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Abstract 
Identifying significant contributions of successfully completed professional 
doctorates to professional knowledge and practice is vital for the credibility 
of professional doctorate programs both for the respective professions and 
the program providers.   This paper examines approaches that may 
demonstrate significance of contribution to professional knowledge and 
practice in Australian professional doctorate programs; and it also 
identifies plausible, professional impacts of the different approaches and 
consequential priority areas for further research on the probable impacts.   
In this process, the paper develops criteria for “measuring” significance of 
contributions and then uses a case study to illustrate a number of aspects of 
this.   The paper concludes by indicating four specific areas where research 
is needed.    

Introduction and Aims of the Paper 
Although there is now a considerable literature on, and participation of the majority of 
Australian universities in, professional doctorate programs in one or more professional 
fields1, there is a diversity of thought on their actual contribution to professional 
knowledge and practice and criteria that can demonstrate this.   This is complicated 
because of continuing interest by the Australian federal government in the research 
training role of professional doctorates.   This training imperative, whether or not 
subordinate to other roles or expected as the focus, can direct professional doctorates to 
achieving advanced research skills and capacities (McWilliam, Taylor, Thomson, Green, 
Maxwell, Wildy and Simons, 2002) whereas such training outcomes, among any of the 
possible developmental roles of professional doctorates, may only be in part relevant to 
contributing to professional outcomes.   In this respect, the diversity of approaches to 
demonstrating significant contributions to professional knowledge and practice needs 
further examination.   Such examination may determine if there are priority approaches 

                                                 
1 For simplicity, the Handbooks of Australian Universities are not individually cited here, nor are the large number of web sites 
which contain details of professional doctoral programs in Australia.  There are a number of works that provide snapshots and samples 
of professional doctorate programs at various points including those by Spear, (1997), Morley (1999),  Wilson (2002) and McWilliam, 
et al (2002). 
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and what research needs to be undertaken in expanding an understanding of the 
effectiveness of plausible approaches.   It may also address the challenge of presumed 
dual roles of professional doctorates as research training vehicles when relevant 
professionally, and programs for the significant enhancement of professional knowledge 
and practice.   Although doctoral programs may entail a developmental dimension for 
students, they are generally assumed to have a discovery dimension.   A further issue is 
the degree to which the development of specific professional doctorate programs is an 
initiative of the provider or a necessity as perceived by the relevant profession.   In this 
latter respect, it is necessary to examine the professional necessity, professional 
preferences for, or the relative value of a university doctoral program for specific 
professions or professional groups. 
 
This paper has two aims.  First, it examines approaches that may demonstrate a 
significant contribution to professional knowledge and practice in Australian professional 
doctorate programs; and second, it identifies plausible, professional impacts of the 
different approaches and consequential priority areas for further research on the probable 
impacts.    
 
There is a need to clarify concept, “profession”, and its implications when applied in the 
context of a higher education award program.   A number of studies have explored the 
relationship of groups that are frequently referred to as “professional” and professional 
doctorates (e.g., May and Maxwell, 1998; Morley, 1999) so that the current literature 
includes significant discussion on the relationship.   However, the term “profession” has 
been used in a number of different contexts and current professional doctorates 
encompass “professions” of two forms.   These are those that are institutionalised (that is, 
they have associations or institutes which define their profession and have codes of 
practice and training and educational requirements and may also be linked to 
accreditation or registration to practise) and non institutionalised (that is, they are not 
specific or codified in their practices).   The former includes teaching and nursing, law 
and accounting, and latter includes management and leadership.   It is essential to 
acknowledge these forms of “professions” in any discussion of “significant contributions 
to professional knowledge and practice” and the “status” of what constitutes a significant 
contribution in the context of criteria for practice and any related professional knowledge.   
Of relevance also is the relationship between institutionalised professions and higher 
education providers which can include contractual arrangements for joint ownership of 
programs, partnerships for the provision of programs and joint participation in the 
development of programs and assessment of students.   The difference across the two 
forms of professions is an important factor in defining a professional doctorate and 
influences the discussion in this paper. 
 

