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Abstract: The significance of ‘identity’ in doctoral studies is widely acknowledged. Nevertheless,
despite much research on what is involved in the process of identification with/as a researcher, very
little attention has been devoted to understanding the effects of the internationalization of higher
education in promoting feelings of belonging to a researcher community that goes beyond the national
space. This qualitative case study aims to understand whether and how doctoral students in the
Humanities and Social Sciences develop a ‘European’ or ‘international’ researcher identity during
their doctoral studies. To address this aim, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with
twelve home and international doctoral students from a Portuguese higher education institution.
Results from thematic analysis suggest that although the dichotomy ‘European’/‘international’ was
not always clear in participants’ minds, those students who undertook mobility experiences or took
part in international research networks or supervisory teams were more likely to regard themselves
as ‘international’ or ‘European’ researchers. The implications of these findings for doctoral programs
in an era of internationalization are highlighted.

Keywords: researcher identity; doctoral studies; higher education; internationalization

1. Introduction

Within the growing literature on doctoral education, identity has emerged as a central topic of
research. One of the reasons for this attention lies in the fact that one of the main goals of the PhD is the
development of a researcher identity (Gardner 2008b; McAlpine et al. 2010; Byram et al. 2017). Indeed,
becoming a professional researcher requires students to negotiate new identities and reconceptualize
themselves both as people and professionals in addition to learning specific skills (Hall and Burns 2009).

The process of becoming a researcher has mainly been approached in extant literature as a
‘socialization’ process whereby researchers acquire the knowledge and skills, as well as the norms and
ideologies necessary within a specific discipline, through contact with their peers (Parry 2007). Under
this framework, studies suggest that undertaking and accomplishing a PhD entails, among others,
the ability to conceive, design, and implement a substantial program of research with integrity; use
and adapt established research methods; demonstrate critical analysis, evaluation and synthesis of new
and complex ideas; frequently publish in high ranking academic journals (European Commission 2011;
Hall and Burns 2009; Kehm 2004). Related research has focused on the transformative process that
occurs during the doctoral learning journey. The idea of key-moments/phases in this journey comes
up several times in the literature. According to Harrison (2009), doctoral learning is conceived as a
process of identity construction and implies crossing ‘thresholds of self-perception’ that are experienced
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as ‘stuck places’ of anxiety and insecurity and resolved through a process of self-re-storying and
repositioning, particularly in respect of knowledge and what it means to be a knower. In a similar
vein, Kiley (2009) argues that doctoral candidates undergo changes in the way they understand their
learning and themselves as learners. These are called ‘rites of passage’ and occur, for instance, when
research candidates learn the language not merely of the subject area but of graduate research study
and learn to ‘act’ as a graduate researcher, with the rigor and conceptual levels of thinking that is
expected of them. Jazvac-Martek et al. (2011) emphasize the complexity of developing a researcher
identity, which they regard as the result of experiences deriving not only from the doctoral program
and from interactions with their peers (colleagues, supervisors, other researchers), but also from their
past and on-going personal and professional lives. This perception is crystalized in the concept of
‘identity trajectory’ which “attends particularly to individual agency, nesting the academic within the
personal and incorporating students’ past as well as imagined future” (McAlpine 2012, p. 38).

Despite much research on what is involved in the process of identity construction as a doctoral
researcher, very little attention has been devoted to understanding the effects of the internationalization
of higher education (Knight 2004) in promoting feelings of belonging to a community that goes beyond
the national space. In a similar manner, very few studies have investigated the characteristics of what
constitutes ‘European’ or ‘international’ researcher identity. One of the few exceptions is Evans’s (2010)
proposal of a professional development model for European early career researchers. The framework
identifies specific indicative characteristics of European researchers, which include self-perception as
European, cultural awareness, and the ability to conduct research that addresses and/or has relevance
to European specific issues, while incorporating considerations of relevant local and national contexts.

A recent study by Byram et al. (2017) also draws attention to the lack of empirical studies focused
on researching the impact of globalization and internationalization processes on doctoral studies.
In fact, since the initiation of the Bologna Process back in 1999 and the adoption of the Lisbon Strategy
in 2000 (Diogo 2016; Kehm 2007), as well as of subsequent changes related with the creation of the
European Higher Education Area and the European Research Area, the political higher education
agenda has been explicitly and implicitly sustained on the intention of establishing a next generation
of competitive scholars, who feel and act as ‘European’ (Diogo et al. 2019). But, like Byram et al. (2017)
emphasize, the doubt remains: “Are researchers in Europe European researchers?”. What factors
are involved in this perception? Moreover, what role (if any) does this political agenda play in the
construction of a researcher identity by non-European students conducting their studies in European
higher education institutions?

This article aims to contribute to this discussion by investigating the process of the identity
construction of seven home and five international doctoral students in the area of the Humanities and
Social Sciences attending the University of Aveiro (UA), a public university in Portugal. The relevance
of including international students in our sample is justified by the fact that in the last decade, as a
consequence of internationalization processes, as well as national and institutional strategies focused
on mobility schemes and attraction policies (Brandenburg and De Wit 2015; Lopes and Diogo 2019),
the number of international students in Portuguese higher education has more than doubled
(PORDATA 2019). This has particularly been the case of students coming from Portuguese-speaking
countries, namely Brazil (South America), East Timor (Asia) and Angola, Guinea-Bissau, São Tomé
and Príncipe and Mozambique (Africa) (Lopes and Diogo 2019). Considering this context, Portugal,
a European country with the ability to attract students from almost every continent of the world,
constitutes a privileged field case for exploring the complex phenomena of developing a researcher
identity in a new globalized and ever-changing world.

