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7. Navigating interdisciplinary 
research—supervisors’ perspectives
Mia Lövheim

Abstract: This chapter analyzes experiences of interdisciplinary supervision in the 
humanities and social sciences in Norway and Sweden. The focus of the chap-
ter is the supervisors’ experiences of benefits and challenges in interdisciplinary 
PhD research, as expressed through a survey and interviews. The supervisors rep-
resented academic departments with varying degrees of interdisciplinarity in PhD 
programs, from more traditional monodisciplinary to inter- or transdisciplinary set-
tings. As in previous studies, many of the supervisors experienced challenges in 
balancing enculturation versus developing the students’ critical, independent, and 
innovative research skills. However, this experience also increased their own aware-
ness of their disciplinary background and perspective. The findings of this study 
thereby show how interdisciplinary supervision may deepen, rather than dissolve, 
knowledge about disciplinary perspectives and how these may benefit the research 
process. A further insight is how increased professionalization of supervision might 
have a double effect of leveraging competence but also shifting responsibility for 
the process as well as the product of the PhD education from the student to the 
supervisor. Furthermore, the study clearly indicates that such a shift runs the risk of 
increasing emotional support work, particularly among female supervisors.
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Interdisciplinarity is becoming more salient in the context of PhD supervision 
also in areas of the humanities and social sciences that have traditionally been 
monodisciplinary. In a review of research into interdisciplinary PhD train-
ing, Vanstone et al. (2013) argue that this impacts several core components 
of supervision, among those “the enactment of the student–supervisor rela-
tionship, the process of forming and working with a supervisory committee, 
and the process and outcomes of doctoral research”. Nevertheless, research on 
interdisciplinary supervision is still limited. This includes knowledge about 
supervisors’ practices and reflections about their experiences. The majority of 
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studies carried out to date focus on the natural sciences, and most studies are 
located in Australia, the UK, and North America. Research on supervisors’ 
experiences of PhD projects in the humanities and social sciences, and in the 
Nordic countries, is particularly scarce (cf. Bøgelund, 2015).

Against this background, the aim of the chapter is to analyze the experi-
ences of interdisciplinary supervision among supervisors of PhD students in 
the humanities and social sciences at 11 universities in Norway and Sweden. 
The focus of the chapter will be on the supervisors’ experiences of benefits and 
challenges in interdisciplinary PhD research. The chapter is based on responses 
to a survey conducted in 2022 and interviews with 12 supervisors with varying 
disciplinary backgrounds and experiences during the years 2022–2023. The 
supervisors represent academic departments with varying degrees of interdis-
ciplinarity in PhD programs, from more traditional monodisciplinary settings 
where a multidisciplinary approach is most often practiced to PhD programs 
which start out from an inter- or transdisciplinary setting involving perspec-
tives from several disciplines and also stakeholders in society. The departments 
represent the humanities, such as religious studies, cultural studies, sociology, 
psychology, educational sciences, and health and social services in the public 
and private sectors.

Previous research
As pointed out by Afdal and Nykvist in chapter 2 of this volume, there is a 
growing body of literature on PhD supervision within interdisciplinary set-
tings. This literature follows ongoing organizational changes in national and 
international supervision policies and debates on the changing purpose of a 
PhD thesis (see the introductory chapter and chapter 2 of this volume). A key 
question in these debates concerns whether the primary purpose of a PhD is 
to make an original contribution to knowledge (the “product”) or to prepare 
skilled and innovative knowledge workers (the “person” or “process”; see fur-
ther Åkerlind & McAlpine, 2015, p. 1687).

This chapter mainly builds on research on supervisors’ understanding 
and practices of supervision as initiated by the British professor Anne Lee 
(2008). Based on literature on supervision and interviews with supervisors, 
Lee (2008) proposed a conceptual framework “which those involved in 
co-supervisory roles can use to negotiate and understand their respective 
roles” (p. 268). In this framework, a concept is perceived as “…a definition 
and description of an approach, belief or experience about the nature of 
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supervision” (Lee, 2008, p. 268). Lee’s (2008) study builds on two key influ-
ences of supervisors’ approaches to supervision: their approach to research 
supervision and their own experience as doctoral students (p. 267). From 
interviews with 12 supervisors from a range of disciplines in a research-in-
tensive university in the UK, the study identified five main conceptual 
approaches (Lee, 2008, p. 271):

1.	 Functional: focus is on planning, direction, and project management.
2.	 Enculturation: students are encouraged to become members of a disci-

plinary community.
3.	 Critical thinking: students are encouraged to question and analyze their 

work.
4.	 Emancipation: students are encouraged to question and develop 

themselves.
5.	 Relationship development: students are enthused, inspired, and cared 

for.