Background 
Central to the purpose and value of professional doctorate degrees in Australia from 
educational and from organisational provider perspectives is the expectation that a 
successfully completed program will have contributed significantly to professional 
knowledge and practice.   This is an agreed position taken by the Deans and Directors of 
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Graduate Studies (McWilliam, Taylor, Thomson, Green, Maxwell, Wildy and Simons, 
2002, 1) and is addressed in policies and regulations of universities throughout Australia 
for the award of professional doctorates.   However, the concepts of “significant 
contribution” and “to professional knowledge and practice” are outcomes that have no 
agreed, consensual, and universal definitions.   They rely on both an understanding and 
appreciation by the program providers and their facilitators of standards expected for the 
award of a doctoral degree, and some measure of contribution to professional knowledge 
and practice commensurate with a doctoral level award.   This assumes, of course, that 
there is a consensus on broad level of contribution to knowledge required in a 
“doctorate”.   This diversity is evidenced in the variety of professional doctorate program 
structures and requirements in Australian universities.    
 
There are both positive and negative implications for the integrity of professional 
doctoral programs of the diversity of program structures, requirements and professional 
links.   On one hand, the diversity of requirements across professional doctoral programs 
and approaches for demonstrating significant contribution to professional practice and 
knowledge may reflect different professional expectations and well considered 
alternatives by providers.   On the other hand, it may reflect an as yet unaddressed 
challenge to clarify the very purpose and value of a professional doctorate qualification 
for organisational providers and the specific or generic “professions” assumed to need, or 
to potentially gain professional benefit from, them.   It also may reflect intentional 
organisational branding by providers of their award programs which aims to make them 
distinctive.    
 
Integral to addressing these differences also is the “target” beneficiary, that is, whether 
the focus is either on contributing to an individual’s professional capacity or on related 
existing and future needs of a single profession or needs of multi- or inter-professional 
groups.   The overall challenge has parallels with the introduction of Doctor of 
Philosophy degree programs in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries in the USA in 
debates on the form of contribution to knowledge and the level of specialization in 
research (Veysey, 1965).   Given that the current concept of professional doctorates is 
still relatively new in Australia, this is an issue to address for their credibility overall, and 
their role in making significant contributions to respective professions. 
 
These unresolved aspects of the debate on purpose and value of professional doctorate 
programs are important for key stakeholders involved.   These include the students and 
graduates, the respective professions or professional groups, and organisations which 
offer professional doctorate programs but their respective benefits vary so their equity in 
doctoral level study can be seen differ.    
 
There is also the broader ethical issue for providers of claiming that a graduate from a 
professional doctorate course has demonstrated a significant contribution to a particular 
“profession”, or professionally, through their achievements that are worthy of the award 
and, consequently, the promise to the profession of the professional value of the 
graduate’s achievements. 
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Professional Doctorates in Context: A Brief Historical and Contemporary 
Overview 
The emergence of professional doctorates in the latter half of the 20th Century is a 
relatively recent developmental stage of concept of “doctorate” as an earned qualification 
associated with professional practice.   In this respect, the development of doctoral level 
award programs in the 19th and 20th Centuries in Europe and North America and later in 
Australia, has provided the framework for current thinking by universities of approaches 
to doctoral level studies.    
 
However, the concept of a “doctorate” as generally understood currently, emerged much 
earlier from the 12th to 18th Centuries in a transformation of the application of “doctor” 
(from the classical Latin word, docere, to teach) as a university teaching rank, 
synonymous with master and professor (Bowen, 1975, p 119; Rashdall, 1936,I, pp 19-
20), to an award for students in particular “professions”.   This award corresponded with 
the licence to practice professionally, such as in law.   Rashdall, 1936, I, pp 19-20, 208-
218) also shows that the use of the term, “doctor”, varied among the professional groups 
so that lawyers could receive a doctorate in laws but arts graduates would receive a 
synonymous masters degree.   Honorary doctorates were conferred initially to reflect 
respect for the recipient’s capacity as a teacher within a profession, such as, the award of 
an Honorary Doctor of Music degree by Oxford University in 1792 to the composer 
Joseph Haydn for his significant contribution to the development of music.   
Consequently, the concept of a doctorate award has been more associated with 
professional practice than with research which only evolved with the popularization of 
“scientific method” and “scientific” approaches to discovery in the late 18th and the 19th 
centuries culminating in the emergent of the modern concept of “Doctor of Philosophy” 
degree, initially in geographic areas which now constitute the Republic of Germany.   
The modern concept of a PhD evolved from the “competency” level for academic staff as 
teachers and later, students, as a “Doctor of Philosophy and Master of Arts” (Rashdall, 
1936, I, p 20) synonymous with a master degree, into a research degree under the 
imperative of expanding knowledge through “scientific research”. 
 
