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Abstract: This chapter explores the evaluation of interdisciplinary PhD disserta-
tions in the humanities and social sciences. Despite growing interest in interdis-
ciplinary research, there is no consensus on how to assess it, making evaluation
complex. The study analyzes 22 Norwegian and four Swedish evaluation reports,
along with interviews with supervisors, to identify key criteria and challenges.
Successful interdisciplinary dissertations are characterized by methodological
transparency and the ability to synthesize and critically reflect on how to integrate
diverse theoretical perspectives. The challenges concern insufficient reflection on
the researcher’s position, unclear distinctions between normative and empirical
approaches, and the contribution of the thesis to particular research disciplines.
The chapter concludes that assessing interdisciplinary research requires spe-
cific competencies, including openness to diverse epistemologies and the ability
to evaluate hybrid methodologies. It emphasizes the need for training environ-
ments that foster interdisciplinary dialogue—not only for PhD candidates but also
for supervisors and evaluators. Ultimately, the quality criteria for interdisciplinary
dissertations—clarity, coherence, transparency, and argumentative strength—are
similar to those for monodisciplinary work, but often more demanding to fulfill.
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Introduction

In the growing literature on interdisciplinary research and its assessment, we can
find many important reflections on the potential and problems connected with
evaluating this type of research. Nevertheless, the literature reflects the fact that
there is no consensus to date about what criteria should be applied in the assess-
ment of interdisciplinary research (Laudel & Origgi, 2006, pp. 2-3; Huutoniemi
& Rafols, 2017, p. 498). That is not surprising, given that such research can be
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constituted in various ways, making developing generic criteria difficult. For
this reason, the challenges and problems of assessing interdisciplinary research
seem to be the subject of ongoing debate (McLeish & Strang, 2016).

The challenges discussed in previous research reflect ways in which inter-
disciplinarity can advance and complicate the evaluation of research. The
advantages represent a potential for expanding and developing further insights
that have their origin in a specific discipline and relate these insights to other
scholarly fields. The complications concern how interdisciplinarity can make it
harder to evaluate the findings, as these findings seem to be grounded in other
theories, methods, or ways of establishing data than those that have tradition-
ally been dominant in particular scholarly disciplines. An enhanced focus on
interdisciplinarity within universities with regard to funding, career advance-
ment, and strategic development of research makes improving evaluation of
interdisciplinarity all the more crucial (Lyall et al., 2011). This concerns, not
least, a need for improved clarity and rigor concerning the basis on which the
criteria for assessment are set. This is a task for both doctoral candidates, the
supervisor(s), and those who appoint the evaluation committees (cf. Palmer et
al., 2018; Vanstone et al., 2013; Ni & Sugimoto, 2012).

Most studies on the assessment of interdisciplinary research are conducted
in the US, Australia, and the UK, and are based on evaluations of research
projects, not doctoral dissertations. In the Nordic region, few studies have
been conducted on assessing interdisciplinary work in general, and even fewer
focus explicitly on critiquing doctoral work. Against this background, we find
it warranted to analyze the assessments of doctoral dissertations submitted
by students who have participated in a Scandinavian interdisciplinary PhD
school, encompassing primarily the humanities and social sciences. Religion
is among the topics addressed in the dissertations, for example, through eth-
nographic studies of Christian congregations and practices, societal challenges
for theology, debates on religion in media and political context, religion, cul-
ture, and mental health and interreligious relations in contemporary society.

As discussed in previous chapters of this volume, current Nordic research in
the humanities and social sciences has increasingly come to apply interdisciplin-
ary and multidisciplinary approaches. This chapter focuses on the assessment of
such research with the objective of contributing to strengthening the quality of
such research. A starting point for addressing which elements of interdisciplin-
arity become crucial in the assessment process of a PhD thesis can be taken from
the often-used definition by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine (2005, p. 26). They characterize interdisciplinarity as
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...amode of research by teams or individuals that integrates information, data,
techniques, tools, perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more
disciplines or bodies of specialized knowledge to advance fundamental under-
standing or to solve problems whose solutions are beyond the scope of a single
discipline or field of research practice.

Huutoniemi et al. (2010; see also Leis-Peters et al., chapter 3 in this
volume) develop this rather broad definition into a model that distin-
guishes between multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research projects.
While multidisciplinary projects are characterized by adding or combin-
ing approaches from different disciplines without aiming to integrate them,
interdisciplinary projects imply active and integrative interactions between
research fields. These can be in the form of empirical, methodological, and
theoretical connections.

As noted by Palmer et al. (2018, pp. 15, 17), PhD projects that address a par-
ticular contemporary problem or situation affecting society involve multiple
perspectives and forms of empirical material, demand reflexivity on the part of
the researchers, and face particular challenges in the review process. Although
this observation is related to transdisciplinary work, it is also relevant for sev-
eral forms of interdisciplinary work. Research on religion, theology, social
sciences of religion, and pedagogy usually involves empirical and normative
issues, models, and convictions. As transdisciplinary research, the knowledge
production within such research projects often entails connections with agents
outside the academy. Thus, pragmatic aims, including normative dimensions
in the research, are geared at orienting agents and transforming practices. Such
orientation and transformation involve a normative position that provides a
basis for the assessment of the knowledge produced.