For each of these conceptual approaches, the participants reported advan-
tages and disadvantages which largely clustered around issues of dependence 
on previously established standards and power relations versus openness 
to creativity, tolerance of difference, and reciprocity (Lee, 2008, p.  279). 
Furthermore, a number of tensions connected to these approaches were iden-
tified. The first concerned the relation between “professional role” and “per-
sonal self ”, characterized by “professional requirement for completion versus 
a personal desire for quality”. This tension intersected with how supervisors 
navigated between the functional and the personal development approach to 
supervision. Tensions between dependence and independence were present 
in all the approaches but were connected mostly to issues of students’ devel-
opment of critical thinking and emancipation. Lee concludes that further 
research is needed on differences between disciplines and between supervi-
sors’ and students’ experiences of these approaches in the actual practice of 
supervision. In a later study (2018), Lee finds that the original framework 
still maps reasonably well onto supervisors’ experiences. However, she iden-
tifies organizational factors and tensions that affect how the framework is 
used in practice (e.g., institutional supports, supervisor training).

In a more recent study, Kreber et al. (2021) followed up on Lee’s research. The 
study encompassed interviews with 60 Canadian and UK supervisors within 
the disciplines of History, Biology, and Engineering. The study focused on the 
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intentions of supervisors, significant activities, and differences with regard 
to policy context and discipline. Six different understandings of supervision 
were identified, of which five overlapped with Lee’s study: “Enculturation”, 
“Functional”, “Emancipation”, “Critical thinking”, and “Care/relationship 
building”. A new addition for the study was “Preparation for career/life”. The 
most dominant concern among the interviewed supervisors was with encul-
turation, focusing on encouraging students to become a member of a disci-
plinary community through introducing concepts, practices, and contacts. 
In accordance with Lee’s study, personal conceptions of research and experi-
ences from one’s own supervision seemed to play an important part. The study 
found more commonalities than differences across national and disciplinary 
contexts. However, supervisors’ subjective experiences of their institutional 
context and gender were highlighted as important aspects to pursue in further 
research (Kreber et al., 2021, p. 679).

Åkerlind and McAlpine (2015) interviewed 12 supervisors from research-in-
tensive UK universities in 2007–2008 with varying backgrounds in disciplines, 
gender, and experience. They found three main categories regarding super-
visors’ understanding of the purpose of a PhD and the pedagogical empha-
sis related to it. The first concerned helping students become self-sufficient as 
researchers by training in research skills and requirements. The second cate-
gory emphasized innovation as a researcher by developing students’ ability to 
create new ideas. While these two categories focus more on the contribution 
of the PhD student to the research area, the third category concentrated more 
on student satisfaction and personal development regardless of future research 
career. Åkerlind and McAlpine argue (2015, p. 1696) that all these categories 
show a clear focus on the process of developing personal skills rather than 
the PhD as a product of a research field. Thus, these findings warrant more 
research into variation within supervision with a processual focus and on 
communication in supervision practice.

Interdisciplinary contexts for PhD supervision
Vanstone et al. (2013) highlight in their review of interdisciplinary PhD 
supervision that many studies have been based on comparing interdisciplin-
ary research to disciplinary research, which raises the question of whether 
challenges identified are simply an amplification of those that arise in single 
disciplinary PhD supervision. Nevertheless, they found a strong agreement 
that interdisciplinary research requires a different pedagogy of supervision 
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than single disciplinary doctoral research (Vanstone et al., 2013, p.  54). 
Elements commonly proposed in the literature included “epistemological 
and methodological coherence, flexibility when working with a wide variety 
of literature and methodologies, a self-reflexive disposition, a reflexive ori-
entation towards different bodies of knowledge, emphasis on contribution, 
and communication to multiple types of audiences” (Vanstone et al., 2013, 
p. 54). They also point out some common challenges identified in the litera-
ture, one of which concerned the risk of “intellectual diffusion” or divergent 
ideas among supervisors about the purpose and practice of a PhD, as well 
as the role of the supervisor. This shows the importance of establishing a 
common framework among all the supervisors involved for fundamental 
issues such as epistemology, the relation between theory and practice, and 
the formulation of problems in order to avoid both “intellectual diffusion” 
and “disciplinary chauvinism”. Another challenge identified in the review 
concerns divergent expectations for achievement and quality criteria from 
different disciplines (Vanstone et al., 2013, p. 57). They conclude that the 
type of deconstructive and generative work required in interdisciplinary 
research may require more time and effort from a student. However, it also 
builds competence for understanding and communicating the limitations 
and values of chosen approaches, thus potentially making research theoret-
ically stronger.

