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1. Interdisciplinary doctoral 
supervision—between 
simplifications and complexities
Geir Afdal, Mia Lövheim, and Fredrik Saxegaard

Doctoral supervision used to be something that professors just did, as part 
of their academic tacit knowledge. Scholars who entered the role of novice 
supervisor were expected to make use of their own experiences of being super-
vised, integrating the positives and discarding the negatives. Attention was 
fully focused on the research project, whereas supervision as a practice was 
not researched.

Not so anymore. This book contributes to an increasing and multipronged 
research interest in doctoral education and doctoral supervision. We are par-
ticularly interested in how interdisciplinary projects influence the practice of 
supervision. The book considers what it means for supervision when academic 
communities transcend traditional boundaries of disciplines and practices  
and how we can understand supervision as a distributed practice. These spe-
cific, interrelated interests are related to wider changes in doctoral education. 
We mention two major developments:

First, the context of PhD education has changed dramatically over the last 
decades. In most countries there has been a steep increase in the number of 
PhD students and PhD projects, which is partly a result of governmental ini-
tiatives to intensify research activity in a globalized economy and partly mak-
ing the same governments stress the need for a more focused governance of 
the sector with emphasis on completion rate and efficiency. This again has led 
to changes in how research education and activities are conceptualized and 
structured. Often, these developments are portrayed as leading unidirection-
ally from one logic to another, but we will argue that they constitute a more 
complex background for research on doctoral education and supervision.

Second, there is a growing research interest in activities that previously were 
simply tacit knowledge or part of a hidden curriculum within academic cul-
ture. When such activities move from the periphery into the center of research 
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attention, a world opens up with a nuanced and rich tapestry of experiences, 
perspectives, and challenges. Supervisory practices are not limited to the 
dyadic meeting in an office between PhD student and supervisor(s) but are 
seen as distributed and complex.

Taking these aspects as its background and context, the present volume 
explores how interdisciplinary research constitutes supervision as process 
and practice. Interdisciplinarity is increasingly encouraged in research policy 
and funding, and these trends necessarily influence how doctoral supervi-
sion is done. Interdisciplinary doctoral supervision is an emerging research 
field in international and Scandinavian research. Related to this, the book also 
investigates how diverse cultural, relational, and social approaches influence 
supervision practices.

Of course, interdisciplinary doctoral supervision shares many of the char-
acteristics of traditional, disciplinary supervision. Still, the influx of interdis-
ciplinary research projects tests traditional contexts for doctoral supervision, 
framing the traditional challenges differently and adding new possibilities 
and problems.

As chapter 2 of this book particularly demonstrates, there is a limited 
research-based knowledge about interdisciplinary doctoral supervision. 
Existing research is mainly focused on English-speaking countries and on 
particular disciplinary contexts. Despite the interest in and promotion of 
interdisciplinary PhD programs, there is a lack of studies focusing on the 
practice of interdisciplinary supervision, as well as discussions of the possi-
bilities and academic advantages of such experiences—for PhD students and 
supervisors alike.

The ambition of the book is to contribute to such research, using a 
Scandinavian research school as an empirical case (see below). The book tries 
to answer several questions: What do we know about interdisciplinary doc-
toral supervision? How is interdisciplinarity framed and addressed in current 
handbooks on doctoral supervision? How are interdisciplinary supervisory 
practices distributed in holistic learning arenas such as academic retreats? 
What role do intercultural contexts play in interdisciplinary doctoral supervi-
sion? How does an interdisciplinary context influence the supervising of aca-
demic writing? What are the supervisors’ own experiences of interdisciplinary 
doctoral supervision? How are interdisciplinary PhD dissertations evaluated? 
And finally, what can be learnt about interdisciplinary doctoral supervision 
across different national and cultural contexts?



1. Interdisciplinary doctoral supervision—between simplifications and complexities 15

The book is more analytical and explorative than prescriptive. The aim is to 
contribute to a better understanding of the practices, more than giving advice 
for better practice. Still, we hope that improved knowledge may contribute to 
more informed supervision practices. The book aims to analyze the perspec-
tives of different actors, while also paying attention to how structures consti-
tute actors and practices.