It is worth highlighting that this study brings to light only one aspect of a broader study of the
experience of doctoral research as seen by students, supervisors and other stakeholders involved in
the doctoral process, such as examiners and directors of doctoral schools. In turn, this is part of a
wider study—Strand 2 of the EUROMEC project (http://www.euromec.eu)—involving universities in
Bulgaria, China, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal and the UK (see Stoicheva and Byram 2019).

http://www.euromec.eu


Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 303 3 of 16

2. Doctoral Education at the University of Aveiro

The University of Aveiro (UA) is a Portuguese public foundation operating under private law
founded in 1973. Since its foundation, doctoral education has been a key mission of the institution.
Initially, doctoral programs at the UA were structured according to an ‘apprentice model’ (Nerad 2012),
with doctoral students receiving individual support to develop an independent research project and
write the corresponding PhD thesis. In this early type of doctoral studies, mainly academic staff were
enrolled. In 2006, when the Bologna Process was adopted in Portugal, most doctoral programs at
the UA started a process of curriculum (re)design involving the attendance of course units and the
implementation of a credit system (Diogo et al. 2019). Typically, a doctoral program is organized in
three to four years: during the first year, doctoral students attend course units; in the subsequent years,
they develop a research project, write a thesis and attend some course units aimed at the development
of transversal competences, such as academic writing. The thesis public defense during a viva voice
examination marks the final stage of the process.

One important landmark in doctoral education at the UA was the creation of the Doctoral School
(EDUA) in 2011, whose mission is “to coordinate third cycle activities internally and externally, develop
new innovative courses and admit candidates” (Assunção 2011). The EDUA also develops “specific
measures to enhance the employability of holders of its doctoral degrees based on training needs and
market requirements” (ibid.). In recent years, several initiatives have been pursued by the EDUA.
Worthy of note is the Code of Practice that aims at enhancing the quality of the supervision process by
defining the basis of the relationship between the supervisor and the doctoral candidate, highlighting
the active role of both parties and their shared responsibilities during the doctoral process. This Code
of Practice also includes the Duties of the Doctoral Candidate (e.g., to join a research community,
to follow the ethical principles of scientific research, to actively publish results in international journals
in their research area) and the Duties of the Supervisor, stating, amongst other aspects, that supervisors
have to introduce doctoral candidates to the research culture by helping them develop critical thinking
and become independent researchers.

Since 2008, the number of doctoral students at the UA has increased considerably. In 2017, the time
of data collection, the number of newly admitted doctoral students totaled nearly 350 in a university
of 5000 postgraduate students. Some of these students benefit from scholarships attributed under
the aegis of national or international team projects or as a result of individual projects funded by
government agencies, such as the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT) and the
Portuguese development agency (“Instituto da Cooperação e da Língua”). Nevertheless, the majority
fund themselves, combining attendance of doctoral programs with their professional careers.

In recent years, following an internationalization agenda focused on promoting incoming
mobility (Lourenço et al.; Diogo et al. 2019) and in alignment with the national tendency, the number
of international doctoral students at the UA has also increased, especially those coming from the
Community of Portuguese-Speaking Countries (CPLP), which includes Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde, East
Timor, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique and São Tomé and Príncipe. A striking example of this increment
is the Doctoral Program in Education, which counts a percentage of nearly 50% international students.

3. Methodology

3.1. Research Design

As highlighted in the introduction, this study is part of a broader international comparative
research, titled: “New European young researchers’ identities. Exchanges and doctoral studies—an
international study of processes and outcomes in the EU”, which is a strand of the Jean Monnet
Network on European Identity, Culture, Exchanges and Multilingualism (EUROMEC). The main aim
of this strand was to understand how the internationalization of higher education is affecting the
experience of the people (students, supervisors, examiners, program leaders) involved in doctoral
education in Europe and beyond. Research focused on the Humanities and Social Sciences and on
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three overarching themes: supervision, languages and (‘European’/‘international’) identity. These
themes were separately analyzed by a team of researchers in six universities of the following countries:
Bulgaria, China, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal and the United Kingdom (see Figure 1). Afterwards,
comparisons between institutions/countries were drawn.

Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 17 

 

of this strand was to understand how the internationalization of higher education is affecting the 
experience of the people (students, supervisors, examiners, program leaders) involved in doctoral 
education in Europe and beyond. Research focused on the Humanities and Social Sciences and on 
three overarching themes: supervision, languages and (‘European’/‘international’) identity. These 
themes were separately analyzed by a team of researchers in six universities of the following 
countries: Bulgaria, China, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal and the United Kingdom (see Figure 1). 
Afterwards, comparisons between institutions/countries were drawn. 

 
Figure 1. The European Identity, Culture, Exchanges and Multilingualism (EUROMEC) project—a 
comparative research of doctoral studies. 

This paper reports on the results of a study conducted at the Portuguese university involved in 
EUROMEC—the University of Aveiro—and focused on the theme of identity. The study adopted a 
qualitative research approach of interpretive nature (; Lopes et al. 2016), aiming not only at describing 
the phenomenon, i.e., the development of doctoral students’ researcher identities in an era of 
internationalization (and ‘Europeanisation’) of higher education, but also at understanding the 
factors underlying this development. Therefore, the following research questions were defined: (1) 
What factors influence the development of an ‘international’ and/or ‘European’ researcher identity 
by doctoral students in the Humanities and Social Sciences attending a Portuguese university? (2) 
What kind of researcher profiles can be identified? 