Margaret Kiley and Douglas P. Halliday (2019) interviewed 16 PhD candi-
dates and eight supervisors involved in an interdisciplinary research center. 
The candidates’ projects were primarily within one discipline, but the train-
ing was conducted in an interdisciplinary setting, involving recurrent sessions 
where projects were discussed with PhD candidates and supervisors from 
different disciplines within social sciences, natural sciences, and the human-
ities. Kiley and Halliday’s (2019) findings highlight three main themes that 
influenced their experiences: the impact of the environment; the critical role 
of communication; and the qualities of candidates and supervisors (pp. 667–
672). One general experience was that undertaking doctoral research in an 
interdisciplinary environment was more challenging than in a single disci-
pline. One element was potential insecurity due to lack of familiarity with the 
conventions and worldviews of the other researchers in the particular inter-
disciplinary environment. The benefits of interdisciplinary research, on the 
other hand, included learning to explain research to others and to appreciate 
one’s own views and values as well as those of others. A research environment 
characterized by an inclusive and open culture facilitated the development of 
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these skills. With regard to the characteristics of participants, being receptive, 
open minded, and curious was seen as important. In their conclusions, Kiley 
and Halliday (2019, p. 672) state that interdisciplinary PhD supervision and 
research is aided by an environment where careful attention is paid to aca-
demic, administrative, and structural barriers that may exist between different 
disciplines, an open, respectful, and trusting environment and facilitation, and 
finally opportunities for researchers to interact, express their views, and learn 
from each other.

Material and methods
The following study is based on responses from supervisors from Norway 
and Sweden taking part in an interdisciplinary research school in the 
Scandinavian countries focusing on the intersection between religion, val-
ues, and society between 2016 and 2024. The first part of the study was a 
survey sent out to PhD students as well as supervisors (N = 269). Thirty-
four supervisors responded to the survey, which represents approximately 
a third of those who supervised PhD students within the research school. 
Due to the low response rate, the findings cannot be seen as representative 
for supervisors in the research school. The survey contained questions on 
background factors such as age, gender, and disciplinary background, and 
statements about experiences of interdisciplinary supervision to be agreed 
to on a scale ranging from “do not agree” to “agree completely”. The survey 
also contained a possibility to add comments. The questions were based on 
previous research as well as cumulative experiences from discussions among 
supervisors within the duration of the research school. The questions thus 
worked as “sensitizing concepts” that provide a “general sense of reference 
and guidance in approaching empirical instances” for understanding com-
mon characteristics (Blumer, 1954, p. 7).

The survey responses were complemented with eight individual interviews 
with supervisors and one group interview with four supervisors, in sum  
12 participants. The interviewed supervisors were in most cases also respon-
dents to the survey (although not possible to identify due to the anonymiza-
tion of the survey). Supervisors for interviews were chosen in a purposive 
sample, based on variations in the larger group of survey respondents regard-
ing experience, main discipline, membership institutions, and gender. The 
participants in the group interview were also chosen to ensure variation in 
experience and discipline. Variation in responses was particularly noted in 
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the interview in order to cope with the risk that participants might be influ-
enced by what others are saying. All supervisors were sent an information 
sheet about the study and signed a consent form regarding participation. The 
method used for the interviews were semi-structured questions, which fol-
lowed the same themes as the survey questions in order to enable deeper 
reflections on these issues. The interviews were conducted through Zoom 
or in some instances face-to-face and lasted between 30–45 minutes. Notes 
taken during the interview and transcriptions of recordings were the basis 
of the analysis. Since the interviewed supervisors have been part of the same 
interdisciplinary research school, no direct quotes from single participants 
will be used, to protect the identity of participants. The result of the inter-
views will be reported on an aggregated level, as common themes in experi-
ences (see Kiley & Haliday, 2019, p. 666).

Following methodological practice in several previous studies (Lee, 2008, 
p. 270; Åkerlind & McAlpine, 2015, p. 1689) an iterative analysis of the inter-
view transcripts was carried out, based on an initial, inductive clustering of 
main themes and concepts in the first three interviews. These themes and con-
cepts were completed and revised through the conducting of the following 
interviews and also compared to the written answers in the survey which pro-
vided experiences from the larger group of supervisors. Thus, the themes of 
the analysis were revised and complemented over time until reaching a point 
of saturation. The interviewed supervisors were also brought in as participants 
in the analysis, as salient themes became included in the interviews for reflec-
tion and discussion. The limited number of participants and the fact that all of 
them shared a common context for PhD supervision in two Nordic countries 
limit the generalizability of the findings. Given that the experiences of super-
visors in Nordic countries and in theology and religious studies are scarce in 
the literature, they may still contribute to the expansion of knowledge of inter-
disciplinary supervision.

