something that is diffi-
cult one day can be solved some other day. Circumstances can change around 
you. So, plan the things you can control and then observe the risky things and 
then try to take it easy as you cannot control everything anyway and it’s a loss 
of energy to worry too much about those things.  

 
Q: Earlier you mentioned that life is easier for those PhD students who are 

good at writing and enjoy it. This writing process is a central activity to the 
PhD progress and, as you can imagine, is the main topic of several of our 



 

 139 

chapters in this volume. What are your trusted habits and routines which you 
would like to share with present and future doctoral students? 

Christina Keller:  Also, here everyone is different. I would say that you 
should be structured and don’t think that in the beginning of your first years 
you can write an article in one week. That is not possible. And to always start 
with a structure, just with writing the headings and then trying to fill them in 
a little bit every day. Write the content as you gain knowledge, as you reach 
your results. Write down your thoughts also, for instance if you were writing 
a theory chapter. Even if you are not sure that you will use the theory that you 
are reading about right now, you can still reflect about it.  And write those 
things that you already know, because some things that need to be included in 
an article or in the kappa you can already write from the start. Then there are 
other things for which you have to wait for to write until after data collection, 
or results from data analysis. I think you need time to think about your research 
results, which can be stressful but you need to let it take time.   

 
Q: Another very important topic we approached in this volume is that of 

equal opportunities in academia and what can we do to improve representa-
tion. More specifically, have you supervised, for example, women and have 
you encountered such issues? 

Christina Keller: Many of my PhD students have been women. My expe-
rience is that women are more cautious to do a good job and finish on time 
because they know that they are observed more. They feel like they have to 
be a bit better sometimes than the male students, unfortunately. When it comes 
to gender, the only difference I can see is that women plan and foresee things 
more and men tend to take more chances. A pattern which I could see when I 
started as a PhD candidate myself in 2002 was that the attitude from the senior 
researchers of that time was slightly more positive towards the male students. 

 
Q: Do you think that this has changed now? 
Christina Keller:  I think so, yes, for the better. That’s a slight difference, 

so not very big, it was a gut feeling that you had back then. When it comes to 
international academics the big hurdle is still that you need to speak Swedish 
in order to have further access to an academic career that is based on that bu-
reaucracy. I just heard in recent years that the number of Swedish applicants 
to PhD positions has been quite low. The majority come from different coun-
tries and we would never be able to manage academia here without people 
from other countries who come to Sweden. 
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Q:  Knowing that these challenges are ahead of them, what is your advice 
for your international PhD students, especially those who are at the beginning 
of their work?  

Christina Keller: I try to support them so that they know that irrespective 
of gender or what country they come from they are valuable, they are good. 
We want to work with them.  

 
Q: As a last question, we want to ask you how do you prepare your PhD 

students for life after the PhD defense, if you do? And do you know what kind 
of careers your former PhD students have continued in?  

Christina Keller: They work in academic teaching, in municipalities, in 
research. I would say 70% remained in academia. They are in Sweden, in Nor-
way, in Argentina, in China.  

I think this is the weak point of many PhD programs. We often prepare 
PhD students for a career in academia, but not outside of it. We had PhD sur-
veys at Lund University and the weak point that the PhD candidates mentioned 
was that they are not prepared for a career outside of academia. At a faculty 
level, not department level, there have been organized “PhD Candidates Days” 
with alumni from working places outside of academia. And I think that with 
the digitalization of society, there should be more and more opportunities for 
research schools like the Swedish Research School for Management and IT’s 
alumni to go to places outside of academia. For instance, the Swedish regions 
and Swedish society in general have big challenges regarding digitalization 
and information security. 

 
Q: Any last remarks you would like to make on the topic of PhD studies in 

Sweden? 
Christina Keller:  Yes, that the PhD supervisors who are new in this role 

can also fall into the trap of overwhelming their students through both excite-
ment and expectations, forgetting that it is important to follow and support 
them according to their actual process. Education is important for both the 
PhD students and their respective supervisors! 
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Thomas Taro Lennerfors 

Q: Hello Thomas! Could you introduce yourself in regard to your background 
and what your own PhD dissertation was about? 