In order to address these questions, a case study was conducted in four Doctoral Programs in 
the Humanities and Social Sciences of the UA, the area with the highest number of PhD students 
(Diogo and Carvalho 2019): the Doctoral Program in Education, the Doctoral Program in Multimedia 
in Education, the Doctoral Program in Psychology, and the Doctoral Program in Gerontology and 
Geriatrics. The selection criterion relied on the fact that these programs are coordinated and/or co-
coordinated by the Department of Education and Psychology, the largest department of the UA in 
this area. Participants were selected from these doctoral programs after initial contact with the course 
directors and/or their representatives, who got in touch with potential volunteers. At the end of this 
process, a total of twelve doctoral students, who had finished or were nearly finishing their doctoral 
studies, were chosen. In order to bring to light their insider experiences in relation to the theme of 
identity, semi-structured interviews were conducted. Details on the participants, as well as on the 
data collection and analysis instruments, are provided in the following sections. 

3.2. Participants 

Table 1 shows an overview of the twelve participants who are identified with the letter S 
followed by a number from 1 to 12. Students were distributed in the following way: seven were 
enrolled in the Doctoral Program in Education, three in Multimedia in Education, one in Psychology, 

Figure 1. The European Identity, Culture, Exchanges and Multilingualism (EUROMEC) project—a
comparative research of doctoral studies.

This paper reports on the results of a study conducted at the Portuguese university involved in
EUROMEC—the University of Aveiro—and focused on the theme of identity. The study adopted a
qualitative research approach of interpretive nature (Lopes et al. 2016), aiming not only at describing
the phenomenon, i.e., the development of doctoral students’ researcher identities in an era of
internationalization (and ‘Europeanisation’) of higher education, but also at understanding the
factors underlying this development. Therefore, the following research questions were defined:
(1) What factors influence the development of an ‘international’ and/or ‘European’ researcher identity
by doctoral students in the Humanities and Social Sciences attending a Portuguese university? (2) What
kind of researcher profiles can be identified?

In order to address these questions, a case study was conducted in four Doctoral Programs in
the Humanities and Social Sciences of the UA, the area with the highest number of PhD students
(Diogo and Carvalho 2019): the Doctoral Program in Education, the Doctoral Program in Multimedia
in Education, the Doctoral Program in Psychology, and the Doctoral Program in Gerontology and
Geriatrics. The selection criterion relied on the fact that these programs are coordinated and/or
co-coordinated by the Department of Education and Psychology, the largest department of the UA in
this area. Participants were selected from these doctoral programs after initial contact with the course
directors and/or their representatives, who got in touch with potential volunteers. At the end of this
process, a total of twelve doctoral students, who had finished or were nearly finishing their doctoral
studies, were chosen. In order to bring to light their insider experiences in relation to the theme of
identity, semi-structured interviews were conducted. Details on the participants, as well as on the data
collection and analysis instruments, are provided in the following sections.

3.2. Participants

Table 1 shows an overview of the twelve participants who are identified with the letter S followed
by a number from 1 to 12. Students were distributed in the following way: seven were enrolled in
the Doctoral Program in Education, three in Multimedia in Education, one in Psychology, and one in
Gerontology and Geriatrics. Considering that student participation was voluntary, it was not possible
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to assure equal representation of all four doctoral programs. In terms of gender, eleven students
were female, and one was male, which seems to reflect both an international and a national tendency
in the Humanities and Social Sciences (Santiago et al. 2012). Students were aged between 28 and
57 years and were quite diverse in terms of their background and prior experiences. Five students were
Portuguese nationals (S1 to S5), four came from Portuguese-speaking countries—Angola, Brazil, East
Timor and Mozambique (S6, S7, S8 and S10)—and one came from the Ukraine (S9). Other participants
included two Portuguese students who had undertaken mobility experiences in the United States (S11)
and in the Czech Republic, Denmark, France and Norway (S12). Although most interviewees had
studied in disciplinary areas related to their PhD, two students had backgrounds in disparate areas,
namely Accounting and Engineering. Six were full time students and five were working part time in
other higher education institutions, e-learning companies or other organizations. The majority of the
doctoral students had a scholarship from the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT).
Other funding sources included fellowships from the Portuguese development agency (“Instituto da
Cooperação e da Língua”, I.P.), as well as scholarships from national governments, such as East Timor,
which are assumed as relevant bilateral cooperation instruments between involved countries.

Table 1. Overview of the participants.

Student Gender Type of Student Doctoral
Program Background Area Scholarship

S1 Female Home student Education Math Education Yes
(FCT)

S2 Female Home student Psychology Psychology Yes
(FCT)

S3 Female Home student Gerontology
and Geriatrics Social Work No

S4 Female Home student Education Social Work Yes
(FCT)

S5 Female Home student Multimedia in
Education

Information
Management

Yes
(FCT)

S6 Male International student
(Mozambique) Education Chemistry Education

Yes
(Instituto da Cooperação

e da Língua, I.P.)