Previous research on the evaluation of various forms of interdisciplinary
scholarship has identified common themes related to quality and challenges
(Palmer et al., 2018; McLeish & Strang, 2016). The quality of interdisciplinary
research often concerns:

« Authenticity, adequacy, and contextualization of data.

« Transparency in analysis concerning the use of data.

« Argumentation for how data warrants conclusions, including the con-
nection between theory and data.

o Argumentations for the particular character and value of interdisciplin-
ary research.
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The literature points to the risk that monodisciplinary perspectives dominate
evaluations to the point that they discredit the validity of the interdisciplinary
research. A further challenge is that evaluators apply an additive and linear
approach to research that does not fit the more dynamic or holistic character of
interdisciplinary projects. This may in turn lead to tensions in the evaluation
process over how to assess conclusions that go beyond those of a disciplinary
inquiry and also about which criteria are applied that are potentially different
from discipline-based research.

Evaluation of PhD dissertations in Scandinavia

The PhD dissertations that provide the empirical sample for this chapter
comprise interdisciplinary work based in a research school that covers disci-
plines such as theology, religious studies, ethics, pedagogy, sociology, psychol-
ogy, health, welfare, and care sciences, etc. The dissertations were completed
between the years 2009-2024 and defended at one of nine Norwegian and two
Swedish universities. The dissertations were developed within doctoral pro-
grams that are situated in different universities, for which the research school
provided a more extensive interdisciplinary environment. Most of the doc-
toral programs involved were, nevertheless, also interdisciplinary in scope and
comprised more than one scholarly discipline. The reports we analyze in the
following have emerged from these.

During the years of the research school’s existence, approximately 70 doc-
toral student members have submitted their dissertations for evaluation and
defense. How have these dissertations been evaluated? To what extent is the
interdisciplinary dimension, its assets and challenges, addressed by the eval-
uators? Do these assets and challenges play a significant role in the overall
evaluation of the dissertation?

These questions will be analyzed based on a sample of 22 evaluation reports
from Norwegian institutions partaking in the interdisciplinary PhD school,
selected with the aim of representing a variety of disciplinary backgrounds.
Since assessment reports are not always publicly available, they have been
anonymized. Within the Swedish university system, assessment reports are not
available at all. To provide a broader sample, the Norwegian reports were there-
fore complemented by reviews of dissertations by Swedish students within the
PhD school, which were published in Nordic scientific journals. We have also
conducted a focus group interview with supervisors in a Swedish University
on experiences of the evaluation process for interdisciplinary PhD theses.
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In Norway, the doctoral education process leading to a PhD consists of
coursework and the writing of the dissertation, and usually takes three to four
years. The candidate decides herself when to submit the thesis for evaluation,
on the condition that the coursework has been done. Subsequently, the work
is assessed by a committee of three members, of which only one should be
from the candidate’s institution. The evaluation leads to a decision about the
work being accepted for defense or not. A work may be accepted, rejected,
or the committee may suggest minor improvements before allowing it to be
defended. However, when a dissertation is found worthy of defense, the candi-
date will usually be awarded their doctorate after the trial lecture and defense
are completed. In cases where the work is returned for improvement, this is
usually given a timeframe of six months. It is extremely rare that candidates are
not awarded their degree after the defense is completed. This is because work
worthy of defense is considered to contribute to the academic discourse on an
international level. The evaluation reports are, therefore, quite thorough and
offer substantial arguments for the assessment and its conclusions.

In Sweden, the general syllabus for PhD studies stipulates that the the-
sis shall be based on independent research and will significantly contribute
to research in a discipline. In contrast to the Norwegian system, there is no
pre-screening by an externally appointed evaluation committee as to whether
the thesis can be accepted for public defense. However, most faculties practice
some form of final review of the thesis by an external reviewer before allowing
the candidate to apply for permission to defend a thesis publicly. The thesis is
submitted for defense based on a formal decision made by the board of the
faculty in question. The Swedish system means that a thesis can be rejected
after the public defense if the examination committee does not find that it
meets the qualifications stipulated in the syllabus. This outcome is, however,
very rare due to the internal pre-screening routines. Regarding the evaluation,
committee guidelines stipulate that it should be composed so that the thesis
can be evaluated from an interdisciplinary perspective, for example through
selecting two members that represent the discipline, while the third should be
from another faculty and/or from another university.

The sample selected for analysis in this chapter thus comprises evaluations
of both monographs and article-based dissertations. Moreover, some of the
dissertations are primarily based in one discipline, whereas others are more
interdisciplinary in character. At some of the oldest Swedish universities
such as Lund and Uppsala, monographs are usually written within one major
research discipline, whereas a wider variety of multi- and interdisciplinary
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research is undertaken at the Norwegian universities. This variety is also, as
suggested above, reflected in the way the doctoral programs have been shaped.
The sample also contains a range of other elements. Some dissertations have
been produced within the context of a larger project and include articles which
are co-written within a team of senior and junior researchers. However, the
evaluation of a PhD thesis always concerns the work of one individual. Thus,
the form of interdisciplinary research that is evaluated concerns the perfor-
mance of one individual rather than a team of researchers. Nevertheless, this
individual piece of research faces the challenge of meeting criteria for interdis-
ciplinarity, which might often be diffuse or disputed among members of the
evaluation committee.