As background to the explanation here, it is relevant to consider the general purpose of 
professional doctoral level studies further.   Earned doctorates, in general, aim to 
contribute to the expansion of knowledge, whether theory or applied or both; and 
professional doctorates, in particular, require demonstration of contribution to 
improvement and enhancement of professional knowledge and practice. 
 
Regardless of the field of study, the expected outcomes of successful doctoral studies 
include those which are significant, usually demonstrated through the form of a major 
achievement, whether that either be through a single task or through multiple tasks.   
Traditionally, from the early period of doctoral studies following the establishment of the 
first of the modern style universities in the early 13th century in western Europe, such as, 
Padua, Siena, Oxford and Cambridge (Rashdall, 1936, I; III), the major achievement 
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could include a significant written discourse but has included professional work related 
outcomes and competencies to work professionally.   However, the nature of an 
acceptable major achievement demonstrating significant contributions to knowledge and 
practice has evolved considerably.   Major achievements have included artistic outcomes 
and analysis, portfolios, documentary and literary achievements, and development of new 
techniques and physical products. 
 
By the 19th Century, the major achievement had broadened to include the research project 
of the PhD degree presented as a thesis, though not all scholars initially accepted the 
systematic research project using “scientific method” as a worthy evolution of the major 
work concept, seemingly as criticism more of the scientific focus of PhDs and the move 
away from a dominant liberal arts expectation of higher education courses, particularly in 
North America.   This was exemplified in the debates and discussions when the PhD was 
being introduced into American Universities in the late 19th Century.   Laurence Veysey 
in his book, The Emergence of the American University (1965, The University of 
Chicago Press) refers to the criticism of Irving Babbitt in a 1908 study of Literature and 
the American College (Boston) that reflected general discontent with the research thesis 
model.   Babbage’s view at that time was that “… the PhD degree led to ‘loss of mental 
balance’, and he further stated that German doctoral dissertations gave him (Babbage) 
‘sort of intellectual nausea’ ” (p 200f).    
 
Approaches have changed significantly in the USA where, though PhDs are frequently 
different in structure to those offered elsewhere, the program has become universally 
prestigious and respected as a vehicle for demonstrating a significant contribution to 
knowledge for academics and, frequently, for professionals.    
 
Clearly, the vehicle for demonstrating a significant contribution to knowledge, either 
theoretical, or applied, or both, through a major achievement, has changed in concept 
further so that current doctoral programs in Australia and elsewhere provide for a wide 
range of approaches. 
 

Types of Doctorates 
It is also relevant in this paper to identify the types of earned doctorates to put 
“professional doctorates” further into perspective.   In Australia at present, there are three 
main forms.   These are the Doctor of Philosophy, professional doctorates and earned 
higher doctorates.   Unlike the USA which has retained the medieval concept of 
“doctorate” in certain fields, such as law and medicine, for the entry qualification to 
practise professionally, Australia has followed the British approach which uses the title of 
“bachelors” degree for these professional qualifications.    
 
Of the three main forms of earned doctorates in Australia, earned higher doctorates, 
though miniscule in the level of participation, have been more conventionally linked with 
significant contributions to professional knowledge and practice, including that linked 
with educators.   The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2001, p 1) defines higher doctorates 
as requiring “… a significant contribution to knowledge in a chosen field which 
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demonstrates an authoritative standing as recognized by other scholars in that field”.   
Their names are used also as the basis of honorary awards, for example, for significant 
contributions to a profession or to significant thought in a particular discipline or field of 
study, or for services to the university or the community.   This point is discussed further 
below in attached Appendix in an approach taken at Charles Sturt University to a 
professional doctorate program in business leadership which requires a form of 
demonstration similar to that expected for an earned higher doctorate. 
 