S7 Female International student
(East Timor) Education Math Education

Yes
(East Timorese
Government)

S8 Female International student
(Brazil) Education

Accounting,
Language and

Literature

Yes
(FCT)

S9 Female International student
(Ukraine)

Multimedia in
Education

History and
Psychology No

S10 Female International student
(Angola) Education Engineering No

S11 Female Home student with
mobility experience Education Language and

Literature
Yes

(FCT)

S12 Female Home student with
mobility experience Education

Adult Education and
Educational
Psychology

Yes
(FCT)

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

Methodologically, all universities involved in Strand 2 of the EUROMEC project used the same
data collection instruments and followed the same procedures. First participants were informed
about the aims of this study and were assured that all data would be treated anonymously and
confidentially. After obtaining institutional approval and written consent from each participant,
individual semi-structured interviews were conducted by the research teams in each country. In the
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Portuguese case, each interview lasted between 45 and 90 min and was conducted in Portuguese, except
for one interview (S11), which was conducted in English due to the participant’s proficiency in this
language. The interview schedule followed the guidelines defined by the Bulgarian, Luxembourgish
and English teams of the project, and were based on two over-arching questions: What structures—formal
such as regulations, and informal such as expectations of supervisors—exist, shape and evaluate the doctoral
study process? and How is doctoral study experienced and perceived by participants? For the identity
dimension they were asked, inter alia, to talk about questions of identity, with a view to unveil their
trajectories in the process of becoming ‘European’ and/or ‘international’ researchers (see Appendix A).

All interviews were recorded, verbatim transcribed and submitted to a thematic analysis of
interpretive nature (Braun and Clarke 2006), aimed at understanding doctoral students’ perspectives
and experiences, rather than merely identifying them. For this study, thematic analysis was conducted
by two researchers of the Aveiro team, the authors of this paper, sustained mainly by a constructivist
approach of grounded theory (Charmaz 2014), which combined description and interpretation. Analysis
was both deductive and inductive and occurred as follows: first, the two researchers read through
the data and identified words and phrases that could be linked to the research questions and to the
terms already identified by the researchers in other institutions of the broader project. At this stage,
unanticipated terms were also included. The terms were later refined in a recursive/iterative process
that drew on the literature, and a more stable list of themes was created focusing on the factors that led
to the development of (‘international’/‘European’) researcher identities in our participants and later on
their researcher profiles. The verification and consolidation of this process was achieved by a three-step
peer debriefing process: first between the two researchers; then, between these two researchers and
the other members of the Aveiro team, and finally, in a discussion with the members of the broader
project. Each peer debriefing discussion involved the comparison of the selected evidences for the
corresponding themes with the initial interview transcripts (rough data) and aimed at leading the
process towards conceptual abstraction, enhancing trustworthiness, credibility and resonance of the
findings (Tucker et al. 2016; Lopes et al. 2016). It is important to highlight that the researchers involved
in this study are academics and supervisors themselves. That is, all the researchers involved in data
analysis have personal experience of “doing a PhD” (some of them done a PhD with doctoral program
and others without). In alignment with the foundational assumptions of constructivist grounded theory,
authors assume that interaction between interviewers and interviewees may affect data generation and
analysis (Tucker et al. 2016; Lopes et al. 2016), in order to both minimize this fragility and elicit it to
readers, authors care was taken to realize thick descriptions throughout the entire research process.

4. Results and Discussion

In this section, we bring to light students’ discourses and perceptions in an attempt to identify
key factors that may contribute to the development of ‘European’ and/or ‘international’ researcher
identities. Moreover, we organize students’ identities into profiles to demonstrate how the interplay of
these factors may impact the sense of being (or not being) an (‘international’/‘European’) researcher.
Statements are illustrated by student quotations that provide fairly representative perspectives and
perceptions of the larger group of participants. All quotations were translated from Portuguese
into English for purposes of clarity, except in the case of S11, who was interviewed in English as
reported above.

4.1. Factors Associated with the Construction of ‘European’ or ‘International’ Researcher Identities

Thematic analysis allowed us to identify three factors which were associated by the respondents
with feelings of belonging to a broader European or international research community, namely:
(i) networking, i.e., the opportunity to interact with a diverse range of people (other doctoral students,
supervisors, experts in the area . . . ) both at the institution and abroad; (ii) activities typically associated
to the work of a researcher, such as publishing in international academic journals or reading literature in
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a foreign language and, finally, (iii) mobility and study abroad experiences, which often include the two
previous factors. We explore each of these factors in more detail below.

4.1.1. Networking

The importance of networking within the doctorate to acquire the norms, knowledge, skills and
behavior necessary to become a researcher in a specific domain is well documented (Colbeck 2008;
Gardner 2008b; Jazvac-Martek et al. 2011; Weidman and Stein 2003). While conducting their studies,
doctoral students create a web of local, national, and international relationships that consist of
individual peers, more senior academics, student teams/groups in addition to their supervisors.
Besides providing different kinds of support—personal, career or scholarly advice—these networks
and the understandings gleaned from their experiences help students learn new roles and behaviors
and enter a disciplinary culture. Therefore, they act as ‘gateways’ through which the students must
pass (Gardner 2008b; Lopes et al. 2013), marking an important part of their overall socialization process.