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I studied a five year industrial engineering and 
management program at KTH, the Royal Institute of Technology in Stock-
holm. I was quite interested in the mainstream of that subject and wanted to 
be a management consultant or a manager, which was the career aspiration of 
most students in that program. Then I went on a one-year exchange to Spain 
and that was a turning point. I started to get interested in other things that I 
had not been interested in before, for example philosophy. That also changed 
my career, what I wanted to do with my life. Previous aspirations of working 
at McKinsey did not feel interesting anymore. I thought that maybe the best 
would be to just drop my industrial engineering and management studies en-
tirely and start studying philosophy. But that is not how I am. I try to fix things 
that I already have in action. Therefore, I felt that, maybe I could write a mas-
ter’s thesis in philosophy of technology, which I did. Then I thought that a 
PhD could be where I could nurture these new interests that I had, but without 
throwing out my previous studies. That was the reason I started the PhD, also 
at KTH, about corruption in public procurement. My supervisor Claes Gus-
tafsson was interested in philosophy and ethics and he proposed that I should 
study how procurement professionals deal with the potential risk of being cor-
rupted by salespeople or suppliers, who want their products to be bought even 
though they might not be the best ones.  

 
Q: Since then, you’ve assumed the role of a supervisor of PhD students. 

Could you talk to us a little bit about that? 
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I’m not a very experienced supervisor. I was co-

supervising Christian Jansson at Gothenburg University when I was working 
there as a postdoc. And then at Uppsala University, where I have been working 
since 2011, I was, or am, the main supervisor to Per Fors, Jolanda van Rooijen, 
Mia Ljungblom, and Paul Plummer, and assistant supervisor to Matthew Da-
vis, Thomas Schmitt, Alex Ljung, and Peter Birch. 

 
 



 

 142 

Q: What would you say motivates you as a PhD supervisor? 
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I think I start from my own experience and pos-

itive memories of my own PhD. Of course, there are ups and downs that I had 
as well, but compared to other jobs, I’ve never thought of this as a job even. 
As a PhD, it was more like a vocation. I suppose that when I recruit, or when 
I have the possibility to supervise someone, I want them to experience that 
which I had back in the day, to be able to nurture their thinking, and experience 
some autonomy in formulating their projects and be able to learn. I learn a lot 
from my PhD students because supervision is a way to nurture my own think-
ing. It’s also important to say that in the Swedish institutional system, there 
are demands to have PhD students to become a full professor.  

 
Q: In the recruitment of PhD students, what is it that you are looking for, 

and why? 
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I try to find people who are really interested in 

PhD studies. It’s of course impossible to judge after an interview, but they 
should be interested in the task that they are applying for, not do it just for 
external purposes; for example: ‘I want the PhD because then I can do a really 
good industrial career’ or ‘everybody in my family has a PhD’. But be inter-
ested in learning things, be curious and open to new perspectives. I’ve been in 
interview situations where some candidates seem like they know everything 
already, they have perfect answers to all the questions and there are no gaps 
remaining. They have already figured everything out. To me that is not the 
ideal candidate because I want someone who does not know exactly what the 
end result of the process would be. Then I think it’s important that they express 
some form of commitment to work. Before I started a PhD myself, I thought 
that this is for people who are smart or so. But it’s so much about doing the 
effort to try stuff and to have grit to continue working. I think it’s easier to 
work if you’re interested in what you’re doing. 

 
Q: What about in a role as an examiner, what kind of qualities would you 

be looking for?  
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I look for creativity and a willingness to learn 

and explore something that is new. I also see it as central to use the strengths 
that you have and the interest that you have. If I see a PhD thesis that is ex-
tremely rigid and everything is perfect, but I don’t think it mirrors the PhD 
student at all, I will of course not fail it or anything like that. It’s still an ex-
cellent PhD. But I always think, is this really what you could have performed? 
Maybe you want to play the game in the perfect way and you discipline your-
self to produce a thesis that does not represent what you want to do. Some 
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people can do that. But I also feel so happy when I see that someone has actu-
ally tried to do something that is breaking the norms or trying to do something 
different. To maybe nurture that little bit would be something that I look for 
during the PhD process as well. Then again, maybe some don’t want the PhD 
to consume their entire existence, which is perfectly fine and maybe that is 
healthier as well. So maybe for that reason, they write a thesis which feels like 
work: ‘this is my job; I do it and then I go home; now I produced something 
that is going to be legitimate from a variety of perspectives. You don’t have 
to worry that someone sees this as strange or anything like that’. My personal 
opinion is that I don’t like that so much. But it’s not for me to decide. The 
PhD students should do exactly what they want. I always respect if they say 
that this is exactly what they want to do.   
 