This introduction firstly argues that interdisciplinarity now is a given con-
text for supervision, but that there is need for empirical research on how they 
intersect. Secondly, we situate interdisciplinary supervision in the context of 
the trends we described above, framed within the concepts of “simplification” 
and “complexification” in political and academic initiatives for PhD educa-
tion. The third section briefly introduces Scandinavian PhD education and the 
interdisciplinary research school that provides the context for the experiences 
upon which the contributions of this book are based. The fourth section intro-
duces the volume’s chapters.

The intersection of interdisciplinarity and supervision
After decades of discussion, interdisciplinary research is a matter of fact. It 
has not replaced traditional academic disciplines, but interdisciplinary and 
disciplinary research live side by side. It is frequently pointed out that the dis-
cussion about interdisciplinary research has focused more on its importance 
for solving complex problems than what it is and how it practically is done. 
Several contributors argue that in addition to theoretical and normative dis-
cussions about the importance of interdisciplinarity, there is a need for more 
empirical analyses of how interdisciplinary research is carried out in practice 
(see chapters 2 and 3).

The ambition of this book is not to contribute to the discussion of the impor-
tance of interdisciplinarity. Interdisciplinarity is a given, and the research 
school that is our point of departure is an interdisciplinary case. At the same 
time, the PhD students and supervisors in our empirical material belong to 
a range of disciplines and differ in the extent to which they perceive them-
selves as interdisciplinary researchers. They also have different opinions about 
the importance and value of interdisciplinary research. In this book, however, 
we analyze the intersection of supervision and interdisciplinarity. We ask how 
doctoral supervision is experienced in interdisciplinary research and  how 
the interdisciplinary context is negotiated in comprehensive and complex 
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supervising relationships. Furthermore, in the intersection of supervision and 
interdisciplinarity our main attention is on the former.

Doctoral education between simplification and 
complexification
This book is situated in discussions about interdisciplinary doctoral supervi-
sion and education, and doctoral supervision more generally. In the follow-
ing, we give an account and interpretation of several ongoing trends. There 
is general agreement that doctoral education internationally is changing, 
but less consensus about the character of these changes. One may argue that 
the direction of change is from one point to another—from academically to 
administratively driven, from processes of socialization and identity to con-
trol and management, from individual to collective, from “old school” to “new 
school”, and from academic quality to completion rates and output (McKenna 
& Schalkwyk, 2024; Halse & Malfroy, 2010; Bastalich, 2017; Fekjær, 2017). One 
limitation with such unidirectional explanations is that they do not take into 
account how doctoral education assumes different forms, depending on aca-
demic disciplinary and national context.

We favor a more dynamic understanding. Changes can be understood as 
dynamics and negotiations between opposing ideals and practices and as rela-
tionships between simplifications on the one hand and complexities on the 
other. On a general level, one may argue that in a managerial and accountabil-
ity framework, simplifications are crucial in order to master and have control 
of the mechanisms of input and output in doctoral education and supervision. 
Simplification also means standardization, establishing standard regulations 
and procedures that are supposed to fit all cases. In a practice-oriented frame-
work, complexities are striking (Green, 2005). The process of completing a PhD, 
becoming a researcher, and supervising that process is characterized by uncer-
tainties and a combination of different processes of relations, learning, and per-
sonal change. Complexities also mean that all doctoral processes are different. 
Doctoral education should be understood as flexible and adaptive, not standard-
ized, without denying that it is possible to identify common patterns or trends in 
and across specific contexts, e.g., based on discipline, culture, or gender.

In the following we will describe the dynamic relationship between simplifi-
cations and complexities related to two aspects: time and space.

Time has become increasingly important in doctoral education and super-
vision. Completion rates are crucial in discussions about quality and success of 
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doctoral education. In a simplified account, time is standardized—that is, the 
timeframe is prior to individual experience and trajectory. Furthermore, time 
is linear, moving from the starting point to the end point. Along this timeline, 
there are benchmarks. In Scandinavia, most doctoral programs have mid-term 
and end-evaluations, and some have starting-seminars and other checkpoints. 
These evaluations and benchmarks enable transparency of the process—it is 
possible to check if the candidate is on time, and if not, measures can be taken 
in order to ensure that the further process is sufficiently effective. This means 
that the time process can be managed and controlled.