Approaches to Demonstrating “Significant Contributions” 
Table 1 presents a number of approaches used with doctoral award programs for 
demonstrating “significance of the contribution” along with general examples of the 
related types of doctorate programs.   Many of the approaches are used in professional 
doctoral studies and a number of doctorates have used more than one approach over time.   
The influence of the thesis oriented PhD program on professional doctorates is clear from 
the use of the same approach in a number of professional doctorate programs and is 
parallel to other research doctorates in North American undertaken by professionals 
instead of PhDs, such as the DBA.   
 
However, it is not possible to make absolute judgements about the capacity of each 
approach employed as a suitable vehicle for demonstrating a significant contribution to 
professional knowledge and practice in the broad examination undertaken here, but the 
general forms of significant contribution can be identified.   These are indicated in Table 
2. 
 
Professional doctorates have a much greater variety of approaches than other doctorates.    

Table 2 presents broad forms of response by “professions” to professional doctoral 
studies and professional doctorate outcomes.   These are hierarchical and indicate that 
responses could range from inactive awareness of a program to the active integration of 
the outcomes of doctoral studies into the repertoire of knowledge and practices of the 
profession.   For a provider, the highest of these, Levels 5 and 6, seem to be the most 
preferred consequence of any professional doctoral program.   Aiming to achieve these 
levels and the failure to do that would also seem to be a useful starting point in evaluation 
of any professional doctoral program over time.  
 

Table 1 Approaches for Demonstrating “Significant Contribution”: Doctoral  
Degree Approaches 
Approaches Examples 

 Thesis or dissertation alone 
PhD’s in Australian and many 
European  
 universities 
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 Thesis or dissertation combined with a 
number of  
 subjects 

PhDs and “professionally related 
research  
 doctorates” in many North American 
Universities and a number of 
professional  
 doctorate programs in Australia 

 Combination of subjects and a portfolio 

A number of professional doctorates 
in  
Australia, such as, in the areas of 
creative and 
 performing arts 

 Combination of subjects and professional 
practice  
 and analysis 

A number of professional doctorates 
in  
 Australia 

 Either  
 A reflection and analysis of a significant  
 contribution to knowledge from different 
previous  
 scholarly achievements over time or from 
one  
 major work  
 Or  
 More significant published scholarly 
works  
 recognized as a significant and original  
 contribution to knowledge 
 

Most earned higher doctorates and 
some 
 professional doctorates in Australia 

 Combination of subjects, portfolio and 
 presentation (such as a performance in 
music,  
 visual arts, drama) 

Some professional doctorates in 
Australia 

 Combination of subjects, professional 
practice and  
 “internship” with mentors 

Some professional doctorates in 
Australia 

 

For convenience in simplifying the examination here, it is possible to consider criteria of 
significance by developing three groups.   These are, with respect to the completion of 
professional doctoral programs, the perception of doctoral study and relevance to 
professional work, perception of professional significance of the outcomes, and the 
content of the contribution and its impacts on professional knowledge and practices.  
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Perception of Doctoral Study 
Most professions or groups of professionals in Australia do not have a tradition and 
expectation of a doctoral level award, as understood by universities, as a professional 
imperative.   Consequently, on one hand, the existence of any professional doctoral level 
course can only be seen as an option for professionals or as a personal preference for 
gaining additional knowledge and form of personal development which may assist in 
improving professional outcomes for an individual.   On the other hand, the creation of 
professional doctorates has largely come from provider initiatives, albeit, frequently with 
information sharing with, and various degrees of support from, professional groups.   The 
key question is why is a doctoral level award seen as valuable at all for any particular 
profession unless it either offers something currently unavailable but vital for the future 
of the profession and professional practice, or the level of the award, doctorate, is 
perceived as enhancing the credibility of the profession.   The latter could be motivated 
by a number of factors, including, the potential to gain new vital knowledge of processes, 
techniques, and insights, but also the promotional and social prestige value from gaining 
a title of “doctor” in professional practice.    