The evaluation report genre has a specific focus: It shall describe and eval-
uate the submitted work for its strengths and weaknesses and offer arguments
as to whether the work is worthy of defense. Hence, it provides insights into
the fundamental character of the work, with the need to make explicit the
criteria for its quality. Thus, the evaluation reports are valuable for the scope
of this chapter.

Questions guiding the analysis

The analysis of the material takes its point of departure from the following
research questions, derived from the common themes about quality and
around challenges pointed out in previous studies that have evaluated inter-
disciplinary research:

A. Which disciplines are represented by the members of the evaluation
committee?

B. What do assessors highlight as main assets of an interdisciplinary
approach?

C. What are the main problems or challenges of interdisciplinary
dissertations?

D. Is the discipline from which the candidate originally comes privileged as
the main framework or perceived as insufficient or problematic for the
evaluation?

E. Ifathesis is returned for rewriting, to what extent do issues pertaining to
interdisciplinarity play a role in this decision?

Although we initially identified these questions as the most important, the
analysis also pointed us in the direction of other topics. The method of analysis
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can thus be characterized as an inductive and primarily descriptive thematic
content analysis of the evaluation reports.

The following analysis will first present the main themes that emerge from
the material. We then return to the initial questions and discuss some prelim-
inary answers to these, considering how the findings correspond to previous
research on assessing interdisciplinary research. It should also be said before-
hand that some of the topics we have identified are not exclusively related to
interdisciplinary research but may be related to how PhD research is assessed
more generally. However, some of the issues may be more apparent or pro-
found when they appear in an interdisciplinary thesis. In the analysis, we have
anonymized both gender and academic discipline as they are mentioned in the
reports, as is apparent from the use of brackets. The authors have translated the
Norwegian texts into English.

Main themes in the evaluation reports

Combining different methodological and theoretical
approaches

Interdisciplinarity involves employing methods and theories that may be
rooted in different scientific and scholarly disciplines. The sample of reports
we have analyzed shows that the combination of theories and/or methods in
this manner is seen as a potential asset but can also be a reason for a more
critical assessment, although it seldom seems to have led to a rejection of the
dissertation in question.

Among the positive assessments, we find those that applaud the combi-
nation of, e.g., a qualitative interview approach with hermeneutics (which is
more often used within theology), and phenomenology in combination with
analytical approaches based in anthropology or sociology. The combination
of different methods is one of the more apparent gains for an interdisciplinary
approach, and it may also contribute to a revision of theoretical approaches
based exclusively on one discipline’s approach. Thus, when a candidate who
combined such interdisciplinary approaches suggests that the results of the
dissertation call for more complex models for interpreting the phenomenon
studied than what has hitherto been the case, this claim is affirmed in the
evaluation report. The reasons for such positive evaluations may be that “The
methodical way of working is very transparent and precise, and the discussion
of the results is very nuanced. With the study, NN has contributed signifi-
cantly to further theoretical development in this field” Another example from
the Swedish material is a review which concludes that the candidate’s work
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“...manages to synthesize a vast empirical material, as well as combining theo-
retical insights from many different fields”

Another example that specifies why the methodological and theoretical
design is successful is the following positive assessment:

[The dissertation is a] well-crafted methodological work. In particular, the
mutually enriching combination of ethnographic fieldwork, observation and
qualitative interviews deserves much credit. The project is based on a good
research design and rich and varied field materials—including observations,
shadowing, interviews, and documents. The many methodological choices—a
comparative case study design, the choice of the sector and specific organiza-
tions, etc., are all explained and justified, reflecting mastery of research meth-
ods, and building a solid authority.

These examples show how assessments recognize the contribution due to
the transparent and precise combination and employment of theories and
methods from a variety of research disciplines. Success is mainly attributed
to these qualities, which can be seen as a skill particularly learnt from
interdisciplinary research.

The assessment reports also highlight risks entailed in employing different
theoretical approaches, insofar as theories from different disciplinary fields
may sometimes overlap or articulate similar aspects of a phenomenon, albeit
phrased differently. Accordingly, a doctoral candidate may use different the-
ories, but may not to a sufficient degree discuss how they are epistemologi-
cally interrelated. The analysis of the reports revealed several instances where
reviewers remark on how established theories are taken as given without a thor-
ough discussion of their possible ontological or epistemological relationship,
be it in terms of similarity or difference. This is visible in the following quote:

This is a creative approach, and it also turns out to be a well-functioning anal-
ysis tool. However, it is not totally unproblematic, as it implies a dichotomy
between XX and YY which their theories hardly may have coverage for.