Time can be circular, for instance, that the PhD student does the same 
thing over and over again. A text is written, it is submitted, it is responded 
to or reviewed, and then it is revised. And submitted, and responded to, and 
revised. Again and again. The PhD student and the supervisor have another 
day at the lab; it is the same drill. Or there is another observation or interview. 
This circularity also applies to supervision conversations. A text is submitted. 
The persons meet in a room, and a new conversation is started, but focusing 
on many of the same issues. Classes and teaching may also be understood as 
circular—there is another lecture, another PowerPoint, another discussion of 
concepts, and another class in the 30-year career of the professor. It is one in 
the process of endless circles. In some situations, we may feel that the circles 
move upwards—that even though we do the same thing, smaller or greater 
shifts have occurred. The circles have moved the candidate to a different place, 
of greater understanding, of changed identity, or better self-confidence.

Time can also be experienced as non-coherent, that there is no linear prog-
ress or circular coherent movement. For instance, the PhD student may expe-
rience being back at the starting point—that she is stuck and has to start all 
over again.

These differences have consequences for supervisors. Circular and non-co-
herent time experiences require a different form of supervision than linear 
time. The supervisor may find herself in a dilemma—between linear structures 
in the doctoral program on the one hand and the PhD students’ experiences of 
complex time on the other.

We also argue that the space of doctoral education may be understood in 
the tension between simplified and complexified. Simplified space in the con-
text of supervision means that space is reduced to what is perceived as basic 
actors and activities. Doctoral supervision is seen as dyadic, a fundamental 
relationship between the student and the supervisors. Furthermore, supervi-
sion is understood as taking place in formal conversations, in an office or a 
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meeting room, with a textual or figurative object. Space in this sense consti-
tutes a professional supervisor position, where supervision is a part of work 
and is concentrated on the academic aspects of the dissertation and PhD 
trajectory process. Combined with the literature that emphasized supervi-
sion and the supervisor as a key factor of success in doctoral education, the 
supervisor is left with a huge responsibility. As Bastalich (2017) argues, the 
relationship between supervisors and PhD students becomes “the problem to 
be managed, in need of administrative regulation, skill improvement or per-
haps emotional management” (pp. 1145–1146). A simplified account reduces 
the main features of doctoral education to the proximate relationship between 
PhD student and supervisor. This is the space that needs to be managed, 
regulated, and improved.

A complex understanding of space in doctoral education is different (Grant, 
2005). The proximate dyadic space is expanded to institutional, political, finan-
cial, and juridical structures that constitute the different activities and actors in 
doctoral education (Skopek et al., 2022; McAlpine, 2013). The professional space 
of supervision is also extended to relational and personal processes. The life of 
the PhD student is affecting the dissertation process and vice versa. Relational, 
emotional, social, practical, and personal issues are present in the supervision 
communication. The role of the supervisor has been broadened to respond 
to these complex matters. The boundaries between professional and personal 
remain, but they become less clear-cut and simple (Benmore, 2016). This means 
that the space of doctoral supervision is expanded in complex ways. To put it 
bluntly, the space becomes “enlarged” and thus more difficult to standardize. 
Furthermore, the space of supervision is produced in the supervisory activity—
by the PhD student and supervisors, but also by a number of other actors, activ-
ities, and structures. This in turn means that space becomes dynamic and fluid.

A related way of understanding supervisory space is as a network. If one 
understands supervision broadly, as different kinds of responses the PhD stu-
dent receives during her dissertation trajectory, supervision takes place in 
many situations and relations. In chapter 6, PhD students make drawings of 
important relations in their own doctoral trajectory, and these networks of 
relations may be understood as the network space of supervision. It is an open 
and empirical question as to how these network spaces are constituted. Some 
are centralized around the formal main supervisors, while others are more dis-
tributed. In practice, numerous persons and activities may play a part: research 
groups, a number of co-supervisors, conferences, and presentations held there, 
contact with a respected scholar in the field, the mid-term reader, referees and 
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editors in journals, other PhD students, PhD courses, papers and conversa-
tions with lecturers there, responses from professional practitioners, and from 
the empirical field, from family, from friends—and so on. The list can be made 
longer and the network very complex and unpredictable.