Results: Background
The respondents of the survey are fairly homogeneous in terms of age and 
nationality, but more diverse with regard to gender and experience of super-
vision. Most respondents were above 50 years of age and from Norway. This 
pattern matches the fact that most of the universities taking part in the PhD 
school were located in Norway. The background of participants across relevant 
variables is summarized in Table 7.1:
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Table 7.1
Summary of research participants’ backgrounds

Category Distribution 

Age 50 years or more: 29
41–50 years: 4

Gender Women: 21
Men: 13

National context of academic 
work

Norwegian: 21
Swedish: 8
Other: 5

Experience of supervision At least 6 PhD students: 14
Fewer than 6 PhD students: 20

Responses to the questions about main discipline or research area show that reli-
gious studies, sociology and psychology of religion, theology, and educational 
studies were the most common among the participants. Sixteen of the supervisors 
rank their current research as interdisciplinary to a high or very high degree, and 
eight to a low degree. Thus, the majority of the supervisors in the study worked 
within interdisciplinary research areas rather than a single disciplinary context.

Regarding experience of various modes of interdisciplinary supervision, the 
largest group, 16 respondents, reported high or very high experience of super-
vising a PhD student from another discipline. Fifteen respondents had experi-
ences of supervising PhD students with colleagues from other disciplines. The 
same amount reported experiences of supervising PhD students in a research 
project or area that to a high degree was organized as an interdisciplinary field. 
These results show that the supervisors who participated in the study fall into 
two groups: one with extensive experience of supervision, and also different 
kinds of interdisciplinary supervision, and one with more limited experience 
of supervision. The interviews revealed that several of the more experienced 
supervisors had themselves written their thesis within one main discipline. 
Interdisciplinary research and supervision had thus become more salient later 
in their academic career. Some of the less experienced supervisors had been 
PhD students in interdisciplinary research projects. Differences in experiences 
between these two groups will be explored further in the following presenta-
tion of the results of the survey, complemented by the interviews.

Advantages of interdisciplinary supervision
The responses to the survey question “In your opinion, what are the main 
advantages with interdisciplinary supervision?” showed that the majority of 
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respondents agreed with the following items to a high or very high degree: 
learning about other disciplinary perspectives, theories, and methods; expand-
ing knowledge of a research problem or phenomenon; gaining additional, 
complementary competence; and learning to collaborate across disciplines. 
Differences between supervisors with more or less experience of interdisci-
plinary research show that those in the first group were somewhat more appre-
ciative of interdisciplinary research as adding to their own competence and 
contributing to their learning about other disciplinary approaches.

The interviews confirmed these response patterns but also complemented 
them by adding additional perspectives. Several participants agreed that inter-
disciplinary supervision had helped them to learn more about the strengths 
and limitations of their own approach to research and to develop new insights 
and perspectives from other disciplines, as well as from other religious and 
cultural contexts. One supervisor explicitly mentioned that PhD students 
from other research areas and cultures can challenge or question, for exam-
ple, colonial approaches and other forms of bias within a discipline. Another 
supervisor expressed that interdisciplinary supervision gives opportunities for 
discussions and a sense of community with colleagues with whom one does not 
work on an everyday basis. This builds competence for interpreting a research 
question and empirical material from different disciplinary approaches. Three 
supervisors also mentioned that supervision with colleagues from other dis-
ciplines had helped them to get better insights into their own strengths and 
weaknesses. As one of them stated: to learn where one’s own competence ends, 
and when one has to hand over to someone else is a challenging but important 
experience to develop competence as a supervisor.

Most supervisors agreed that an interdisciplinary research project is often 
more genuinely driven by the research question or the empirical material than 
by inner, disciplinary concerns. This is also expressed in the written survey 
answers, through statements such as “interdisciplinary work might lead to 
groundbreaking transdisciplinary concept-building” and “interdisciplinary 
research makes it possible to approach research challenges from practical life 
experiences”. Ideally, the interviewed supervisors said, this has the potential for 
better quality research in terms of nuances, reflections on different approaches, 
choices, and potential answers to research questions. Also, it gives training in 
seeing one’s own research from another perspective and being able to explain 
one’s own standpoint. To move, as one of the supervisors put it, “outside the 
trodden field of one discipline and learn from how things are done in other 
fields”. However, several supervisors emphasized that a PhD student needs 
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a certain degree of competence and maturity before starting their studies in 
order to master these skills, which is not always the case.

A final advantage brought up by the participants was that interdisciplinary 
supervision can have a more egalitarian character than supervision within one 
discipline. An interdisciplinary PhD project can be structured as a team com-
posed from the needs of the project and the student rather than as the task of 
one main supervisor. As one supervisor put it: “no one has 100% ownership 
in an interdisciplinary PhD project”. This was particularly the experience of 
situations when the supervisor and the PhD student were both part of a group 
of researchers cooperating in an interdisciplinary project.