A similar critique can be found in the following quote:
Concerning rationale and critical discussion, a critical reflection on why the

different theories are selected, how they relate to one another, and the norma-
tivity embedded in these theories should be added [to the discussion].
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Comments on the lack of critical discussions on the selection of methods
are also common in the assessment reports. The following statement is an
example of this:

The author seems to have settled on XX as an analytic approach without seri-
ously considering or discussing other ways of engaging with the material
selected. We would have liked to have seen more consideration of other pos-
sible approaches, preferably those that would have implied a more critical
approach.

The challenges of clearly presenting the choice of theories and methods are
also apparent in monodisciplinary research, but since PhD candidates who
conduct interdisciplinary research are exposed to various methodological
approaches, they may run the risk of employing too many approaches, at the
cost of depth. This particular character of interdisciplinary research is explic-
itly expressed in this comment:

The flip side of interdisciplinary research and working at the crossroads of
potentially multiple thematic fields, which all might offer a complete package
of how to analyze the data at hand from their selective angles, is that none
of these is exclusively chosen, and hence there is more of breadth than depth
overall in the thesis.

This pertains to a risk that the different theories chosen are not sufficiently
“taken advantage of at a deeper level or used in a mutually critical conversation”.

Another problem addressed as critical points in some of the reports is suffi-
ciently precise definitions of main concepts. This is highlighted in the follow-
ing comment:

The weaknesses of the thesis are to be found partly in the use of theory, and
partly in some methodological issues that should have been discussed more
thoroughly. At some points, we also miss elaborate definitions and discussions
of seemingly important concepts.

Statements like the following are probably more likely to appear within an
interdisciplinary context in which the candidate uses different theoretical
frameworks where concepts are used in different ways than what is the case
in studies where methodological and theoretical questions are more settled:
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It is certainly a weakness in a doctoral thesis not to define and discuss a core
concept and theories used. This is the most flagrant example, but the practice of
not discussing but only referring to theories is also found elsewhere in the dis-
sertation. For example, we cannot find any proper discussion of the concept XX.

Part of the underlying problem here is that the candidates may not always have
the time or sufficient training to identify and employ the relevant literature
needed. Sufficient knowledge of literature is sometimes identified as a problem:

It should be noted that there exists a rich literature on the relationship - histor-
ical, cultural, and systematic—between religion and XX and between secularity
and Christianity. The thesis would have benefited from more engagement with
that literature. This would have helped the author to better position and analyze
the concept of “YY” and “ZZ”, which is not thematized and analyzed as thor-
oughly as one could have wished for.

Situating the research project and its contribution to a field

To situate research is a precondition for establishing a clear contribution to the
field in question and moving the frontiers of research forward. To do so is a
prerequisite for a good scholarly contribution, as stated in this comment:

The thesis shows a thorough awareness of the [disciplinary] field of XX. The
researcher displays relevant knowledge of the current state of research, combin-
ing an empirical approach with multiple methods, an orientation towards YY,
and the increasing interdisciplinarity of ZZ by locating [author] NN’s project
in the interface of XX and RR studies. Renewal of the discipline is created while
staying close to current literature and simultaneously moving into unknown
territories. This thesis is undoubtedly a contribution to the continuing renewal
of the field.

To situate the dissertation in a clearly delineated research field is also crucial
for assessing its contribution. This makes it possible to discuss the contribu-
tion’s potential and limitations compared to previous research. The following
critical comment in the evaluation reports addresses this topic:

The dissertation should be more clearly situated in a specific academic con-
versation, aided by an extended literature review, and by a clarification of how
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it contributes to this field. This would guide and strengthen the use of rele-
vant literature. We recommend that particularly relevant publications are more
extensively engaged, especially recent studies on XX.

A review of a Swedish PhD thesis also points to how “..more thorough con-
textualization would have been helpful for the reader and could have worked
as a means to problematize the results”

These comments and recommendations highlight an inherent problem in
interdisciplinary PhD dissertations: The candidate needs to orient themself in
different fields, and it is impossible within the time limits of a PhD project to
cover everything that can help situate the study. Thus, the candidates must
find the most distinguished and relevant contributions to their topic and relate
their studies to them. One of the Swedish supervisors argued in an interview
that awareness and deep knowledge of one’s main discipline are needed to
help PhD students handle this process, and an interdisciplinary setting can
be challenging. Some disciplines have developed various and interconnected
sub-disciplines that make it hard to detect to which of them the thesis mainly
contributes. In situations where it is not clear to which field the study primarily
relates, this also makes it difficult to identify and assess which of the perspec-
tives used is more significant for the study than others. Consequently, discus-
sions about how the results can be interpreted may become unfocused, which
in turn may lead to rather diffuse conclusions.

Expanding the boundaries of the discipline

Despite the challenges of situating an interdisciplinary research project in a
particular discipline, an advantage of such studies is that they allow for rais-
ing questions and employing methodological approaches that may be seen as
impossible within the limits of one discipline. When this is successful, it leads
to positive evaluations, such as:

The ambitious character of the thesis is reflected in its five research questions
and a comparative research design that combines a number of methodological
approaches and theoretical perspectives in the analysis of the extensive and rich
empirical material. We appreciate the interdisciplinary character of the thesis
in its approach to XX.