This means that one may understand supervision as distributed. Distributed 
supervision is not a formal and prescribed model but one that requires 
empirical investigation in each case. This, of course, complicates things for 
the supervisors—the space and relations of distributed supervision can-
not be taken for granted. In many cases supervision is taking place without 
the supervisors’ presence and knowledge. This may lead to conflicts, in that 
the PhD students get contradictory advice or that supervisors feel that their 
authority is challenged. It may of course also lead to greater insights and inno-
vations. In any case, distributed supervision modifies the role of supervisors 
from being disciplinary experts to becoming co-interpreters and mediators 
for doctoral students.

So far in this introduction, we have argued that doctoral supervision is chang-
ing and that these changes may be understood as dynamics between different 
co-constructive conditions, practices, and experiences. These dynamics consti-
tute the horizon for our investigations into interdisciplinary doctoral supervision.

The book’s empirical context: Scandinavian  
higher education
PhD education in Scandinavia
PhD education in Scandinavia has been affected by the same overarching 
trends as described above. At the same time, there are features that distin-
guish these countries from most other European and North American ones. 
In this section we will give a brief introduction to the structural characteristics 
of Scandinavian PhD education. We use Norway as a point of departure, since 
the research school that is the main empirical case of the book was financed 
by the Research Council of Norway (RCN) and the majority of its participants 
came from Norwegian institutions (Fodstad-Larsen, 2022; Reymert et  al., 
2017; Reiling et al., 2020; Thune et al., 2012; and Norwegian data base for doc-
toral education, n.d.).

Economically, Scandinavian PhD education is organized differently than 
many other regions. PhD students are fully paid: in Norway the standard 
annual salary is €46,000 (2024). In addition, the PhD student is given an annual 
amount for expenses for conference participation, publication, etc. In order to 
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enter a PhD program, one needs to apply for a temporary position as a PhD 
student. The term “student” is therefore not entirely correct in a Scandinavian 
context, because one is both student and employee at the same time. Hence, 
many prefer the title PhD candidate or fellow to PhD student. The role of 
employee means that the PhD student is a member of the academic faculty, 
which has consequences for the character of the supervising relationship. It is 
structured as being simultaneously a colleague-based, egalitarian relationship 
and one with a power imbalance.

In Norway, the PhD student salaries are generally financed by the state, as a 
part of the state budget allocation to the university. In addition, the institutions 
receive result-based funding, based on the number of completed PhDs (over 
€40,000 per candidate). The financial system of the PhD education is therefore 
a combination of input- and output-based.

The PhD education consists of 180 ECTS credits in Norway and 240 ECTS 
in Sweden. In both countries, the credits are divided between structured 
coursework (30–90 ECTS points) and the dissertation (150 ECTS points). 
Coursework and dissertation work run simultaneously. Normally, the PhD stu-
dents are employed based on an individually presented dissertation proposal 
that enables them to start working on the dissertation project and research 
almost immediately. Most have three- or four-year contracts, where the four-
year contract includes up to 25% teaching, administrative tasks, etc.

As in most countries, the number of PhD students has increased dramat-
ically. In the year 2000 there were around 4,000 PhD students in Norway, 
while in 2023 numbers rose to 12,000. In the same period, the percentage of 
international PhD students has increased from just a few to almost 45%. There 
have also been changes in the supervision setup, from a dyadic relationship 
between one supervisor and one PhD student to supervision teams. In 2017, 
8% had only one supervisor, 50% two supervisors, and 36% a supervision team 
of three or more (Reymert et al., 2017). The PhD programs have generally also 
become more structured, with courses as well as a variety of formal and infor-
mal activities, like seminars, research groups, mid-term and 90%-evaluations, 
benchmarks, reporting, and so on. Many PhD students are also members of 
national and international research schools, like the Research School Religion, 
Values, Society, in addition to their PhD program. In sum, the PhD trajectory 
has gradually become more distributed, collective, and relational.

In Norway, as elsewhere, there is increased attention on completion rates and 
a mismatch between expected and actual efficiency. On average, the completion 
time of a PhD is approximately five years, which means that doctoral students 
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spend two years more than the allocated time and salary. Around 15% of the PhD 
students finish in three years, over 60% in six years, and almost 80% in ten years.