Challenges of interdisciplinary supervision
The survey also included a set of statements related to challenges regarding 
interdisciplinary supervision. In this case the respondents’ answers did not 
align as clearly with experiences drawn from previous research. The majority 
(21 respondents) agreed strongly with the statement that “unclear directions 
about standards for evaluation, quality, etc” was a challenge. “Time consum-
ing” was also highly ranked by more than half of the respondents. However, 
the suggested items related to communication (with supervisors, PhD stu-
dents, and colleagues) across disciplinary traditions, tensions, or conflict over 
the selection of theory, methods, material between supervisors, or lack of sup-
port from department or leadership did not seem to be as frequently occur-
ring challenges. Differences between respondents with more or less experience 
of interdisciplinary supervision shows that the second group seemed to rank 
challenges slightly higher than the first group, in particular the aspect of inter-
disciplinary supervision as time-consuming.

The experiences expressed in the interviews qualified and nuanced the 
results of the survey. Several of the participants found it hard at first to separate 
challenges related to interdisciplinary supervision from supervision in general. 
Nevertheless, some patterns clearly emerge that reveal how interdisciplinarity 
may not create but rather enhance dilemmas and challenges in supervision. 
As one of the participants put it: “interdisciplinary supervision is the most 
rewarding thing when it works, and the most frustrating when it does not”.

The supervisors agreed that interdisciplinary PhD projects can present 
additional challenges with regard to analysis and sources, meaning the use of 
methods, choice of theory, and selection of material. Questions about how to 
interpret empirical material and draw conclusions are important and difficult as 
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they reveal different epistemologies. What counts as valid knowledge, and how 
should empirically grounded and more normative perspectives be related to 
each other? Several participants referred to this challenge as partly a question of 
different styles in argumentation and writing a dissertation between disciplines.

The interviews also made it clear that challenges differ depending on the 
kind of interdisciplinary setting that the supervision takes place in. To be 
co-supervisor of a PhD project where the main topic is related to another dis-
cipline was described by several as easier, since there is a clear division among 
supervisors about competence, responsibility, and roles. If all the supervisors 
come from different disciplines, this requires more preparation and discus-
sions before the meeting with the student, in order not to cause confusion 
through disagreement or tensions between supervisors.

The most challenging situation was described as occurring when a PhD stu-
dent does not have a background or training in the broader research field where 
the project is located. To have very deep but narrow knowledge of an area but 
not a wider knowledge of the field can become a “handicap” for the student, 
for example when taking part in conversations in this broader research area. 
Several supervisors mentioned that monodisciplinary settings gave PhD stu-
dents better possibilities to become “grounded” within the literature, in basic 
concepts, and methods of a particular discipline and the socialization into a 
culture shared by an academic community.

Reflexivity and cooperation
Several supervisors from more interdisciplinary research departments men-
tioned that over time, the significance of more explicit and clear discussions 
about differences between disciplinary standpoints had become more accen-
tuated. This concerned clarity about one’s own standpoint and identity as a 
researcher concerning the use of epistemology and methodology, including 
ideas and expectations on interdisciplinarity. They expressed an increased 
awareness of the need for supervisors to be clear about their own start-
ing points and align standards and expectations with each other before and 
during the PhD project, in order to avoid confusion and problems for the 
student. Thus, they argued for an ongoing “meta conversation” about these 
issues among supervisors, with the PhD student, and at departments or within 
research groups as a crucial point for developing interdisciplinary supervision.

The interviews also revealed how the more egalitarian structure of an inter-
disciplinary research project may enhance challenges related to the selection 
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of previous research, theory, and methods for an interdisciplinary PhD proj-
ect, which the survey also identified. This seems to be particularly salient 
when supervisors and PhD students cooperate in the same project. As one of 
the supervisors said, PhD students can be confused by the experience when 
“nobody tells you ‘Do it like this’. Everything is open, anything goes”. To find 
out who to listen to, how to make choices about what is relevant, is a skill that 
takes time to develop but—as several had come to experience—an important 
experience to draw from later in one’s career. A couple of the supervisors 
described situations where uncertainty about the focus of the PhD project 
was made worse by tensions between supervisors and a lack of experience 
of handling this kind of situation. This created a need for debriefing with 
the PhD student and additional meetings among supervisors before meeting 
the student to handle their own frustrations with the situation. Some of the 
supervisors also agreed that the informal and distributed kind of supervision 
that is available in an interdisciplinary PhD school (see Saxegaard’s chapter 
4 in this volume), where PhD students and supervisors meet for meals and 
various kinds of social activities, runs a risk of increasing this confusion. 
This is particularly a challenge if the student has difficulties in prioritizing, 
feels lonely or disappointed with their home department, has a problematic 
relation with supervisors, or is easily distracted by other things than writ-
ing, etc. To prioritize and select, also among the many possibilities offered 
by an interdisciplinary setting, can then become an additional problem. One 
supervisor meant that this aspect of interdisciplinary supervision can also 
result in students limiting themselves to a narrower perspective in their proj-
ects, since they fear the potential risks and additional work that might come 
with interdisciplinary research. On this note, two participants expressed that 
they over time had learnt that interdisciplinary projects may require a more 
structured or “conservative” form of supervision, where the supervisor more 
firmly prioritizes particular issues among the many intriguing alternatives 
that can exist for the student.