Throughout the interviews, seven students alluded to how their colleagues were important for
their learning, not just by helping them cope emotionally with the difficulties associated with the
process of doing a PhD, but also by contributing to their identification with a disciplinary domain.
For example, S10, an international student from Angola with an engineering background, drew
attention to how interaction with a diverse and multicultural group of people, during the first year of a
curriculum-based doctorate, helped her fit in the broader community of educational research:

Because we are learning in groups, we have to deal with people of different backgrounds,
of multiple disciplines . . . even of different cultures . . . it is a learning process . . . and this
broadens our perspective, our point of view, contributing to our personal development.
[ . . . ] This helped me to take off my engineering persona, my conceptual framework, which
was embedded in engineering, and I started to think within the framework of education.

Still, she recognizes that integration was a difficult process, as a result of cultural difference. Although
she did not label the situations she was involved in as ‘discriminating’, she often felt that she had to
prove herself as a researcher (and an academic) to be accepted by her colleagues. A similar feeling was
expressed by S6, an international student and university teacher from Mozambique. Acknowledging
initial difficulties in integrating into the group of doctoral students in Education, he explained that he
had to work harder than his peers in order to overcome the (low) expectations some of his teachers
and colleagues had of him, and get himself into a position where he could just be acknowledged and
respected for his personal contributions:

I think that I demand a lot of myself. But during the doctorate the demand I put on myself
was bigger . . . to try to match the expectations [ . . . ]. But after a while I think that my
colleagues and I came to the conclusion that we had to work on an equal footing . . . And I
think it is important to stress this: it’s good to work in a multicultural context . . .

Identical experiences have also been reported in previous studies conducted with international
doctoral students (Archer 2008; Gardner 2008a; Sherry et al. 2010), and with those coming from
Portuguese-speaking African countries (Ambrósio et al. 2017; Lopes and Diogo 2019). These studies
suggest that students who do not fit the traditional mold of graduate education in the West (i.e., anyone
other than young, white males) struggle to fit into academia, experiencing negative interactions with
others and a general feeling of ‘differentness’. This tends to affect overall satisfaction and integration
in the doctoral program, thus impairing the socialization process and the development of their self-
and professional identities. Despite this, and considering the two previous quotes, curriculum-based
programs sustained in a group work methodology seem to enhance networking opportunities and
therefore play a crucial role in gradually helping students overcome hindrances and prejudice, thus
acting as privileged places for broadening students’ perspectives, promoting intercultural dialogue
and therefore fostering their sense of belonging to a broader research community.
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Apart from their peers, doctoral students also highlighted the decisive role more experienced
researchers and faculty members, namely their supervisors (S7, S2, S11) and other academics (S12),
played in their becoming (‘international’) researcher identities. For example, S2 valued the learning
process triggered by her supervisors, highlighting the advantages of working with an international
supervision team (two Portuguese supervisors and a Swedish co-supervisor):

The possibility to work with so different people and to experience such different cultures,
which seem distant but actually bring us closer, allows us to exchange knowledge and
information . . . so they took advantage of our knowledge and we took advantage of their
knowledge. This was the most rewarding aspect . . . having a project that was developed
with people who are top experts in this area.

The contact with her Swedish supervisor led her to take a short-term internship in one of the world’s
leading medical institutions. This experience marked a turning point in her doctorate, allowing her to
rethink the scope and relevance of her project: “that experience made me go deeper into my topic and
determine the meaning that this line of research could have, not only locally but also internationally”.

4.1.2. Doing What Researchers Do

S6′s testimony offers a different take on networking, suggesting that the process of constructing
an (‘international’ or ‘European’) researcher identity may go beyond personal networking, integrating
what McAlpine (2012) terms ‘intertextual networking’. For him, the intensive reading and writing
activities he conducted during the doctorate helped him to contact with a network of key scholars and
ideas pertinent to the thinking underlying the thesis, and to acquire the specific language that is shared
within the research community (the ‘tribe’) of science education and sustainable development:

We . . . as doctoral students . . . read and write a lot. And during these reading process, we are
actually learning, isn’t it so? It is a process of learning a specific language, the thinking mode
of that specific ‘tribe’. When I say that I would like to bring Mozambique to the research
community . . . it is through the use of the specific language of that tribe . . . and I think that
it is happening . . . I am learning to think and gather information in alignment with what is
done in that specific community.

This reinforces the importance of experiencing activities that are ‘automatically’ linked with an
international scope of research during the PhD (Byram et al. 2017). For instance, reading in another
language to become aware of previous research developed in one’s research field is considered by
doctoral students to be mandatory. As S1 explains: “Nowadays, all PhDs have an international
dimension, even if this is only related with the references used for the thesis”.

Being able to explain the outcomes and value of their research, through publications in international
journals and participation in academic conferences, is also considered to be a key characteristic of
doctoral students’ researcher profiles (European Commission 2011; Evans 2010; Lopes et al. 2013),
as it will ultimately contribute to their recognition as ‘researchers’ by the research community itself
(Hall and Burns 2009; Jazvac-Martek et al. 2011). In what comes to publishing the results of their
research, all students were unanimous in stating that, despite being a lengthy and sometimes distressing
process, this is an important part of the doctorate and of their affirmation as researchers. The following
quotes from two national students (S1 and S5) stress the possibility (and necessity) to share their
findings with the international research community:

When it comes to publishing our work, we are aware of the need to internationalize. Whoever
thinks that it is enough to stay in Portugal and publish locally is wrong.