In Norway as in the other Nordic countries, the PhD dissertation is evalu-
ated by a committee of three members, where at least two are academics from 
external institutions. The supervisors have no part in the evaluation process, 
except for suggesting possible names for the committee. In Norway, Denmark, 
and Finland, the committee submits a joint report to the university in which 
they recommend that the dissertation be approved for public defense or must 
be revised. The actual approval of the dissertation is thus decided by the com-
mittee, but the public defense of the thesis remains an important event.

Traditionally, academics with a PhD in Norway were employed in higher 
education and research. This is changing, however, and more candidates are 
taking public-service or private-sector jobs.

Research schools in Norway
A formalized system of “research schools” was introduced in Norway in 2008 
(Piro et al., 2018). A research school is a collaborative initiative between sev-
eral universities that provides a structured framework for courses and other 
competence-building activities offered in addition to the regular PhD pro-
grams at each institution. The motivation for establishing research schools was 
primarily concerns about completion rates in a period where the number of 
PhD projects had increased significantly. The political motivation to measure 
and improve these factors was complemented by academics in the field who 
saw a need for a supplement to the standard PhD programs at every university.

These motivations are connected to interrelated issues of relevance, net-
work, and quality: First, PhD programs at larger and even some smaller spe-
cialized universities often cover many academic disciplines, but without being 
intentionally interdisciplinary. This makes it hard to offer courses in methods 
and theory that are relevant for all students, and it complicates the possibility 
of focused discussions of thesis texts. This is where research schools come in, 
offering a program that is more focused, e.g., on a specific thematic field or 
related to certain methodological or theoretical traditions. In addition, PhD 
programs are usually set up to introduce new participants to the longstanding 
practices of traditional academic disciplines, but to a lesser degree suited for 
new and urgent challenges. Thus, some research schools are centered on issues 
such as A.I., climate change, etc., and bring together scholars from different 
disciplines who have this interest in common.
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Second, whereas a PhD program is usually the sole responsibility of one uni-
versity, research schools are always a joint project involving several universities, 
often from more than one country. In this way, PhD students are introduced to 
networks that may widen their research horizon while they are doing the PhD 
and thus become a member of the larger community of national and interna-
tional researchers in the field. The research schools can therefore have positive 
effects on the quality of the thesis and the standards to which PhD students 
compare themselves. During a research school’s courses, students are offered 
feedback from outstanding scholars at the partner universities. The courses may 
function as a benchmark for the PhD students’ own academic work compared to 
the work of PhD students and academic staff in the wider research community.

Any university is free to initiate a new research school when they identify 
a need for one, inviting other universities and schools to join. The RCN also 
hosts a scheme for “National researcher schools”, and schools that are accepted 
into the scheme receive funding for a period of eight years. The funding makes 
it possible to run an ambitious syllabus of courses that will often be free of 
charge for the PhD students who are members of the school. The purpose of 
the RCN program is to raise the level of activity and capacity in PhD education 
in Norway based on cooperation through national networks.

The research school and project behind the book
This book originates in the experiences of a Scandinavian interdisciplinary 
research school that brings together supervisors and doctoral students from 
several fields within the social sciences and humanities: the Research School 
Religion, Values, Society (RVS). From its inception, RVS has maintained a 
distinct interdisciplinary approach in its courses, seminars, and paper pre-
sentation sessions. Many of the PhD projects involved either have an inter-
disciplinary character, are developing in an interdisciplinary direction, or are 
inspired by research from multiple academic fields and national contexts.

Participation in intensive courses fostered numerous conversations about 
the role of supervision within this evolving landscape of doctoral education. As 
discussed above, not only interdisciplinarity but also intercultural dimensions 
and the courses themselves—understood as distinct learning arenas—posed 
new challenges to how supervision is conceptualized and practiced. Gradually, 
these reflections led to the idea for this book.

The editors subsequently established a research project consisting of a sur-
vey distributed to all RVS members and faculty. The survey primarily addressed 
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issues of interdisciplinarity in supervisory relationships and supervisory edu-
cation, while also examining broader aspects of doctoral education, includ-
ing the experiences of being a PhD student, a supervisor, and a participant 
in a research school. In addition, most authors conducted qualitative inter-
views and/or document analyses. The methodological choices are discussed in 
greater detail in the individual chapters.