Moreover, we also find positive evaluations in statements such as the following:
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The major strength of the overall project is both on its procedural level and in
view of its findings: Its approach materializes in a tidy research design (with
focus on the intersection of conflict, religion and identity on which qualitative
research instruments are applied, convincingly integrating quantitative data,
and its multidisciplinary endeavor emphasizing the key role of narratives); and
its findings significantly contribute to our understanding of the “religious” fac-
tor in migration as well as in identity formation. The thematic intersection, and
the way NN engages issues of religion, migration, and identity in refugees’ own
narratives—in their life stories—is well crafted.

Among the advantages of interdisciplinary research noted in the evaluation
reports is that it sheds light on phenomena that needed more empirical elab-
orations than those found in more theoretically grounded disciplinary tradi-
tions such as theology, ethics, and philosophy. In several instances, approaches
from an interdisciplinary point of view suggest new paths ahead for research
that cannot be pursued based on the resources in one discipline only. Thus,
one of the candidates is credited with establishing perspectives on religios-
ity and pedagogics that make it possible to convincingly transcend short-
comings in existing research because the research design moves beyond the
individualizing perspective that has previously dominated such studies. The
same candidate is also applauded for using empirical perspectives to challenge
assumptions that are not based on empirical material in their usually more
theoretically grounded discipline.

Related to the previous argument is that interdisciplinary studies may con-
tribute to more than one field of research. Among the more successful exam-
ples is the following:

All three articles make substantial contributions, not just to the academic fields
of management studies and the sociology of immigration and work, but also to
public debates about diversity and inclusion in the labour market. The project
consists of three different papers, each exploring a different angle of the com-
plex reality of diversity and inclusion.

Distinguishing normative and empirical approaches

One of the main challenges identified in several of the evaluated PhD dis-
sertations is how to design the relationship between normative, systematic,
and philosophical approaches on the one hand and empirical and pragmatic
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approaches on the other. This is a question about the role of normative and
prescriptive parts of the thesis vis-a-vis empirical findings. As stated ear-
lier in this chapter, the knowledge production in the research school’s dis-
ciplines does not merely seek to describe but also to orient agents involved
in practice and to transform practices based on the knowledge produced.
As described above, many of the studies conducted by PhD students within
the interdisciplinary PhD school used as an example in this book are moti-
vated by needs that exist within religious communities, diaconal institu-
tions, educational contexts, or state governing of religion in society. These
needs include a critical evaluation of the empirical findings in such studies;
therefore, it is important that the basis for such an evaluation is transparent.
Sometimes examination reports applaud how aims and problem statements
are clearly rooted in such concerns. However, as pointed out in previous
research (Palmer et al., 2018) this fact also makes such research challenging,
insofar as it is often the use of theory or the links between [normative] the-
ory and empirical material that the evaluation committee would have liked
to see discussed more explicitly.

The most obvious reason for this problem is some candidates’ interest in
articulating normative conclusions on the basis of empirical material, or the
other way around: to assess theological or other normative opinions on the
basis of empirical findings. This challenge is addressed in comments such as
the following: “it is possible that the theoretical framework ... influences the
empirical analysis too much, in an implicit way”. However, this might also be
a question about the relationship between deductive and inductive research
designs. This comment points to the risks of applying a deductive and norma-
tive approach where, as stated: “..the theory and the core concepts structure
the presentation and interpretation of data more than the other way around.”
Among the reports that address this problem, it seems like the critique is
directed to deductive rather than more inductive or abductive approaches. In
several cases, the evaluation reports remark that candidates are not sufficiently
clear about when they make empirical statements and when they are offering
normative evaluations. The reports call for further discussion of how these
different parts are related—thereby, they indicate that reflective discussion and
argumentation about analytical procedures may sometimes be missing. Of
course, this is not only the case in interdisciplinary studies, but it may be con-
sidered as even more crucial there than in studies that are clearly based in one
discipline. This is especially the case in studies that combine empirical material
and theoretical perspectives based in normative traditions, such as religious
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studies, ethics, or pedagogy. One example of a critical evaluation concerning
this problem is apparent in the following statement:

NN programmatically states the interdisciplinary character of the thesis and
refers to a combination of perspectives and insights from the scholarly fields of
[Christian] theology and [empirical] studies. The discussion about the dilem-
mas and limitations in combining such diverse and traditionally very different
fields of academic inquiry remains quite limited in the thesis.

Many of the empirical studies in the evaluated PhD projects are more con-
cerned with presenting empirical material than with presenting normative
claims or theoretically informed conclusions. The challenges of this research
design are less often commented on in the evaluation reports.

A related problem addressed in the evaluation reports is that tacit shifts in
analytic approaches appear in the analysis of material. These are most obvi-
ous in cases where the argument moves from descriptive to more normative
positions, but they can also be detected in the shifts between methodological
approaches, as pointed out in this comment:

Further, the use of discourse analysis as a key element in the theoretical frame-
work begs the question of how this relates to the other methods and theoretical
perspectives used in the thesis. Discourse analysis draws on and resembles con-
tent analysis, but in parts of the analysis, NN seems to limit [his/ her] analytical
ambitions to a content analysis of what is said by the interviewees or what hap-
pens in the field. This pulls the thesis in a more ethnographic direction while
the critical power analysis of CDA [Critical Discourse Analysis] is weakened.

