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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

•  Doctoral training has changed significantly in recent years.  It is now widely recognised that doctoral graduates 
make significant contributions to innovation and that they need both a thorough and broad skill set to do so. With 
many graduates gaining employment outside of academia, the tradition of doctoral training only for replenish-
ment of academia belongs to the past. This recognition has resulted in the growth of structured doctorates and 
institutional structures to ensure breadth and consistency of training at universities. 

•  At the European policy level, the EU has included doctoral training as one of the priorities to build a European 
Research ERA (EC, 2012). In the 2012 paper on ERA, the EU invites research stakeholder organisations, including 
universities, to provide structured doctoral training based on the Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training (EC, 
2011) and invites Member States to support the setting up and running of structured innovative doctoral training 
programmes applying the Principles for Innovative Doctoral Training.  

•  LERU published its vision for doctoral education in a position paper entitled ‘Training talented researchers for 
society: doctoral education beyond 2010’ (LERU, 2010).  In the present follow-up paper we document some of the 
practices that LERU universities have introduced, which demonstrate our commitment to the principles in the pre-
vious paper.  The paper aims also to promote innovation in doctoral education by juxtaposing many of our existing 
ideas in the hope of encouraging ourselves and other universities to build on these ideas to grow and develop the 
scope and modes of provision and to promote collaboration in doctoral education.

•  The paper documents good practice elements in doctoral training at LERU universities in four different categories:  

-  Much professional development for researchers is now done through formal workshop-style professional deve-
lopment sessions to develop skills which can then be put to use in research and will be valuable in future careers.  
Examples of good practice at LERU universities under this first category are given under the heading of ‘formal 
research training’. 

- A doctoral candidate’s ability to drive initiatives is part of the process of becoming an independent researcher. 
Examples of opportunities provided by LERU universities in this category are described under ‘activities driven 
by doctoral candidates’.  

-  The section on ‘career development’ provides examples of activities at LERU universities to promote awareness 
of both academic and non-academic careers that are open to doctoral graduates, highlighting in particular some 
areas that are less well known to our candidates.  

-  The fourth category ‘concepts and structures’ describes some of the innovative structures that LERU universities 
have developed for managing and promoting innovation in doctoral programmes, particularly for providing 
international and interdisciplinary exposure.

•  There are many desirable commonalities between activities and programmes at LERU universities, but the exam-
ples given also illustrate a healthy diversity of practice and implementation. Moreover, as large comprehensive 
universities, LERU members engage continually in processes of development and refreshment of programmes in 
order to stay at the forefront of training tomorrow’s talent. We encourage interested parties to look at the LERU 
universities’ websites for further information on these programmes and on others that might interest them.

•  While our focus is primarily on good practice, there are also policy implications in relation to doctoral training to 
be made on the basis of the practical evidence given in this paper. Therefore, we end the paper with recommenda-
tions not only for universities, but also for policy makers, governments, funders and employers. 

Good Practice elements in doctoral traininG 



4

Good Practice elements in doctoral traininG 

•  Universities should, while keeping in mind the principles of excellence in doctoral training proposed by LERU 
(2010) and the innovative doctoral training principles developed by the EC (2011), provide a doctoral training 
system and mechanisms which include well-rounded, versatile and personalisable professional development 
opportunities and programmes, enabling doctoral researchers to take control of, track and self-assess their deve-
lopment with the necessary guidance from supervisory teams, so that, by the time of graduation, they are able to 
seek out those job opportunities that are best suited to their talents, expertise and skills. For this reason (but not 
only for this one), it is important that universities engage with various types of employers to ensure that professional 
development of researchers is fit for both academic and non-academic employment. Universities also have a respon-
sibility to promote innovation and sharing of best practice in skills training within the university and beyond, using 
appropriate institutional, national and international networks and fora to share skills development provision.

•  Policy makers, governments and funding agencies should promote and support the principles for innovative 
doctoral training and seek ways to stimulate their uptake with the necessary flexibility, taking into account diffe-
rent aims and circumstances across countries, institutions and disciplines. They should furthermore ensure that 
funded programmes demonstrate their effectiveness in developing skills and independence in doctoral graduates, 
and they should support programmes that encourage intellectual risk-taking and creativity, whilst not losing sight 
of other issues such as time to completion. Finally, they too should encourage continued innovation and sharing 
of good practice between programmes nationally and internationally.

•  Employers should engage with universities in the formation of doctoral graduates, in shaping and delivering 
training provision as well as through research, which is most beneficial through sustained contact and structured 
approaches. Such engagement is based on a common understanding that frontier research is the core business of 
research-intensive universities and that, through their unique capacity to bring together higher education, rese-
arch and innovation, research-intensive universities are an essential asset in ensuring long-term competitiveness 
and welfare, locally and globally (LERU, 2011; AAU, C9, Go8, LERU, 2013)1.

1 For more information about the joint statement issued by the AAU, C9, Go8 and LERU on the characteristics of research-intensive universities, see 

http://www.leru.org/index.php/public/international-collaboration/. 