The contributions in the book discuss different opportunities and chal-
lenges drawn from experiences of supervision in this context of PhD students 
and supervisors and discuss the implications of these experiences for learning, 
communication, and academic writing.

More about the Research School Religion, Values, Society (RVS)
The Research School RVS was established in 2009, as a collaborative project 
between several Norwegian academic institutions. In 2016, RVS was adopted 
by the Research Council of Norway (RCN) in the program for National 
Researcher Schools, and the number of participating institutions increased to 
include two Swedish universities and one U.S. university. From 2025, RVS is 
continuing as a research school without the RCN affiliation, now as a shared 
project between partner institutions in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.

To take part in RVS courses as a PhD student, one has to apply for member-
ship. Most members work on empirical, qualitative projects, but there are also 
members who do quantitative or mixed methods studies or more historical, 
literature-based, or theoretical projects. All members have to take part in at 
least one course each year, except for the last year of their project period.

The research school’s signature course is the summer school at the Metochi 
study center in Lesbos, Greece, which is run by the Norwegian University of 
Agder. This week-long course has a three-year thematic cycle:

Table 1.1
Summer school 3-year thematic cycle

Year 1: The role of theory 
and theorizing in empirical 
research.

Year 2: Analysis: Challenges 
and opportunities in interdis-
ciplinary work. 

Year 3: Empirical and theo-
retical argumentation: Making 
arguments in the dissertation 
and making the dissertation 
an argument.

The summer school has given PhD students and academic staff the oppor-
tunity to experience intensive immersion in methodological and theoretical 



24

issues, paired with the challenge of both articulating their own research and 
responding to other projects, and building community and friendships across 
disciplines, institutions, and countries.

In addition to the summer school, RVS hosts thematic courses each 
spring and fall term, usually held over two or three days at one of the part-
ner universities’ campuses. These courses address topics and bring partic-
ipants in contact with lecturers who are at the forefront of research across 
social science disciplines.

From its inception, the Research School RVS has fostered interdisciplinary 
scholarly work in the scientific fields constituted by the markers “religion, val-
ues and society”, with a particular emphasis on the cross-disciplinary, dynamic 
interplay between them:

•	 Religion as a field of research is traditionally constituted by disciplines 
like religious studies, theology, sociology of religion, psychology of reli-
gion, religious education, anthropology, and political science. RVS offers 
courses across these disciplines, mainly focusing on contemporary and 
empirical studies of religion.

•	 Values open the way for critical and analytic studies of various val-
ue-based and value-mediating institutions, professions, and forms of 
communication. RVS courses have given special attention to critical 
investigations of how values are performed and understood in social 
practices and professions. Education and values, and health and values, 
as well as ethics, are examples of fields where RVS has particular interest 
and competence.

•	 Society as a thematic focus represents the theoretical and methodologi-
cal context and the empirical and pragmatic horizons of studies within 
the above thematic fields. Religion and values are understood as formed 
through social interaction, and, in the context of North-Western Europe, 
as shaped by overarching processes of change such as secularization, 
globalisation, and migration, and tensions between state-funded welfare 
and new public management welfare models.

Above, we offered a tentative description of what has motivated universities to 
found researcher schools, and these pointers hold true also for the Research 
School RVS. Scandinavian research on contemporary religion, values, and 
society is fragmented into different disciplines and departments. RVS has given 
PhD students, supervisors, and other faculty the opportunity to take part in a 
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larger networks and academic discourses. The cross-disciplinary approach has 
especially helped explore religious and value changes as complex processes.

RVS has been a useful supplement to the member institutions’ PhD pro-
grams. For some PhD students, the RVS courses have provided input on meth-
odological and theoretical issues better tailored to their projects. For others, 
the cross-disciplinary profile has helped participants to explicate their own 
implicit assumptions and to build networks across disciplines and institutions. 
For many, the research school community has given much-needed encour-
agement during dry stretches and sometimes necessary revisions in around 
project design.

An added value has been the international orientation of the courses, not 
least through the cooperation with Boston University (U.S.) and the many 
keynote speakers who have participated in the courses. RVS has also built 
considerable experience with PhD supervision, specifically the informal and 
community aspects and supervision in interdisciplinary context.