Q: What is your take on the importance of learning Swedish?  
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: Difficult question. Myself, I’m a bit like a lan-

guage nerd and I always felt that if I go somewhere, then I will be able to 
understand more of that context if I learn the language and for me, it has been 
a pleasure.  I love, or loved, learning languages. While I have lost this interest 
a little bit, for a long time that was part of my identity. I never had that problem 
in Sweden, of course, because I’m born here, so I know Swedish. But I think 
that it is a good idea to learn Swedish for your research purposes. We are 
connected to actors in society, and many of them, while they can speak Eng-
lish, they prefer to speak Swedish, and they speak much better Swedish even 
though they are fluent in English. Also, we speak a lot of English at the de-
partment, but also a lot of Swedish. So, I suppose you miss out on some things 
if you don’t speak Swedish. Also, it matters for career possibilities in aca-
demia. We are in a system where Swedish is still the main language. To take 
on many administrative positions or even teaching positions, it is important to 
know Swedish. So there’s an instrumental reason to learn Swedish. There are 
also social reasons to learn Swedish so that you can understand what is going 
on better. And then the question is, of course, how can we support this? Often 
with all academic jobs, including the PhD, the trade-offs are never acknowl-
edged: what should I remove from my job tasks if I, as a PhD student, study 
Swedish two hours a day? Well, nothing, just do that as well. Should I be an 
excellent teacher or excellent researcher? Well, why not be both? I think this 
is usually the case with many of the issues that we’re faced with, that we don’t 
acknowledge any trade-offs; rather, maybe you can go to a Swedish course in 
the evening. Unfortunately, that is a little bit how it is. I have thought about 
how to get out of this, but I don’t know really.   
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Q: In your experience, is there any sort of support from the department, 
division, or the university to help manage these trade-offs?  

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I think you get support from supervisors, and 
you can have discussions with the managers. I think that helps, but in the end 
it becomes a question for the PhD student because it’s so personal how you 
want to compartmentalize, whether you see learning Swedish as an invest-
ment: ‘it’s going to be a bit difficult now this year because I’m learning this, 
but then I can maybe, get something back from knowing Swedish in the rest 
of my career’. I think if you always want to keep the perfect balance at every 
point in time, then a PhD might be a bit difficult. I hope that it can be done, 
but I think it’s more difficult than other jobs. You might read a research related 
book in the evening because you are genuinely interested but you will also be 
helped by that later. I think there’s an incentive to work more, as a PhD stu-
dent, which could be a major problem for health. I think the Swedish language 
goes into that box as well, unfortunately.  

 
Q: What kind of support do you think, PhD students should expect from 

their supervisors or from the department? 
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: The PhD programs last over quite a few years 

and over this amount of time it’s possible that people go through different life 
changes. Life happens and some of these things, unfortunately, are negative 
experiences. The supervisor, manager, and the head of department should al-
ways support the PhD student if something happens that is affecting the work. 
And even if it’s not affecting the work, supervisors should have a caring ap-
proach towards the PhD students. From a supervisor perspective, it’s good if 
the PhD student tells us so we know what is going on. That of course depends 
on the supervisory relationship. It’s not obvious that the student and the su-
pervisor can speak freely about everything. But I hope that the PhD students 
are exposed to a range of different people at the division so that they don’t 
have a direct relationship only with the supervisor; maybe they can also have 
other PhD students, co-supervisor, managers, or other colleagues as a support 
system. This is a little bit what I’ve tried to institute with the research school 
of industrial engineering and management. That research education is not a 
relationship just between you and your supervisor but there are always other 
people around who the PhD student has relationships with by being at the of-
fice, at seminars, and teaching together with colleagues. Depending on the 
issue, I think what is necessary is to talk about it and to listen to the PhD 
student. Then the question is: What can we do? If someone cannot work full 
time, for example, then it’s important that we discuss that. If the person is still 
working full time formally but cannot work full time, then that will have 
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consequences. Rather than only hoping for everything to solve itself, we could 
talk through some options, about what can be done, for example can we do 
50% work for a while so that the PhD time does not expire? We also have the 
issue of fairness. You should combine the individual caring approach and see-
ing the PhD student, with the more justice approach of treating everybody in 
a similar way. I think those can be connected through a dialogue with super-
visor and other people as well so you don’t end up in a situation where a person 
has not been able to do anything for quite a long time and that leads to a lot of 
problems later and no one has ever had this kind of discussion. I’m not saying 
that it should be a harsh discussion, rather an explorative discussion. It's not a 
nice topic but it needs to be discussed. But it can of course be very sensitive. 
I would say that just listening and maybe not trying to solve everything as a 
supervisor, but trying to see what can we do together?  