The supervisors who came from a department with a traditional single dis-
ciplinary structure emphasized more than the others the responsibility of the 
supervisor to clarify the disciplinary core and boundary issues. The discipline 
provides a standard for quality, they argued, and for evaluating what is a more 
relevant or fruitful choice with regard to, for example, analysis and conclu-
sions. A seminar group focusing on one disciplinary perspective can be helpful 
in this process.
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Power aspects
The participants expressed awareness that power aspects are part of any kind 
of supervision, and the experiences voiced by most of the female supervisors 
show that gender clearly plays a part in these dynamics, as highlighted in pre-
vious studies (Kreber et al., 2021). Female supervisors in particular had expe-
rienced expectations to deliver, for example, critical comments in a “nice” way 
and to be more caring and sensitive to the needs of the PhD student than male 
supervisors, almost to the point of becoming a therapist or a “mother” for the 
student. One of the supervisors interviewed brought up how interdisciplinarity 
brings out some aspects of power that can be particularly salient in supervision. 
The awareness among supervisors of his or her position of power might be 
higher in interdisciplinary settings since the hierarchies of a single discipline 
cannot be taken for granted to the same extent. Nevertheless, the interdisciplin-
ary setting introduces new and implicit power dimensions that become more 
sensitive and need to be carefully handled, for example in situations of informal 
supervision at conferences, seminars, dinners, and social activities.

Several of the supervisors also reflected on a change in the attitude of PhD 
students, where their awareness about the emotional and social stress during 
the PhD process had become more accentuated. This resulted in issues con-
cerning vulnerability, the need for community, and support becoming more 
actualized in supervision. These supervisors, who were mostly female, experi-
enced the handling of such experiences as a dilemma. When the supervision 
becomes too much of trying to manage the insecurity felt by the PhD stu-
dent, it becomes difficult to deliver critical comments. This development can 
increase the “emotional labor” and the demands placed on the supervisor, as 
well as the handling of boundaries between being friends and colleagues, or 
between the personal and the professional role. Several supervisors recognized 
a shift in the responsibility of handling and finalizing the PhD process from the 
student to the supervisor, which was related to increased insecurity among the 
students but also to a greater professionalization of supervision. The formal-
ization of training and criteria for supervision added competence but also new 
responsibilities for the supervisor.

Time, quality, and contribution
All the supervisors agreed that challenges become more salient when a PhD 
project is nearing the point of completion. This is a common experience in all 
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forms of supervision, but it can be enhanced by an interdisciplinary setting, 
as such projects may face additional challenges when assessing the thesis (see 
also Henriksen and Lövheim’s chapter 8 in this volume). At this moment issues 
concerning quality and contribution become crucial. Supervisors working in 
highly interdisciplinary research areas spoke about the challenges of deciding 
what is “good enough” in an interdisciplinary project, and where the borders 
should be set between “good” and “excellent” results. How should the “frontier 
of research” be defined, when the way current research is carried out in, for 
example, sociology, area studies, or theology can be very different? A related 
challenge was the selection of members of evaluation committees. The super-
visors agreed that it was important to select evaluators who would be experts in 
the field to which the thesis was submitted but who also had some experience 
of interdisciplinary research. One supervisor expressed the dilemma as finding 
an evaluator who would be able to make the best of a project that crossed or 
challenged disciplinary boundaries, “not in the sense that it would be an ‘easy 
race’ for the candidate, but someone who would find this to be interesting and 
also be able to open important ways ahead for the student”.

A key question seemed to be how the “contribution” of a PhD project 
should be assessed, when the results spanned several disciplines. There was 
a clear difference between the experiences of the supervisors from a univer-
sity where research and PhD programs are organized according to a tradi-
tional disciplinary structure and those from larger, interdisciplinary research 
areas. Supervisors who came from a traditional disciplinary structure tended 
to emphasize the focus on “what subject area or discipline is the PhD stu-
dent admitted to, and how can the thesis best relate and contribute to this 
area?” These supervisors mostly agreed that an interdisciplinary PhD project 
was more demanding for the student in terms of how to position oneself in a 
research field. Several of these supervisors emphasized enculturation, or the 
need for students to learn the fundamental characteristics of this discipline, as 
well as the culture or genre of writing.