Introducing the chapters
In the second chapter of the book, “Situating interdisciplinary doctoral supervi-
sion”, Geir Afdal and Henrik Nykvist review the existing literature and research 
on interdisciplinary doctoral supervision. The chapter shows that interdisci-
plinary doctoral research and education is well covered in the literature, but 
mostly from a perspective that emphasizes challenges rather than possibilities 
of such research. Furthermore, although the contexts of doctoral education 
vary along national, institutional, disciplinary, and cultural lines, most of the 
existing research is dominated by research on the English-speaking coun-
tries and within particular disciplinary contexts. Interdisciplinary work that 
involves social sciences and the humanities has much less coverage. Finally, 
the chapter shows that despite the interest and promotion of interdisciplinary 
PhD programs, there is a lack of studies focusing on the practice of interdis-
ciplinary supervision. Despite the availability of practical advice for engag-
ing in interdisciplinary doctoral research and supervision, there is a need for 
more research-based knowledge about how these practices can be embedded 
in interdisciplinary doctoral supervision.

The relationship between current debates about interdisciplinarity within 
academia and doctoral supervision is the focus of the chapter “How to super-
vise interdisciplinary PhD projects: What do supervision handbooks say?” 
by Annette Leis-Peters, Oddgeir Synnes, and Ingunn Moser. One feature of 
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the acceleration of interdisciplinarity within academia during recent years 
is the growing number of handbooks and guidelines for PhD supervision. 
The authors review a sample of handbooks commonly used in Scandinavia, 
posing the question of how the topic of interdisciplinarity is addressed when 
giving advice on good PhD research and PhD supervision. The review draws 
on a categorization of different forms of interdisciplinarity, differentiated 
according to their scope, type, and research aims. They find that most hand-
books acknowledge how demands for interdisciplinarity increasingly shape 
the research landscape today, but that few explicitly or systematically address 
how various forms of interdisciplinarity can become an integrated part of PhD 
research and PhD supervision.

The fourth chapter, “It takes more than one village: How supervisory prac-
tices are distributed in academic retreats”, explores the potential of offering 
off-campus academic retreats for PhD students. The chapter explores retreats 
as an example of the increased interest in the cultural, social, and collabora-
tive aspects of doctoral supervision. Drawing on interviews and observations 
with members of the research school who have participated in several of the 
courses, Fredrik Saxegaard presents a particular kind of course offered by the 
Research School RVS, the annual summer school. He discusses affordances 
and constraints of the learning processes and practices that take place at this 
particular kind of course, seeing them as situated between the subversive and 
remedial compared to standard academic practices. The summer school is a 
good example of how supervisory practices can be seen as distributed in time 
and space. The chapter partly encourages PhD programs to explore more var-
ied forms in which supervision and researcher identity can take place and also 
shows how traditional supervision settings always implicate processes of com-
munity building and subjectification.

The complexities of interdisciplinary PhD supervision include the back-
grounds, experiences, and personalities of supervisors and doctoral candi-
dates, in addition to the formal and informal structures of programs and 
institutions. In the chapter “Dimensions and negotiations of interdisciplin-
ary supervision across cultural differences”, Tomas Sundnes Drønen and 
Stian Sørlie Eriksen discuss how issues of power, separation from homeland, 
cultural differences, and institutional memory influence the relationship 
between supervisors and PhD students. The chapter builds on interviews with 
supervisors and PhD students across several Scandinavian universities who 
represent diverse ethnic, cultural, and disciplinary backgrounds. The find-
ings reveal how practical, social, and cultural aspects can intensify challenges 
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faced in supervision. Multidisciplinary environments like a research school 
can enable students to handle these challenges, by questioning hegemonic 
disciplinary and national structures and encourage critical reflection on epis-
temological backgrounds.

Despite the many transformations of the PhD process in recent times, writ-
ing has remained a key aspect of accomplishing a PhD project. In the sixth 
chapter of the book, “Writing and socialization in an interdisciplinary con-
text: Doctoral students’ perspectives”, Kristin Solli and Geir Afdal explore 
how PhD students experience and navigate the socialization into academic 
disciplines through their writing practices. Using interviews and communities 
plots from former PhD students, they show how students experience and learn 
interdisciplinary academic writing and what socializing agents they connect  
to in this process. One of the main findings is that a key competence for devel-
oping interdisciplinary competence is rhetorical flexibility, or the ability to 
maneuver conventions in ways that can be applicable to a particular audience. 
Furthermore, the chapter brings out the significance of a heterogeneous net-
work of social relations for the process of finding one’s scholarly identity. These 
insights are important for developing deliberate supervision strategies.