I think that publishing the results of our work is important . . . What can we bring to the
research community that is interesting?
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However, for international students, coming from African Portuguese-speaking countries and East
Timor, publishing in their home countries was particularly relevant. As stressed by S8, an international
student and academic from East Timor, “we rarely write articles or organize seminars and discussions
there”. Therefore, for these students, publications are seen a way to contribute to the advancement of
research and teaching in their homeland.

I would like to publish in Mozambique. [ . . . ] And I hope that some of my ideas, disseminated
through this medium, can influence the development of education in Mozambique, namely
the teaching of chemistry. (S6)

As regards attending conferences, only six out of twelve students mentioned that they had participated
in events to disseminate their findings. Most of these events had a national scope, due to personal or
financial constraints, as highlighted by S1:

I participated in several seminars and conferences in Portugal. Unfortunately, I was unable
to participate in an international conference that is one of the best in my area of research,
which took place in Chile. I submitted a proposal, was accepted, but I was not able to get
funding. And that conference would result in the publication of an international article, it
was not a book of proceedings . . . It was a very good conference.

For those students who had the chance to participate in international conferences, the gains seemed to
extend beyond publications and peer recognition though. Recalling a conference that she attended
in the United States, S11 stressed how interaction with other PhD students helped her understand
the need to present herself in a more ‘professional’ way and to be more confident speaking up her
own ideas:

If we were going to a conference, they [my PhD colleagues] would present their business
cards. They have business cards; here we don’t. [ . . . ] So, they are aware [ . . . ] of how
important it is to brand ourselves and how important it is to present yourself in a professional
way. Here in Portugal it’s different. [ . . . ] I don’t want to offer stereotypes (we have to be
careful with this), but we have to recognize that in Portugal we have this culture of being
humble and sometimes . . . I mean you have to be aware of your own rights and speak about
your own ideas, about your work and . . . to speak up your mind!

4.1.3. Mobility Experiences

For S11 and S12, who undertook mobility experiences in the United States and in Europe
respectively, the benefits of moving across borders and cultures were immense, starting with a
renewed awareness of the world around them, particularly the world of research. According to S12,
the experiences of doing mobility in Denmark and France helped her to contact with different styles of
academic work and to find her personal ‘research niche’:

The summer school [in Denmark] was fundamental for me to rethink the meaning of doing a
PhD. I remember that there was a teacher with whom I talked more often [ . . . ] who told me
the most interesting thing, which was . . . all PhD theses that were supervised by him had a
personal first chapter, where people described how their individual process of doing a PhD
was. And this made me think . . . I have been around this work for several years now . . . it
is personal, it has to be personal . . . and this was when I decided to change the title of my
thesis from plurilingual competences to plurilingual repertoires.

For S11, being a visiting scholar in the United States and contacting with other researchers and
academics allowed her not only to become more aware of international standards and of different
working traditions among the American academia and the Portuguese academia, but also to reconsider
her own identity as a researcher. When asked if she considered herself an international researcher,
she answered:
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I certainly made my best to be an international researcher. All institutions have their strengths
and weaknesses and having the possibility to be a visiting scholar in another institution
makes you more aware of what you have in your own country and how research is done in
your country, and how research is handled on the other side of the ocean, in my case. So, I
think that’s quite important for all scholars.

Researcher mobility, for instance the one supported by the Erasmus program, has also been identified as
an important factor by the Luxembourg case of the EUROMEC project. According to Byram et al. (2017),
mobility plans and agreements between different European universities and in different countries may
contribute to creating an identify of a doctoral researcher in Europe. Nevertheless, while this may
be a desirable output for European citizens, it may be problematic for students coming from other
countries, in particular developing countries, as it will be highlighted in the following section.

4.2. Doctoral Students’ Researcher Identities: Four Profiles

After the identification of the key factors associated with the development of ‘European’ or
‘international’ researcher identities, the next analytical procedure that was taken was to single out,
in students’ discourses, similarities and differences related with their perceived (‘European’ and
‘international’) researcher identities. This process, which was also supported by literature review,
allowed us to put together a taxonomy of four researcher profiles: (i) the knowledge worker; (ii) the budding
(‘international’) researcher; (iii) the research ambassador, and (iv) the ‘international’ or ‘European’ researcher.

(i) Knowledge worker

Although the PhD is mainly considered a process of becoming a member of a research community,
two students seemed to struggle with this idea. S3, a 50-year-old doctoral student, refused to identify
herself as a researcher, envisioning her doctoral path as one that provided her with a ‘broader view of
the phenomena’, of what research is and what it implies:

I don’t consider myself a researcher, because I do not have . . . I promised myself that I would
not go back to studying . . . I have been enrolled 34 times as a student [ . . . ] So I do not feel
like a researcher or want to think about it now. Of course, I’m saying that I do not want
to, but if something comes up that interests me . . . But not in this sense of yet another title,
because it requires a lot of personal involvement.

Throughout the interview, it became clear that probably her age in combination with her initial
motivations for doing a PhD, which were deeply tied with professional development in her working
area, as well as the lack of mobility experiences or networking activities abroad, may have prevented
her from developing a sense of self as a researcher (see Archer 2008).

While S3 easily excluded the hypothesis of feeling and working as a researcher, S5, a part-time
e-consultant was more hesitant:

I do not know if I feel entirely like a researcher . . . I have my doubts. That’s because I have a
foot in the business world, that’s my experience. In the business world is where I feel more
at ease. And I think my foot is still more on that side than on the research side . . .