Supervisors who came from highly interdisciplinary departments argued 
that the issue of deciding what discipline a particular PhD project should be 
related to, within the department and the larger international field of research, 
had become more salient over time. They found that their PhD students had 
become more aware of, and occupied with, the questions “What will I become 
a PhD in?”, “What is my discipline or research field?”, and “Who am I speak-
ing to?” For these supervisions, the issue of enculturation in PhD training 
and supervision had thus become more enhanced, in terms of finding one’s 
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research community. As one of them pointed out, these questions of encul-
turation were not only directed towards a traditional discipline but became 
salient in relation to understanding interdisciplinarity as a research identity 
and community.

Requirements and support for  
interdisciplinary supervision
The survey’s final question concerned the supervisors’ experience of whether 
their department offered training and support for interdisciplinary super-
vision. The responses showed that fewer than 25 percent of the respondents 
agreed that interdisciplinary supervision had been part of their academic 
training to a high or very high extent. Only 12 percent reported that interdisci-
plinarity was frequently discussed in supervision training at their department. 
Slightly more than a third experienced a high degree of support for interdisci-
plinary supervision at their department or among colleagues.

The interviews and open survey questions elaborate these experiences. All 
the interviewees expressed a need for more opportunities to discuss super-
vision with other colleagues and more training and competence building. 
Several mentioned the need for more discussions about what constitutes inter-
disciplinary quality in academic research in general. They emphasized that 
understanding how to negotiate different expectations and standards in var-
ious disciplines, as well as understanding how different disciplinary perspec-
tives can complement each other, requires time and interaction.

The interdisciplinary research school had provided a forum for discus-
sions and learning about interdisciplinarity in and outside of supervision in a 
unique way for most of the supervisors. The possibility to discuss such experi-
ences with colleagues from different departments over a longer period of time 
has been crucial for their own development as supervisors and for enhancing 
quality in PhD education at their departments. Several supervisors therefore 
advocated for interdisciplinarity to be included in mandatory supervision 
training at the universities. If not, they feared that the competence for interdis-
ciplinary supervision would be too dependent on particular individuals and 
their personal practice.

Most of the supervisors agreed that they had experienced a lack of guidelines 
for evaluating interdisciplinary PhD research and that more discussion about 
specific criteria for evaluating interdisciplinary aspects of PhD projects would 
be welcome. One supervisor argued that this was a crucial issue for the future, 
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since research funding increasingly shifts towards research that tackles complex 
societal challenges and thus requires inter- or transdisciplinary project teams.

When asked about their main insights from interdisciplinary supervision, 
the interviewees highlighted increased awareness and reflexivity concerning 
their own position as a supervisor and researcher. The possibility to gain expe-
rience and competence for identifying and discussing questions of epistemol-
ogy, ontology, and normativity in research projects was mentioned by several 
of the participants. One of the answers from the survey states: “For me the 
main advantage with working interdisciplinary was that it helped me to realize 
who I was academically. It showed me what is particular (and sometimes pecu-
liar) with my own field, and what strengths and weaknesses that come with 
being so clearly raised in one discipline”.

Another insight was the need to constantly work on and evaluate the rela-
tion between supervisor and PhD student in interdisciplinary supervision. 
Several mentioned that this experience had made them more aware of the 
need to learn from others. Interdisciplinary supervision challenges the role 
of the supervisor as an “expert” when encountering and guiding students in 
areas that one is not familiar with. This is expressed in one of the answers 
from the survey: “My teaching and research have gradually developed in a 
definitive interdisciplinary direction, where disciplinary traditions and truths 
are questioned and inspiration is found in other research disciplines and tra-
ditions”. One of the supervisors argued in the interview that interdisciplinary 
projects make the PhD student and the supervisor more aware of the proces-
sual elements of research projects, as well as of research as a collective pro-
cess shaped by dynamics and differences between the persons involved. Thus, 
commitment, trust, and a good working climate may be more important in the 
selection of a supervisor than a particular disciplinary competence.

Conclusion and contribution
The title of this chapter—“Navigating interdisciplinary research”—captures 
several aspects of the process of supervising interdisciplinary research proj-
ects. The interviews with supervisors in the study reveal that this experience 
comprises a journey, for both supervisor and PhD student. The task of the 
supervisor is as much about navigating or steering a route for someone else as 
about reevaluating one’s own previous experience of research and cooperation 
within academic life. It is a journey that may seem time-consuming but ulti-
mately is experienced as rewarding.
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The experiences gained from the survey and the interviews with supervi-
sors who have been involved in an interdisciplinary PhD school in the Nordic 
countries reflect many of the findings from earlier research. Several of the 
approaches to and dilemmas of supervision found in the studies by Lee (2008) 
and Kreber et al. (2021) are actualized in the findings of this study. As in previ-
ous studies, many of the supervisors experienced challenges in combining the 
aim of socializing PhD students into an already established disciplinary com-
munity with developing their critical, independent, and innovative research 
skills. The balance between enculturation and emancipation looked different 
for supervisors from traditional, single disciplinary universities compared to 
those from more interdisciplinary universities. In accordance with the find-
ings of Åkerlind and McAlpine (2015), supervisors experienced that processual 
aspects of how to develop good researchers, rather than the product of a com-
pleted thesis, had become more accentuated. This experience was expressed 
by supervisors who worked at more interdisciplinary universities along with 
those from more traditional disciplinary settings. This finding supports a grow-
ing awareness in supervision that the “product”—the contribution of the PhD 
work to a particular research field—cannot be separated from the “process”.