Supervisors’ experiences of interdisciplinary doctoral supervision are the 
focus of Mia Lövheim’s chapter “Navigating interdisciplinarity research—
supervisors’ perspectives”. The chapter presents experiences of benefits and 
challenges of interdisciplinary supervision among supervisors in the human-
ities and social sciences at universities in Norway and Sweden with varying 
disciplinary backgrounds and experiences. Findings from the survey and inter-
views show how the supervision of an interdisciplinary project is as much a 
learning experience for the supervisor as for the student. In the process, super-
visors needed to reflect on their own academic identity and trajectory and on 
how they can handle diverse expectations and social relationships within and 
outside the university. The experiences presented in the chapter also confirm 
the lack of institutional support through training and handbooks for handling 
interdisciplinarity as a particular feature of PhD supervision.

The evaluation of interdisciplinary work is a debated issue and might also 
be a reason for power struggles between representatives of various disciplines 
in the supervision process. In their chapter “Assessing interdisciplinary PhD 
theses: Challenges and criteria”, Jan-Olav Henriksen and Mia Lövheim review 
a sample of evaluation reports from Norwegian PhD committees. The focus 
of the review is on the representation of different disciplines among com-
mittee members, what is highlighted as the main benefits and challenges of 
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interdisciplinarity in the reports, and what significance interdisciplinarity holds 
in the overall assessment of the PhD thesis. The review reveals that the criteria 
highlighted in the reports were not different from the assessment of most doc-
toral dissertations, such as transparency, consistency, clarity of argumentation, 
and a plausible basis for conclusions and assessments. Nevertheless, the char-
acter of interdisciplinary research enhanced the importance of argumentation 
and transparency in the analytic strategies employed and in bringing out the 
contribution of the study to different research fields. In this way, insights from 
the evaluation of interdisciplinary PhD theses can also contribute to the devel-
opment of clearer criteria for the assessment of interdisciplinary research.

In the final chapter of the book, “Practicing interdisciplinary supervision: 
Views from the United States”, Nancy T. Ammerman and Steven J. Sandage 
discuss interdisciplinary PhD supervision, as experienced from the perspec-
tive of an American private research university focusing particularly on the 
study of religion. Their experiences of partaking as external supervisors in 
the Scandinavian research school help to illuminate how differing academic 
cultures, institutional structures, and expectations of doctoral training shape 
interdisciplinary supervision. With respect to the cultural context, they also 
reflect on how research on topics such as religion and values entails a particular 
kind of interdisciplinarity and reflexivity. This pertains to how these research 
fields are situated in the academic university system but also to how such issues 
call for reflection and assessment of personal commitments, normative stand-
points, and critical distance. Drawing on their personal experiences, they high-
light more general insights for developing supervision at the intersection of 
multiple disciplines and cultures. In particular they emphasize how the inter-
disciplinary research school facilitated necessary relational dynamics such as 
diversity, informal interaction, and ongoing learning that built a culture of 
intellectual humility and collaboration over conventional power dynamics.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have given a brief introduction to the shifts that have taken 
place in the area of doctoral education and supervision. Having been very 
much part of the tacit knowledge of academic institutions, supervision is now 
the object of intensive research efforts and can be seen as symptomatic of the 
larger change processes in higher education. We have argued that one-dimen-
sional accounts of these processes should be avoided and that they should 
rather be seen as negotiations between complexification and simplification.
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Our main interest concerns how these dynamics are related to the increased 
focus on interdisciplinary research in contemporary universities. We are atten-
tive to how doctoral handbooks, students, supervisors, and committees relate 
to the intersections of supervision and interdisciplinarity. The volume also 
extends the “inter” in interdisciplinarity to explore how supervisory practices 
are affected by a more diverse and international body of PhD students and 
by more diverse relationships and contexts in an interdisciplinary research 
school. Taken together, we hope that the book provides a more nuanced and 
complex insight into practices and processes of learning which are crucial for 
a better understanding of the challenges faced by contemporary society, by 
academic institutions, and among people who move between them.
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