Perception of Significance 
The perception of the significance of outcomes from a successfully completed 
professional doctoral level program is integral to the justification of professional 
doctorates and also crucial to the credibility of the program which promises to students 
and professions the achievement significant enhancements of professional knowledge and 
practice if successful.   However, it is implausible that a doctoral program provider and a 
related profession will have identical perceptions of what constitutes a significant 
contribution at a doctoral level of study without clarifying probable impacts in relation to 
the professional knowledge needed and professional practices.   Importantly, it cannot be 
validly argued that using a doctorate as a training course to qualify professionals to work 
is consistent with the current concept of a “doctorate” among universities in Australia 
where doctoral studies are frequently aligned more with discovery of significant 
knowledge affecting practice than training.   If the outcomes of a professional doctorate 
program are significant for professional knowledge and practice, then there seems to be 
an obligation of the student, the provider and the profession to disseminate information 
about the outcomes to the profession.    
 
However, as measured by the number of approaches taken, the diversity and variability of 
the nature of outcomes across different forms of achievements by students poses a 
dilemma in determining the significance of the contribution and the potential for different 
interpretations by the program provider and the respective professions.   Solutions 
include using both academic and representative professionals to design courses for their 
potential significant contributions, using both academics and professionals in the 
assessment process and informing the profession of professional doctoral outcomes as 
being of value to it.  
 
Furthermore, the increasing engagement of professional groups in professional doctorate 
provision (McWilliam, et al., 2002) needs to be carefully considered in relation to the 
expected demonstration of significant contributions.   This does not mean that a doctoral 
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study is essential or vital to the profession when such agreements are made.   As 
indicated above, the perception of a doctoral program by professions and professionals 
can be unrelated to an academic understanding and appreciation of doctoral level of 
study.   The relationship of professional doctorate programs and professional acceptance 
of program outcomes can be at a number of levels.   These can include, knowing 
passively that the program exists, acknowledging the aims of the doctorate program 
provider, informing members of the profession about the program, promoting the 
program as of value, working with the provider in developing a program, providing 
essential program contents to the provider institution, determining that the program is 
valuable in the cognitive development of the profession, acknowledging that graduates of 
the program have significantly enhanced capacities to practise professionally, offering at 
least some components of the program, participation in examination of professional 
doctorate candidates and the acceptance that the relevant professional doctorate is only 
awarded if there is an actual significant contribution to professional knowledge and 
practice. 
 
Countering a number of these is the provider’s power to influence the approach taken, the 
structures of the programs and interpretation and definition of “significant contributions” 
to professional knowledge and practice from professional doctorate studies.   In other 
words, it cannot be assumed that providers and professions are equal in defining 
“significance” because the term may be used, more to indicate an outcome understood by 
the provider organisation of what is required for the award of a doctoral level 
qualification, than an appreciation of such an award by “the” profession. 
 
Additionally, the current approaches indicated in Table 1 are diverse but can be either 
active or inactive in their real contributions to a profession or group of professions.   
Active contributions include new significant, knowledge provided to the profession which 
results in a significant improvement in practice.   An inactive contribution includes 
significant knowledge which is not readily available or accessible to the profession 
because of its location and because the “discovery” has not been adequately disseminated 
although it has been judged as significant in the assessment process.   Of importance is 
the content of the contribution coming from the outcomes which is discussed next.   
Appropriate dissemination of findings and outcomes of a doctoral level program 
requirement of any similar program (Dinham and Scott, 2001) and is vital to a profession 
or professional group. 
 