This suggests that for these two students, whose main motivation in doing a PhD was grounded in
professional development, the doctorate experience was not so much a foundation of an academic
researcher career, but a means to become what Elsey (2007) describes as ‘knowledge worker’—a person
with advanced training in research and a knowledge expert in the profession. This is clearly in tune
with the new reality of doing a doctorate. Indeed, professional doctorates, which are consolidating
in the areas of Natural Sciences and Engineering (Cardoso et al. 2019), are now becoming a popular
alternative to PhDs in the Humanities and Social Sciences, particularly for teachers who are interested
in applying research to their professional areas or designing effective practice within their own field
(Araújo e Sá et al. 2019; Breganha et al. 2019).
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(ii) Budding (‘international’) researcher

While S3 and S5 imagined their future outside academia, S1, S4, S8 and S9 expressed a desire to
work professionally as researchers, whether in the medium or long run. S9 stated that she felt she was
“becoming a researcher”, since she had been collaborating in several research projects and acting as a
co-supervisor in master’s degrees. S1 was also very assertive assuming that her plan had always been
to “become a researcher in the academy” and, therefore, obtaining a doctoral degree was a “requisite to
enter into this career”. Likewise, S4 assumed that she had always felt this desire in conducting research,
since she had “always questioned her practice”. From her point of view, it was this inquiry mode
that propelled her to apply for a doctoral program. S8 also assumed that she would like to become
a member of the research community of didactics and teacher education but felt that she needed to
have a teaching experience before. Similar patterns were identified by Diogo and Carvalho (2019) who
interviewed 22 international PhD students from the University of Aveiro, concluding that they still
hold a traditional vision of a doctoral degree, mainly describing it as an ‘entry ticket’ for a professional
career as a university teacher.

Despite regarding themselves as ‘budding’ researchers, waiting for the right ‘opportunity
structures’ (McAlpine 2012) to apply their knowledge and their abilities, these four students seemed
to be unaware of international research standards, stating “not to be aware of [them]” (S1), having
“no idea” (S8) or “no knowledge about this” (S9) and being “not much into this subject” (S4). One of
these researchers was even hesitant about describing her research as ‘international’, declaring: “I do
not consider my work to be international . . . because I conducted a very specific study with a very
specific, very situated group of people . . . ” (S8).

The fact that these four students had little mobility experiences, either through participating in
international conferences or undertaking a period of study abroad, may also have contributed to a
narrower view of the internationality associated to a researcher identity.

(iii) Research ambassador

S6, S7 and S10, three international students from Portuguese-speaking countries who had
teaching duties in universities, stood out by explicitly integrating their researcher identities into their
academic ones, regarding them as aspects of being a member of the scholarly profession (Colbeck 2008;
McAlpine et al. 2010). Talking about their imagined futures, they expressed the desire to take back
what they had learned to their home countries and continue pursuing research at their institutions in
order to make a change, starting with their professional context:

At the professional level, it [the doctorate] will have an impact because I will have more
knowledge about research, such as how to write an article. In East Timor, we rarely write
articles or organize seminars and discussions. We still do not have a lot of research practice
and I hope to start doing more of this with my colleagues there. We have new teachers and
I have some plans to collaborate with them. I want to share my experience to incorporate
them in this research dynamics.

This intrinsic desire to contribute to the development of their countries led us to profile these students
as ‘research ambassadors’, i.e., people who have experienced research abroad and want to share
their knowledge with others for their mutual benefit. Curiously, for these three students being an
‘international’ researcher means to be aware of Portuguese standards, in particular of the methodological
principles researchers in Portugal apply, and to bring this way of doing research to their academic
institutions:

[In order to be of an international standard, the research I conduct] has to be similar to what
is done in Portugal but studying in a different context. [ . . . ] It has to be similar in terms of
the demands, the references, the research methodologies, all of that has to be similar, only
the context, the study environment is different [ . . . ] This gives me the sense of being an
international researcher.
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The aspiration of these three international students in following ‘Portuguese standards’ and the
emphasis on the idea that “all has to be similar” raises issues concerning the mainstreaming of Western
knowledge and values (Nobes 2017; Santos 2003; Udoma et al. 2014). Therefore, this should be
taken into account in doctoral programs in order to avoid that education for research contributes
(even though unintendedly) to the phenomena of neo-colonialism (see, for instance, Stein et al. 2016;
Lopes and Diogo 2019; Lopes; Udoma et al. 2014).

(iv) ‘European’ or ‘international’ researcher

Throughout the interviews, the conceptual difficult of distinguishing between ‘European’ and
‘international’ identity became evident (see also Byram et al. 2017). Striking, however, is that within
the Portuguese case, a multicultural university with links to Europe but also to other continents, only
three out of twelve students explicitly associated a ‘European’ or ‘international’ dimension to their
professional identity as a researcher. Again, S11 and S12, who undertook mobility experiences abroad,
stood out. Both students emphasized that they study international phenomena, support their studies
with international references, publish in international journals, and have established an international
network of scholars. This has, in their own perspective, allowed them to gain a sense of different
research cultures and of the need to research not only in Portugal, but also in Europe and around
the world.

S12, who is still developing her thesis, assumed that, in order to make her CV more competitive,
she strategically seeks opportunities that are in tune with the requirements of a ‘European doctorate’,
such as taking internships abroad:

I did not have the chance to have an Erasmus experience . . . but I have always thought that
it would be an asset for me, and for my work, to study abroad. So, I started searching and
found ‘European Doctorate’ . . . so I looked for the requirements . . . and I discovered that
there is a generic European recommendation . . . and then there are some specificities in
each university.