A perhaps surprising outcome of the process of navigating encultura-
tion was the supervisors’ experience that interdisciplinary supervision had 
increased their awareness of their own disciplinary background and perspec-
tive. The findings of this study, then, show how interdisciplinary supervision 
may deepen, rather than dissolve, knowledge about disciplinary perspectives 
and how these may benefit, as well as complicate, the research process. This 
insight is an important contribution to the recurrent debate within the human-
ities that interdisciplinarity may weaken the disciplinary core of traditional 
subject areas. This study rather shows how interdisciplinary supervision can 
build stronger competence within a core discipline, as well as for understand-
ing other disciplines, for PhD students as well as supervisors.

The insights of the participants in the study also reflect other challenges 
in the literature. Experiences of “intellectual diffusion” (Vanstone et al., 2013, 
p.  57) or tensions between supervisors over the choice of methods, theory, 
or analysis were not seen as a main challenge. Nevertheless, the supervisors 
emphasized the need for establishing a common framework between super-
visors and PhD students around fundamental issues such as epistemology, 
the relation between theory and practice, expectations for achievement, and 
quality criteria from the perspective of different disciplines. Several supervi-
sors also expressed that interdisciplinary research highlights issues related to 



172

social relationships, such as handling varying expectations, roles, and hierar-
chies within and outside of the university. Thus, the findings clearly show how 
interdisciplinary supervision raises awareness of supervision as a collective, 
dynamic process. This shows that the supervisors in this study are part of a shift 
in PhD supervision from a previous, traditional model where it is conceived 
as a generic skill that comes with mastery over knowledge in one disciplinary 
area to a practice that is generated from training and developed in interaction 
with other colleagues. An insight for supervision practice is, then, the signif-
icance of continuous work on social relations and communication among all 
members of the supervision team in interdisciplinary research projects.

Even if this study involved a limited number of participants, the findings 
contribute to deeper insights into the reasons for variations behind supervisors’ 
experiences and practices (Kreber et al., 2021). Besides differences between 
supervisors in single disciplinary or inherently interdisciplinary research areas, 
the findings showed differences in relation to gender, in particular around issues 
of power, relationship building, and students’ personal development. In con-
trast to previous studies, this study involved a majority of female supervisors. 
Several of the female supervisors experienced that students expected them to be 
more caring and sensitive to the needs of the PhD student than male supervi-
sors. Another interesting finding is the supervisors’ reflections on accentuated 
emotional and social stress among PhD students, which resulted in issues of vul-
nerability, emotional support, and belonging in a community becoming more 
actualized in supervision. An insight from the study is that increased profession-
alization of supervision might have a double effect of, on the one hand, improv-
ing competence but, on the other hand, shifting responsibility for the process 
as well as the product of the PhD education from the student to the supervisor. 
Furthermore, the study clearly indicates that such a shift runs the risk of increas-
ing emotional support work particularly among female supervisors.

A final insight from this study to further research and supervision practice 
is supervisors’ need for clear, established standards of evaluating interdisci-
plinary PhD research with regard to contribution and quality. Furthermore, 
many of the supervisors in the survey and interviews called for more training 
and interaction with colleagues on interdisciplinarity in supervision as well as 
research. This points to a need to develop research as well as models for better 
training and evaluation of interdisciplinary PhD work. Finally, the experiences 
of the participants strongly echoed the findings from Kiley and Halliday (2019, 
p. 667) on factors that enable a beneficial environment for interdisciplinary 
research and supervision. Their appreciation of the many opportunities for 
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sharing experiences, challenges, and insights as supervisors through the inter-
disciplinary PhD school shows the potential and reward of investing in envi-
ronments for such processes. This concerned in particular the format of longer 
workshops which enabled open and respectful communication among super-
visors and PhD students, as well as separate sessions for supervisors to share 
experiences and mutual learning about interdisciplinary skills in research as 
well as supervision (see Saxegaard’s chapter 4 of this volume). An important 
contribution to developing interdisciplinary supervision as practice is then 
to enable such forums both within and across departments and to make sure 
they can be sustained over time. In conclusion, the supervisors’ experience 
discussed in this chapter shows how supervision can play an important part in 
the enculturation of interdisciplinarity as a research identity and community.
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