The position of the researcher and relations of power

A problem connected to the relationship between normative and empirical
approaches is the researcher’s position in relation to his or her project. In
the fields of religion, education, health, and social problems, the relationship
between an insider and outsider perspective is a salient issue. Some of the eval-
uated dissertations were also written by students who had previous profes-
sional experience in the area which he or she was studying. In these research
areas, which often involve a transdisciplinary research approach, normativity
and values are not seen as irrelevant or problematic, but as an important part
of the research process. This situation entails that making one’s own position
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or presuppositions clear and discussing to what extent these may influence the
analysis is of special relevance. The following samples of assessment identify
problems related to this challenge:

Although the overall structure of the argument in the thesis is easy for the
reader to follow, the author’s own position is not always clear. ... NN address
central questions with regard to method such as methodological agnosticism
and the emic-etic or insider-outsider discussion without clarifying what posi-
tion [she/he] actually ends up with.

This comment addresses a similar problem and requests a more transparent
discussion of reflexivity:

Finally, the thesis does have a distinctive normative position. This is perhaps
most prevalent in ... which has a more prescriptive than analytical tone. While
there is nothing wrong with having a clear normative basis for one’s research, it
might have been interesting to include a more open discussion of the author’s
normative positions when going into the field.

However, there are also examples of how the position of the researcher is rec-
ognized as important and valid, as in this comment:

...the researcher has a background in XX which calls for a discussion of
researcher positionality. This is done in a specific section, problematizing the
insider/outsider-perspective. The author argues that being both from an inside
and an outside perspective, allowed [him/her] to “easier ... develop a rapport
with the participants”. This can of course be discussed, even though we get the
impression through the thesis, and especially when reporting on interviews,
that the author seems to be on good speaking terms with XX as well as the
leaders of the YY work.

Themes that touch upon religious convictions or values are sometimes sensitive,
and the evaluation reports comment on how the candidates’ research also brings
to the fore “basic questions of ethics and respect.” This topic is not one explic-
itly linked to issues concerning the evaluation of interdisciplinary research but
given the prevalent combination of empirical elements and normative consid-
erations, it becomes more pressing than may be the case in instances that have a
more descriptive approach. One assessment articulates this topic:
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The thesis would have benefitted from a more fully elaborated understanding
of the relationship between this constructivist paradigm, an essentialist [nor-
mative theory] and normative ambitions. The author seems to rely strongly on
XX approach to [the discipline], lacking an independent and critical discussion
of the normative assumptions predominant in this academic context.

To be a researcher is also to be in a position of power, especially when candi-
dates are addressing sensitive matters in research questions and with infor-
mants. This issue is not limited to interdisciplinary studies but might become
pertinent especially in cases where the candidate has previous experience in
an area or shares religious beliefs, ethnicity, or values with the research par-
ticipants (Halvorsen et al., 2009). There are instances in which the evaluation
reports highlight that “the issue of power in the research relationship is dis-
missed quite briefly” and call for more discussion of the inherent problems.
As the researcher is in a position of power by setting the agenda and formulat-
ing the questions, this calls for a self-critical attitude that is sometimes miss-
ing—also because of the impact that his/her position might have on the actual
results. In one case the report suggests that the scholar could have destabi-
lized his/her position rather than contributing the “objectification of the very
people who the author wants to see find a greater freedom”. This could have
been accomplished by adopting a “more collaborative enquiry approach ...
which honored relationality between researchers and those who help them
with their research.”

Discussion

The analysis has offered an empirically based picture of how dissertations in
the interdisciplinary field of the humanities and social sciences are evaluated.
To our knowledge, this has not been previously undertaken. Previous research
highlights that the evaluation of interdisciplinary PhD work is deeply con-
nected to ideas within a particular area or university about what constitutes
a discipline (McLeish & Strang, 2016). Huutoniemi and Rafols (2017, p. 498)
argue that the “normative consideration of interdisciplinarity requires a crit-
ical awareness of the two principal meanings of the term ‘discipline’ first, it
refers to a particular branch of learning a body of knowledge, and second, it
refers to the maintenance of order and control” (cf. Leis-Peters et al’s chapter
3 in this volume). This echoes the relationship between knowledge and power,
which is crucial for questions regarding research evaluation. Evaluation is thus
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in essence a means of exercising control over knowledge. The fact that the
assessment of interdisciplinary research is an issue of ongoing debate further
adds to making this process into a struggle between different positions regard-
ing legitimate sources and ways of exerting control over research.