S11 also assumed that she pursued ‘intercultural’ experiences while doing the doctorate for both
personal and professional reasons:

Yes, I went to the US [ . . . ] because there was a strong master’s program in International
Education and my PhD research is situated in the field of International Education. So,
I went for academic reasons. There was also a personal side to my stay in the United States,
because, well . . . as I was saying, I was an exchange student before, and once you are an
exchange student, you are an exchange student for life. So, you feel that need to go to another
institution to know other ways of working and to know other cultures.

These experiences abroad made her more conscious about the professional dimension of being a
researcher and, curiously enough, allowed her to develop a sense of ‘Europeanness’, being this the
only assumed case within the twelve students and the one more in tune with Evans (2010) model of
European early career researchers. As she explains:

I would rather consider myself a European researcher with some awareness of how research
is done in the United States. I would say that I am a European researcher, because everything
I research is about Europe, and I have some awareness, to some extent, of how research is
being done in the United States.

Finally, from the twelve interviewed students, S2 was the only one who expressed feeling like a
full-fledged ‘international’ researcher. Having an international supervision team allowed her to
establish her own international network of scholars with whom she still develops cutting-edge research.
Furthermore, publishing in international journals and participating in international conferences
contributed to her being recognized as an expert by her peers:
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Yes, I definitely feel like a researcher [ . . . ] because now when there is a conference in my
research domain, people easily identify me and say ‘Oh, there is a person in Aveiro who is
working on this’.

When asked at the end of the interview how she imagined her future, she promptly answered that it
would be the continuation of what she is presently doing—lecturing in a higher education institution,
researching in an area that is recognized internationally, and including some of her students in her
international network of collaborators, just like her supervisors did with her.

5. Concluding Remarks

This study aimed to understand how home and international doctoral students in the Humanities
and Social Sciences develop their researcher identities, particularly considering the sense of belonging
to a research community that goes beyond the national space. For this matter, in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted with doctoral students from a Portuguese higher education institution.
Results from thematic analysis suggest that although the dichotomy ‘European’/‘international’ was
not always clear in participants’ minds, those students who undertook mobility experiences or took
part in international research networks or supervisory teams were more likely to regard themselves as
‘international’ or ‘European’ researchers. Indeed, these students found opportunities to learn from
different research traditions, develop (inter)cultural awareness, and position their own research within
a supranational framework. Doctoral students’ profiles also show that ‘becoming’ a researcher is
not smooth, straightforward, linear or automatic; it is not dependent on the doctorate experience
per se, but on the synergistic or antagonistic interplay between several factors. If the activities and
interactions carried out throughout the doctorate seem to be important to acquire new understandings
about students’ specific research themes (‘disciplinary expertise’) and about the core activities that they
have to undertake as professional (‘international’ or ‘European’) researchers, cross national mobility
experiences seem to contribute, in a more decisive manner, to extended perceptions of how to do
research that is internationally relevant and how to behave as an (‘international’) researcher.

These findings have clear implications both for the practice and policy of doctoral education.
Indeed, they show that it is not enough to state in policy documents, either at national or supranational
level, the intention to educate researchers that feel and act as ‘European’ or ‘international’. Concreate
(financial and professional development) measures to support institutions and those responsible
for the education of these researchers are clearly mandatory. Furthermore, results suggest that it
is useful to (re)consider the international dimension of doctoral programs across European higher
education institutions. These should not be reduced to recruiting doctoral candidates from other
countries, often regarded as the only indicator for the internationalization of higher education. Instead,
doctoral programs must provide more opportunities for all doctoral students (both ‘home’ and
‘international’) to integrate international research teams and networks, to participate in international
events, and undertake short-term mobility periods. This might be one step forward towards educating
researchers that are aware of their role in an increasingly globalized and interconnected world in which
the social impact of research is paramount.
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Appendix A Interview Schedule—Doctoral Students

Appendix A.1 International/European Identity

We are interested in the idea of ‘international standards’ in doctoral work and whether those
doing a PhD feel in some way ‘international’ or ‘European’. Perhaps first we can just talk about PhD
studies in other countries. Do you know about PhD studies in other countries and, if so, can you tell us
a little of what you know?

Possible prompts

- Does the phrase ‘international standards in doctoral work’ (or perhaps ‘European standards’)
have meaning for you and, if so, can you explain how you understand it?

- Do you know/how do you know if the work you are doing is of an ‘international standard’?
- [if international or mobile student] Some people say that studying in another country creates a

sense of being an ‘international’ researcher or a ‘European’ researcher. Does this describe in any
way how you feel?

Appendix A.2 Identity as Researcher

We are also interested to know more about how doing a PhD is a process of becoming a member of
a discipline, or as some people say of becoming a member of a disciplinary ‘tribe’ or ‘club’. In particular,
we are interested in the language/discourse which is learnt as part of this process. Is this how you see
the process of doing a PhD/for example does it make you feel that you are becoming or are now a ‘real’
researcher, a ‘real’ member of your discipline?

Again, we are interested in the role of language in this. Some people say that becoming a member
of a discipline is a matter of learning the language e.g., to ‘talk like a historian or a psychologist’ or to
‘use the language of history or psychology’. Is this your experience?
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