 
Q: Our following question is related to something you mentioned before 

and focuses on interdisciplinarity. You shared that you became interested in 
ethics and how this was a turning point for you in your early career. You also 
said that your own PhD supervisor was also interested in ethics, which I as-
sume reinforced your decision to implement this more in your doctoral work. 
At this intersection of industrial engineering and management and ethics and 
philosophy- how do you view interdisciplinarity? And here I mean how do you 
view it generally but also more specifically when your own PhD students or 
those you are examining or interact with in different capacities engage in in-
terdisciplinary work. Especially when they perhaps come from more technical 
backgrounds and decide to incorporate elements from social science and/or 
humanities, since at the end we become Doctors in one specific discipline. 

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I am very happy when I see academics go in 
interdisciplinary directions. But then again, I also wonder if I’m equally open 
to all forms of interdisciplinarity. For example, if a PhD student who starts out 
in a qualitative project wants to do a quantification of their results and move 
in that direction, then I wonder if I would be equally open to that. It has not 
happened yet, but I fear that I might not be equally open to all kinds of inter-
disciplinarity. Nevertheless, in general, I’m very open to it. I always say that 
industrial engineering and management is already an interdisciplinary topic. 
If a PhD student, for example, says that ‘I’m approaching this industrial engi-
neering and management topic, and I am also very interested in sociology’. 
Then I would say that that’s great and has already been done by a lot of people 
who borrow from sociology to enrich how we think about work organizations, 
for example. So, then I would also recommend them to look into those con-
nections that have already been made since they don’t have to think that they 
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are the first ones to attempt that, and there are so many other interdisciplinary 
scholars out there. Usually there already are many ongoing interdisciplinary 
discussions which can be relevant. So, I don’t find it strange at all that inter-
disciplinarity is existent in our subject field. And I would say that there is 
support and value from connecting with people who are also doing similar 
work. I myself often publish in journals that are connected to our field, and I 
think that it is still good to sometimes publish in venues that have a connection 
to the domain in which you’re supposed to defend your dissertation.  

I read an article about food sociologists who were interested in food stud-
ies, and many of them choose either to go to a department of food studies, or 
a department of sociology where they could study food. So I think that when 
I have a PhD student, or a colleague who is interested in this kind of interdis-
ciplinary aspects, then I usually also speak to them about the possibilities and 
consequences of different choices. For example, if you see yourself or start 
positioning yourself as a food expert who knows a lot about food and food 
systems, then I suppose your future career will be inclined towards that direc-
tion and you will be able to work in many different departments interested in 
that topic. But then if you want a job within industrial engineering and man-
agement, then it’s also a good idea to be closer to such topics and theories 
even if you are also interested in food. For research purposes that doesn’t mat-
ter so much, I think, but for integration into teaching and administration and 
strategy, it’s easier if you know about and are interested in the domain. I think 
that there is a kind of a scale. I support interdisciplinary work but also think 
one should be mindful of its consequences since universities might still be 
organized in departments in the future. But at the same time, there are so many 
new interdisciplinary centers and initiatives that are emerging, and academics 
who have many disciplinary belongings can be much more attractive to those 
spaces. 

 
Q: You just mentioned teaching, which is also an important part of the PhD 

experiences reflected in this volume. How have your PhD students incorpo-
rated teaching in their doctoral time?  

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I think that there exists a story that teaching is 
unnecessary and that it is hindering your research, taking a lot of time and not 
being instrumental for your career. And I know that that kind of discourse 
exists, but I never hear it directly from anyone. I only hear about its existence, 
and I very much dislike it. And it’s absolutely untrue, at least in the subjects 
where I’m active. I think that this story is unhealthy. I try to tell the PhD stu-
dents that teaching is important because if you’re going to work within indus-
trial engineering and management, it is a very teaching oriented environment. 
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If you look at different institutions or universities, I would say that it is very 
different from, for example, materials science or electricity in the sense that 
the budget and the need for teaching is much higher than in many other sub-
jects.   