This point is also relevant to the topic and the material that we have ana-
lyzed in this chapter: Evaluation of doctoral dissertations is about controlling
what counts as valid knowledge in a field. Thus, the evaluation of interdisci-
plinary PhD projects becomes part of the negotiation of characteristics and
values of disciplinary versus interdisciplinarity knowledge. However, it seems
apt to make a distinction between controlling and restricting knowledge here:
our impression is that even though there is—and should be—an element of
control in the assessment of doctoral dissertations, the evaluations we have
analyzed are not testimonies to evaluators trying to preserve or protect their
disciplinary turf by restricting interdisciplinary approaches or prioritizing
their own disciplinary perspectives at the cost of others. We see this as evi-
dence that suggests how interdisciplinary dissertations have become increas-
ingly more accepted in the academy.

The limited previous research that exists on evaluation of interdisciplinary
PhD research has identified challenges, which mainly refer to the quality of
data in terms of authenticity, adequacy, and contextualization; transparency
in analysis concerning the use of data; and transparency in argumentation
regarding the use of theory and conclusions. Furthermore, research has high-
lighted the need for transparency concerning the particular character and
value of interdisciplinary research and for a discussion of whether and how
disciplinary criteria can be useful for evaluating the process and results of this
kind of research.

Among the assets of interdisciplinary research highlighted in the literature
is the ability to impact “multiple fields or disciplines and produce results that
feedback into and enhance disciplinary research” (National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2005, p. 2). Furthermore, such research
has the potential to form researchers “with an expanded research vocabulary
and abilities in more than one discipline and with an enhanced understanding
of the interconnectedness inherent in complex problems” (National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2005, p. 2).

Our analysis of the evaluation reports brought up a number of themes that
in many respects connect to these assets and challenges of interdisciplinary
research. On the basis of the findings presented above, we will conclude by dis-
cussing some answers to the questions we initially stated as guiding the analysis.
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The representation of disciplines in the evaluation committee
Among the problems of assessing interdisciplinary research noted in previous
research is that assessors employ existing disciplinary standards as criteria,
and consequently, that interdisciplinary scholarship is evaluated through sev-
eral disciplinary lenses. As argued by Lyall et al. (2011), “The standards used
to evaluate interdisciplinary research are not a simple combination of the stan-
dards of single disciplines. They are a hybrid, and an emergent hybrid at that —
one that has developed through practice and deliberation” (p. 139). However,
this hybridity may make it more difficult to assess such research, as it “creates
greater uncertainty about how to establish the resulting project’s quality” (Lyall
etal, 2011, p. 139).

Against the backdrop of such considerations, as far as we can see, there is a
good variety of disciplinary backgrounds among the assessors. Most commit-
tee members come from the social sciences and humanities, and many also
seem to have some experience with interdisciplinary work. There are, however,
few representatives from medicine, the natural sciences, or exclusively histor-
ical disciplines. Furthermore, the evaluation committee members seem to be
aware of the need to assess the projects from an interdisciplinary angle. We do
not see a lot of “defending my turf” among the evaluators in the reports. Thus,
what we know of the selection of evaluators seems to confirm to the general
criteria for quality assessment in the literature: that evaluation of interdisci-
plinary research “must include researchers with interdisciplinary expertise in
addition to researchers with expertise in the relevant disciplines” (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2005, p. 23).

Supervisors of PhD students at the theological faculty in Sweden, which
has more of a traditional monodisciplinary structure, stated in the interview
that deep knowledge within one field of knowledge is most important when
selecting the election committee, but a certain degree of familiarity with inter-
disciplinary work is an asset. However, they also noted that evaluation crite-
ria within one discipline can become normative in directing the assessment
towards “what is lacking” rather than an innovative contribution. The disci-
pline, its history, and its praxis are thus not only a way of controlling but also
of identifying quality in academic work.

The main assets of an interdisciplinary approach

It seems that the dissertations most favorably assessed in the reports have
moved the frontier in research and contributed to new and original knowledge
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that enriches the scholarly community. However, the role of interdisciplinary
research design for achieving such goals is not extensively developed in the
reports, which mostly tend to identify the qualities based on criteria such as
transparency, clarity, and the contribution to new knowledge. These are the
same qualities that are identified in the positive acceptance of any doctoral
dissertation, interdisciplinary or rooted in one discipline only.

Moreover, in light of the fundamental criteria for assessing interdisciplinary
research, we can see that the most positive evaluation of the dissertations high-
lights the results” or findings’ ability to complement or develop further already
existing knowledge that exists in separate disciplines. To identify and assess
this quality would not have been possible without the evaluators’ application of
a “proactive stance, including openness to inputs from relevant stakeholders”
(Huutoniemi & Rafols, 2017, p. 503). We understand “stakeholders” in this
context to be scholars who have their basis in different disciplines. Moreover,
to ensure “the inclusion of various stakeholder groups in evaluation is deemed
important not so much for ensuring competent evaluation, but for making the
epistemic stakes and blind spots visible and open to negotiation” (Huutoniemi
& Rafols, 2017, p. 503). This point is important to consider when establishing
the committees for evaluation.

The main problems or challenges of
interdisciplinary dissertations

In line with previous research, our analysis shows that the main problems
addressed in the reports are related to the combination of different theories
and methods and how to present and argue for this combination as transpar-
ent as possible. Moreover, the relationship between more theoretical/norma-
tive and empirical elements is often addressed, which also shows the need for
more transparency in the analytic strategies employed.