Content of the Contribution and Its Impacts on Professional Knowledge and Practice 
The value of what has been achieved in a professional doctorate program is linked with 
its significance to the profession and is critical in appreciating the concept of 
“significance” of outcomes.   The main difficulty is that not all outcomes may be 
significant as there is a range of contributions possible, from relatively trivial and minor, 
to important and major, and from short duration in potential influence to lengthy and 
enduring.   For example, a professional doctorate outcome which challenges a number of 
assumptions accepted previously in professional practice may justify and support a shift 
in approach in contrast with an individual preference to attempt something new, based on 
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intuition.   Similarly, an outcome that supports a different and more effective process to 
that currently being used in professional practice may improve client related outcomes 
and reduce resource costs in achieving this.   Importantly, the actual achievement in the 
professional doctorate program and its recognition professionally should enable some 
determination of whether it rates as a significant contribution.   To what extent are such 
changes “significant” to both provider and to the profession needs to be explored in other 
research, particularly to determine the level of consensus between providers and the 
profession and the perception in both institutionalized professions (such as teaching, 
nursing, librarianship, accounting, engineering, ) and non institutionalized “professions” 
(such as management, and leadership).   The notion of “profession” and its characteristics 
in particular fields is a factor which bears upon the discussion here.   It is essential for the 
evolution of professional doctorates to determine if professional doctorates are 
appropriate for non-institutionalised professions.  
 
Table 2 “Measures” of Significant Contributions to Professional Knowledge and 
Practice 
Measure Level of Recognition by a 

Profession 
 “Findings” Incorporated into Professional Practice 6 
 “Findings” Incorporated into Professional Knowledge Repertoire 5 
 Dissemination of Outcomes to Members 4 
 Outcomes Acknowledged by Profession 3 
 Profession Informed about Outcomes from a Particular Project 2 
 Profession Aware of Doctorate and Aims 1 
Case Study 

A case study is used to demonstrate an approach and expectation of producing a 
significant contribution to knowledge and practice which attempts to address 
“significance” criteria in a “professional” which is none institutionalised but recognised 
and understood as a vital area for decision making affecting large organisations and the 
societies in which these organisations operate.   The program chosen is the Doctor of 
Business Leadership degree (DBL) program which was developed by the Faculty of 
Commerce, Charles Sturt University, in conjunction with the Centre or Strategic Business 
Studies, the International Marketing Institute, Sydney, in 2001.   Details are given in the 
attached Appendix. 
 

This doctorate differs from many other programs that provide for a focus on 
organisations and organisational behaviour, such as, Doctorates in Business 
Administration (DBAs) courses, in that the participants must demonstrate their 
significant contribution to knowledge and practices of leadership through an approach 
similar to that used in higher doctorates.   It is supported by large Australian 
organisations in a variety of fields including finance and banking as a significant program 
for its innovative and creative thinkers who have the potential for appointment as Chief 
Executive Officers and as other senior executives in an evolving, and relatively uncertain 
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environment who will make a difference to the respective businesses, ethically, and 
sensitively to all stakeholders.   
 

Following a comparative analysis of approaches taken in professional doctorates in 
Australian universities and overseas and development discussions with the partner 
institution, a structure was designed that would require study of four double size subjects 
on leadership and the development of portfolio and critique that would collate the 
individual participant’s own contributions to developing a paradigm of leadership in their 
working life and its evolution in the light of their evaluation and assessment of their own 
work in leadership informed by leadership theory and practices. 
 
The approach differs, not only in its use of a portfolio as the vehicle to demonstrate 
significant contribution, but it relies on proven past achievements and their analysis, 
together with developmental insights from continuing work in leadership, to substantiate 
the claim of significant contribution to professional knowledge and practice in the future.   
It is more than an autobiographical study of leadership but an experienced practitioner’s 
analysis of the value of their own leadership over time as a recognised approach that 
could be adopted by others. 
 
Clearly, this doctorate is only available to those who have leadership experiences at a 
relatively senior management level and the proof of significant contribution to leadership 
is the task of the critique demonstrated through the analysis of the portfolio.   Each of the 
three sets of “significance” criteria given above are addressed through the program.    
 
The portfolio and critique approach seems potentially valuable for other fields and 
disciplines.   Details of the structure and examination process are provide in the Appendix 
also 
 

Conclusion 
The paper has briefly examined approaches to demonstrating significant contributions to 
professional knowledge and practice coming from successfully completed professional 
doctorate programs in Australia and indicated three broad criteria for non-quantitative 
measurement of “significance”.    The measures are the perception of doctoral study and 
relevance to professional work, perception of professional significance of the outcomes, 
and the content of the contribution and its impacts on professional practices and 
knowledge. 
 