And that means that I too was told when I was a PhD student that it is good 
to have an associate professor or lecturer position, and with that very stable 
position, you can apply for grants and if it is successful then you get more 
research time. If you don’t get a grant then you get no or very little research, 
basically only the research time that the union has negotiated with the univer-
sities. So if that is true, then you cannot see something like 70% of teaching 
in your position as a necessary evil. So I think there is a need to be more in-
terested in teaching. So, in our in our domain, I would say that teaching is 
quite fundamental to get a stable position and usually what many engineering 
programs like from us are the basic courses. For example, courses such as 
project management, industrial management, or innovation management. Spe-
cialized courses are good for our own programs where we have maybe 100 
students per year. But the rest of the programs have maybe 1000 students per 
year, and they might be interested in basic courses. I experience that fewer are 
interested in teaching on the undergraduate level because it’s not seen as in-
teresting enough. They want to explore more advanced topics, but I think that 
many basic courses are as interesting as the advanced courses.  

In any case, it is important to develop your teaching portfolio as a PhD 
student. Hopefully by the end of your PhD studies, you can eventually take 
roles that are very close to an examiner even if you cannot formally be one. 
So what I tried to say to our PhD students is that they should gradually take 
more responsibility in teaching.  

I have also evaluated candidates for teaching positions and if a person who 
recently got her PhD has had course responsibility, then I know that this per-
son can organize courses. It’s not a high risk to assign that person as course 
responsible. In teaching, we have a direct impact on the students so that they 
can learn more about a topic and become critically reflexive. Also, teaching 
has a social aspect that you can get much pleasure from actually. It is so inter-
esting to see how students think even in basic level courses.  

But I think as a PhD student it can be difficult to teach sometimes. I re-
member just the week after I graduated from the PhD, the difference in my 
own self-confidence was huge. I experienced that I was more respected in the 
classroom when I had my PhD than when I was a PhD student. And if you do 
not feel fully respected from students as a PhD student, it can lead to a situa-
tion where you need to prove yourself in relation to the students. And then it 
becomes even worse, when they see that you’re trying to overcompensate.  
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Q: Many of chapters in this book reflect on the process of writing, which 

is a common experience for all doctoral projects no matter the discipline and 
institution. What do you advise your students in regards to healthy writing 
habits and developing their texts? 

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: I always say that you should always be writing. 
You should always be writing and usually it’s easier to read something if 
you’re also writing. You can plan as you read, whether what you read can be 
part of this or that chapter in your monograph, this or that paper or the kappa. 
And then I’m also intellectually very much in favor of the approach to simply 
take a book, go offline, sit in a chair and simply read it for absolutely no in-
strumental purposes whatsoever. That is really nice and I try to do it once in a 
while. But I think it is just easier if you write constantly. And then you should 
know, of course, that the text cannot be used in the form that you’re first writ-
ing it in, but it’s one stage of the process. In discussions with my PhD students 
I say that you think through writing and by trying to write down things you 
can realize what you think yourself. I still believe in that.  

What I mean here is a critique to an attitude in which you believe that you 
must think things through first and then when you feel ready, you write eve-
rything down. Most people fail to do that because ideas, for me at least, come 
in a muddled form and then you realize when you write them down that per-
haps they were not so good. But I think that there’s a balance to be had there. 
I think that sometimes it’s good to not be writing all the time as well, and you 
can take it too far by writing all the time. So for me it’s good to have a break 
in writing in which I just read and see what happens.  

It’s also easier to edit something that exists than something that does not, 
so better to have a lot of unfinished text which will become better with time.  

 
Q: As a head of division, what do you see as existent support for PhD stu-

dents?  
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: When I was a PhD student, I think there was no 

formal requirements for any progression seminars. Similar to other institu-
tions, we have checkpoints in the form of progression seminars. In these sem-
inars the PhD students are required to discuss their projects in a public setting 
at three intervals: a research proposal, midterm, and final seminar. These come 
before and in preparation of the final opposition. I think that is helping to eval-
uate how the work looks like when half the time has passed and be made aware 
of if something needs to be done or changed. So that is one way of support, 
and then of course the supervisors always support the PhD students and if 
there are any conflicts or anything like that, then of course the head of research 
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education, and study director, helps by discussing with the PhD students and 
their supervisors. But much is in the hands of the PhD student who have a lot 
of responsibility.  