It is occasionally the case that assessors ask the candidate to more clearly
situate the project in a body of research. Although this is a valid criticism,
we think it can also be discussed in light of the following reflections: Lyall et
al. (2011) suggest that one should not “expect a problem-focused interdisci-
plinary initiative to contribute to enhancing the knowledge base of any of the
individual disciplines involved. Any single project is unlikely to deliver disci-
pline-related breakthroughs as well as the other synergistic benefits of inte-
grating disciplines” (p. 144). The reasons they give for this is that in the context
of early-stage research at the doctoral or postdoctoral level, it “is less likely
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that a researcher will have had the opportunity to gain previous experience
of interdisciplinary research” (Lyall et al.,, 2011, p. 153). The assessors seem to
acknowledge this point.

The role of the original discipline of the candidate

Overall, we have not found cases where the original discipline of the candi-
date has been questioned. This might also be related to the fact that in several
of the membership institutions of the PhD school, students are enrolled in
interdisciplinary research areas rather than traditional disciplines. Some eval-
uation reports called for candidates to more clearly situate their research in
the scholarly field to which they wanted to contribute. Such comments might
be problematic to respond to for candidates who undertake interdisciplinary
work, and who do not aim to place themselves in a specific discipline. On the
other hand, the comments may be helpful if leading to a clearer articulation of
the thesis’s contribution for future studies.

The Swedish supervisors expressed that, in their experience, interdiscipli-
narity as a competence in itself was seldom discussed by the evaluation com-
mittee. There is more focus on how interdisciplinary work can contribute to,
in ways of complementing, perspectives within the main discipline of the PhD
project. As one of them said, the interdisciplinary perspectives need to “work”
within a particular field of research. This point signals a potential problem
of privileging continuity rather than valuing how a PhD thesis may fruitfully
challenge already existing knowledge in the discipline from which the can-
didate originates. It further highlights the question of how internal tensions
within a particular disciplinary culture or university may affect the evaluation
of an interdisciplinary PhD thesis. Then, theses risk becoming objects in play
within a wider field of power struggles.

The significance of interdisciplinary issues in the subjection
of a thesis to revision

Insofar as the challenges mentioned above are not sufficiently developed
and transparent in a thesis, they seem to offer the main causes for rejection.
However, it is difficult to assess whether this decision is caused by the inter-
disciplinary character of the thesis or whether, for example, conceptual clarity,
transparent methodology, and coherent analysis are general criteria for inade-
quate quality of a PhD thesis.
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Conclusion

Developing a thesis with an interdisciplinary framework is a challenge that
is also mirrored in the evaluation reports we have analyzed in this chapter.
When conclusions achieved by such work go beyond disciplinary inquiry and
are presented to assessors based in various disciplines, one could assume that
it would pose problems. In our material, such problems are not significant. In
general, the assessors seem to be able to evaluate from different perspectives
based on their own discipline and their openness towards the disciplines of
others. This flexibility, which we see as a combination of scholarly integrity and
generosity, may be among the qualities that can contribute to further inter-
disciplinary research. It may also point to the need for further studies of how
established scholars conduct their evaluations and what criteria they apply.
That would require more extensive material than the reports analyzed here.

Our analysis has revealed criteria that apply to the assessment of most doc-
toral dissertations: transparency, consistency, clarity, and good argumenta-
tion, as well as a clear basis for normative assessments when applicable. Even
though these criteria are not specific to interdisciplinary research, their sig-
nificance might be enhanced in such research. An interdisciplinary study also
makes it more difficult to adopt strategies that are taken for granted in estab-
lished disciplines and employ them without a stronger argumentation. In turn,
this may result in assessors outside of that discipline posing some questions.
Often, the ambitions behind an interdisciplinary dissertation are stronger,
but it also involves more risks concerning how it is evaluated than what is
the case in studies that operate within well-established scholarly parameters.
This also implies that, when these parameters are met, they can provide a bet-
ter basis for evaluating the findings or results of interdisciplinary as well as
monodisciplinary work.

As argued in several other chapters of this book, helping PhD candidates
develop good-quality interdisciplinary research requires a learning environ-
ment in which they are regularly exposed to comments and suggestions that
originate in different disciplines and negotiate these to benefit the project.
Such participation and negotiation are meaningful not only for the doctoral
candidates but also for the senior scholars who supervise them. It means tak-
ing part in learning activities that supplement traditional doctoral supervision
and allow for various types of interaction. Although such learning environ-
ments may contribute significantly to the interdisciplinary competence of
PhD students and their supervisors, they are also important for the senior
scholars who, on their part, often become members of the committees that

195



196

Henriksen & Lévheim | Doctoral supervision across boundaries

eventually evaluate the work. Hence, the competence required for assessing
interdisciplinary work is also a skill that can and must be developed in rele-
vant environments. It means that assessors must be exposed to training that
allows them to move beyond disciplinary borders without losing their schol-
arly integrity. Ultimately, this is also to the benefit of doctoral candidates and
the scholarly community.
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