The paper has included a case study of a professional doctorate program which requires 
the candidate to demonstrate significant contributions to professional knowledge and 
practice through their own previous work and the further refinement and development of 
this through an evaluation in the light of theory and research. 
 
In conclusion, a number of directions in research can be identified from the discussions in 
the paper.   First, this includes the need to analyse impacts of the outcomes of earned 
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professional doctorates on the related profession, longitudinally and the take up rate for 
the related discoveries from such programs by professionals.   Second, there is a need for 
research to determine the degree to which professional doctorate program graduates take 
up their achievements into their professional work.  Third, there is a need for research to 
determine if the developmental role of professional doctorates enhances the capacity of 
graduates to practise their profession more effectively.  Fourth, there is a need for 
research to determine the relative effectiveness of each of the approaches to 
demonstrating significant contributions to professional knowledge and practices 
commensurate with a doctoral level award. 
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Appendix.   On the Concept of “Portfolio and Critique” for Demonstrating 
Significant Contributions to Professional Knowledge and Practice 
 

Introduction 
This is an overview of the concept and application of a “Portfolio and Critique” as an 
approach to demonstrating significant contributions to leadership knowledge and 
practices with the Charles Sturt University Doctor of Business Leadership degree course.   
Portfolios are used in a number of professional doctorate courses in the visual and 
creative arts but the DBL is an area where there is a wide range of choice over 
approaches for demonstration significance, including the traditional thesis/dissertation 
approach.   A Portfolio is similar in structure to the major work required in an earned 
higher doctorate provided at a number of Australian Universities in which a candidate 
must demonstrate their achievements to particular fields and undertake a significant 
analysis of the contribution to professional knowledge and practice.   The professional 
doctorate program targets those executives who have already been actively involved in 
leadership over a relatively long period, frequently in Chief Executive Officer of sub 
Chief Executive Officer positions 
 

Expansion of Leadership Knowledge through a Leadership Portfolio and 
Critique 
The DBL aims to enhance the professional knowledge and practices of leadership within 
a framework of theory and related research.   This can entail significant professionally 
related  
 

• Leadership theory building; 
• Leadership concept formation; 
• Leadership theory verification; 
• Leadership pattern explanation; and 
• Enhancing the relationship of leadership theory and professional practices 

 
Sources of Contribution to Leadership Knowledge: Analysis of Each of the 
Following Informed by Related Theory and Research 
It is recognised that individual students can use their own prior contributions to 
knowledge and professional practices and their development of these during the program 
upon reflection of their achievements informed by theory, research and professional 
practices.   The contribution of work related experiences to leadership knowledge can be 
drawn from a students own achievements in a work context.   These can include the 
following documents which they have developed alone or significantly contributed to in 
their formation. 
 
* Written articles in refereed and non-refereed journals and magazines. 
* Theses/Dissertations  
* Books and book chapters. 
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* Electronic web based documents. 
* Addresses at meetings (e.g., to Board of Directors, to share holders). 
* Public lectures and conference papers. 
* Performance agreements and management plans. 
* Corporate policy documents. 
* Organizational reports 
* Corporate/strategic plans. 
* In-house magazine articles 
* Leadership development policies and programs. 
* Corporate submissions to government. 
* Leadership reports. 
* Leadership evaluations. 
* Work related research projects and reports. 
* Research reports and action plans. 
* Leadership and coaching policies and programs. 
* Senior executive meetings. 
* Leadership mentoring and coaching analysis and reports. 
 

The "Leadership Portfolio" Concept 
The Leadership Portfolio is a substantial collection and analysis of original and 
significant published and unpublished materials on, or relevant to, organizational 
leadership developed, authored and critiqued by the participant and interpreted within the 
framework of comprehensive leadership theories and research which informs the 
practice of organisational leadership at present and into the near future.     It is similar in 
concept to the work required for an earned higher doctorate but can include items 
describing or representing process and policy as well as analysis.  
 
The written report is expected to be approximately 30,000 to 35,000 words in size. 
 

Process of Portfolio Development 
The process for developing the portfolio and the report requires the following. 
  