And then the question is also how much should everyone be involved be-
cause sometimes I feel that it can become a bit claustrophobic when there are 
supervisory meetings all the time. Say that you have biweekly meetings – then 
maybe not so much has happened during these two weeks and maybe there is 
kind of an implicit demand that something should have happened. So even if 
the student should report on progress, that doesn’t automatically mean that 
there is a guaranteed real insight. I remember that I was always complaining 
that my supervisors back in the day only spoke to me something like every six 
months or maybe I’m exaggerating. But then on the other hand, that gave me 
a lot of freedom to be able to develop some things independently. And of 
course, there’s a lot of risk in that as well in that maybe I completely go off a 
tangent that is not beneficial for my study. But maybe that risk is worth taking 
actually?  
 

Q: As a last question we kept perhaps the most important one. We often 
discuss representation and equal opportunities in academia, especially among 
PhD students and early career researchers. You are close to both supervising 
these groups, as well as in their recruiting. Do you think we can improve this?  

Thomas Taro Lennerfors: It is difficult. At least at our division we do not 
have an equal representation of women and men, for example. Since we have 
a majority of men and since we have no women professors at the moment. 
And this is an issue at all levels because there should be women who are pro-
fessors who are in positions of power. We do not have that, and this is an issue 
that we are constantly working with. Since some positions are restricted to 
those who are professors, the first step is then to increase the number of 
women professors. To have women professors and women in management, 
which we do have, is important because then the PhD students can see that 
this is possible and that women can reach these positions. And we also have 
good examples of current and recently graduated PhD students who are 
women and whom we have, for example, interviewed and highlighted on our 
home page, representing the cohort of current PhD students. When we talked 
about future careers with PhD students and invite speakers to our seminars, 
we invite women, so that we do not show only a lot of men who are doing 
interesting work.  

Still, our division has a majority of men. When we recruit PhD students the 
responsibility for this lies with supervisors together with those in managerial 
positions including me. As a head of division, I check that the ad is written in 
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the right way and that the requirements are correct, so that we do not recruit 
someone who has not fulfilled the requirements for the position. But, of 
course, if the prospective PhD students know that they are coming into an 
organization where there are more men, including in positions of power, then 
of course it might not be an attractive workplace for female applicants. And 
for some, the subject of industrial engineering and management might feel 
male-dominated. For me personally, I don’t see it as a ‘male subject’ or any-
thing like that, but maybe this is a feeling in society to think of it with mascu-
line connotations, and this could also lead to fewer women applicants. 

And then again, I have also seen examples of situations where the top can-
didates for a PhD position include both men and women, but in the end the 
decision is to hire a man. I think on the whole we need to think about this very 
intentionally because we all have a responsibility in common and everyone in 
this recruitment process needs to think about this more.  

 
Q: Do you have any final reflections which you would like to share? 
Thomas Taro Lennerfors: Yes. I have a probably unhealthy point of view, 

but I still think that there is a kind of privilege related to our work. It is prob-
ably not true if you look at look at it objectively, because maybe we are under 
more pressure than other professions. So maybe this is my own protection 
mechanism, but I think that it is quite unbelievable that we can be doing this 
as a job – to be able to learn new things and teach students, and be able to do 
research. If we look at an engineer who goes into a PhD education and one 
who works at a company, academia cannot compete from a financial perspec-
tive. But what academia can compete with is to provide a space where we can 
nurture thinking, personal development, and contribute to society. Once again, 
this is connected to what motivates me for doing this kind of work; I think it 
can offer a lot of value for someone who is interested in these aspects. And 
for me, I think that the academic sector is still a very good one to be a part of 
and I hope that we can continue to do good together. 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ï 
 



The doctoral period is often described as a linear path, omitting the human dimen-
sions of becoming a scholar. In this volume, the imaginary of the PhD education in 
Sweden is expanded through the metaphor of the PhD wanderer— an early-career 
academic venturing into unknown terrains, sometimes becoming lost, at other times 
finding exciting directions, committing to new routes, and encountering new travel-
lers along the way. 
     In this collection of essays, academics who have defended their doctoral disser-
tations and earned their PhDs at Swedish universities reflect on their past experi-
ences. Through these essays, as well as interviews with two senior academics, the 
contributors show that there is no single path to a PhD, as each process is filled with 
exploration, vulnerability, adaptability, and human connection. This collection in-
vites prospective, current, and former PhD students—and those who guide them—to 
appreciate the stories woven into the very first steps of an academic life.