1. Development of a plan collegially with mentors which will includes 
a. specification of the intended areas of outcome; 
b. a clear statement of the range and type of suitable items for 

collection; 
c. specification of the areas of research and theory to be considered 

for analysis; and 
d. establishing the limits to the collection. 

2. Collection from current and archival sources of suitable items which conform to 
the plan. 

3. Analyzing each of the items within a framework of suitable leadership theories 
and research to judge the contribution of each individually to professional 
leadership practice. 
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4. Synthesizing the contributions to frame an overall position on interpreting how 
the items collectively inform the practice of leadership and how leadership could 
be enhanced. 

5. Developing the written report supervised by mentors for final editing in readiness 
for examination. 

Portfolio and Critique Concept 
"Portfolios" as assessment instruments have been used for at least 40 years in subjects in 
primary and secondary schools and in undergraduate and postgraduate subjects and some 
doctoral degree courses, for example, in visual arts.   These may differ from the 
"portfolio" in the Doctor of Business Leadership degree in that they frequently require a 
collection of materials based on a theme or topic by a range of authors with varying 
degrees of critique or analysis. 
 
The Leadership Portfolio and Critique requires an analysis and interpretation of the work 
of the participant as evidenced by their leadership experience, not simply biographical, 
but in the context of the theories and paradigms of leadership, to show their contribution 
to an understanding and the practices of leadership.   It draws heavily on the principles of 
archival and historical design but interpreted through a thorough understanding and 
knowledge of current leadership theory and practice to inform the practices of leadership 
of large organizations.  The Leadership Portfolio and Critique is similar in concept to the 
work required for a higher doctorate (such as the Charles Sturt University Doctor of 
Business degree) which can include reflection on the work and achievements of the 
candidate.  
 
The Leadership Portfolio and Critique can be explained by demonstrating the differences 
in the study for, and outcomes of, leadership among the requirements of three different 
doctoral degree courses possible for works on leadership: a PhD degree, a Doctor of 
Business Administration degree and the Doctor of Business Leadership degree at Charles 
Sturt University.   These are indicated below. 
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Comparison of Doctoral Degree Courses and Key Attributes 
  
Degree/ 
Expectation 

Doctor of 
Philosophy (PhD) 

Doctor of Business 
Administration 
(DBA) 

Doctor of Business Leadership 
(DBL) 

 Significant  
 Contribution to 

 Theory and  
 knowledge of  
 leadership  
 through 
 original and  
 significant  
 research 

 Professional practice of  
 leadership through  
 significant research  

 Professional practice and knowledge of  
 leadership by developing an explanatory  
 model of personal leadership contributions 
 based on reflection and analysis of  
 individual leadership 

 Focus on  
 Improving  
 Professional 
 Practice 

 Frequently incidental  
 or secondary but could  
be a study of practices  

 Key outcome   Key outcome; contribute to reflective  
 analysis  

 Role of  
 Subjects 

 None required  Required to develop sections  
 or support development of  
 the thesis  

 Required independently and to promote  
 significant theoretical and practical  
 framework for the Portfolio and Critique  

 

Portfolio and Critique Examination 
Examination (100%).   
There are two parts to the examination.   A candidate must pass both.          
 Part 1: Written report and portfolio collection (70%)   Three examiners, at least 
two of whom must be external to the University, one of which may be an industry expert, 
will assess the Leadership Portfolio and the 30,000 to 35,000 word written critique and 
report.   The criteria for success, in the development of an explanatory model of 
leadership, include 

• originality - in analysis and outcomes; 
• scholarliness; and 
• significance.  

 Part 2. Viva Voce ( 30%) The same three-member panel orally will examine the 
presentation.   The criteria to be addressed include: 

• credibility; 
• scholarliness; 
• significance; and 
• originality. 

 
Requirements for appointment as an examiner. 
A senior industry leader, if appointed, must be of at least the same level as the candidate.  
All academic examiners must hold a professorial position (under the Commonwealth 
system of classification).  
 
At either examination, where a candidate is not judged as satisfactory, the panel may 
recommend re-examination at a time specified. 
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