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“Contribution” defined in policy 
documents



Salzburg 2005 – Conclusions and Recommendations
Bologna Seminar on “Doctoral Programmes for the European Knowledge Society”

Principle1

The core component of doctoral training is the advancement of 
knowledge through original research.  
At the same time doctoral training must increasingly meet the needs of 
an employment market that is wider than academia.



Salzburg Recommendations (2010)

The goal of doctoral education is to cultivate the research mindset, 
• to nurture flexibility of thought, 
• creativity and intellectual autonomy 
• through an original, concrete research project. 



Taking Salzburg Forward (2016)

The goal of doctoral research should be 
• the development of a research culture, characterised by 
• rigour, 
• resilience, 
• originality,
• critical thinking, 
• independence and 
• the ability to create new knowledge. 
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South African Doctoral Qualification Standard 
(2018)

• Demonstrate high level research capability and 

• make a significant and original academic contribution at the frontiers of a discipline or 
field.

• develop the highest level of holistic and systematic understanding of scholarship in, and 
stewardship of, 

• a field of study through an original contribution that advances the frontiers of 
knowledge

• ‘Frontiers of knowledge’ may have disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, multi-disciplinary or 
trans-disciplinary characteristics 



Master’s and PhD research
• the Masters thesis – mastering the craft of scholarship/research
• the Doctoral thesis – making an independent contribution to the body of scholarship in 

a particular field
• Supervisors should nurture student self-directedness through the supervisory process. 
• Implications for the PhD:
• Novelty and originality
• Comprehensive (not “exhaustive”) coverage of the relevant scholarship in the 

literature study
• The imperative of theory building (or interpretation)
• Independent conceptualization and research



What forms can an ‘original and 
novel contribution’ take?



Originality, creativity and innovation

• What is deemed original may vary between disciplines
• Natural sciences define originality “as the production of new findings and new theories” 
• Social sciences and humanities define originality much more broadly:  

• the study of primary evidence for improved understanding and knowledge. Primary 
evidence will take different forms depending on the subject.

• using a new approach, theory, method, or data; 
• studying a new topic, doing research in an understudied area; 
• producing new findings and understandings

Baptista, A., Frick, L., Holley, K., Remmik, M., Tesch, J. & Åkerlind, G. 2015. The doctorate as an original contribution to knowledge: Considering relationships 
between originality, creativity, and innovation. Frontline Learning Research, 3(3), 51-63



Originality, creativity and innovation

• Originality does not have a universal definition, nor does it manifest in the same way in all doctoral 
work. 

• Originality is not only related to an outcome or product, but also 
• the overall process of producing an outcome and its implications. 

Baptista, A., Frick, L., Holley, K., Remmik, M., Tesch, J. & Åkerlind, G. 2015. The doctorate as an original contribution to knowledge: Considering relationships 
between originality, creativity, and innovation. Frontline Learning Research, 3(3), 51-63



The overall process of producing an outcome

• What is the underlying theory or scientific contribution?
• “Assessing the impact of Uber on the African Taxi Industry”
• Smart shopping: The adoption of grocery shopping apps during the COVID-19 

pandemic
• Process of producing this outcome? Antecedents? Drivers?
• What are the relationships or comparisons?

• Explanatory

• Theoretical grounded and contributing

• a supposition or a system of ideas intended to explain something, especially one 
based on general principles independent of the thing to be explained.



Underpinned by theory
• Explanatory and theory

• Not just ‘what is…’
• “The impact of working exclusively from home on employee engagement and experience, 

beneficial and distracting factors and potential impact on the future world of work.” 

• Relationship or (explanatory) comparison or both
• X relates to Y, because…
• X influences Y, because …
• “The Comparative analysis on the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem of BRICS Club Countries: 

Practical Emphasis on South Africa using Global Entrepreneurship index”
• But why…?



New findings and understandings?
• Focused, but generalizable

• Consultancy project …

• “Future-proofing Company A through the exploration of a coaching culture for Millennials to implement a 
customised Competency Framework”

• Is context really essential?
• “Institutional and organizational influences on the adoption of sustainable practices among hotels in Zanzibar”

• “Indigenous Leadership in the Oromo People of Ethiopia: An Exploration and Measurement Validation” 
• Exploring the impact of social media on rural community engagement within the mining industry: the case of 

mining areas in the Limpopo Province of South Africa
• What about it? Contribution to theory?

• Not ‘me too’
• Replicating or reproducing earlier work, e.g. from a different place or time, or with a different sample

• “Assessing XXX’s … model/theory of … in Africa?



Significance and relevance
• Who cares?
• Significance means contributing something worthwhile. 
• That can be used elsewhere

• “Indigenous Leadership in the Oromo People of Ethiopia: An Exploration and 
Measurement Validation” 

• The very nature of research requires new evidence and arguments to be presented for 
assessment and critique. 

• The fallacy of Nobel prize worthy contributions
• The contribution to research does not have to change the course of a research field, 

but at least provide a new insight to expand the current academic discussions.
• “Standing on the shoulders of giants…” (Sir Isaac Newton)

• Good research could be elaborating on an existing theory or model, combining two ideas 
or even critiquing existing evidence or theory



PhD contribution – complexity and depth

• Deep understanding and explanation
• Building new knowledge, e.g. by extending previous work or ‘putting a new brick 

in the wall’
• Not obvious and inquisitive
• Why, how, …?
• Not: To proof/show that …

• Complex, but realistic
• “World peace” projects …
• “Developing and implementing ethical entrepreneurial business strategies in 

response to current African problems”
• Measurement development



Mind the GAP…
• Research gap: “no/little research… (in Africa)”
• Gap in knowledge and understanding

• “The innovative employee: The effects of reward equity on the propensity for creative contributions”
• “The impact of environmental uncertainty, environmental dynamism and dynamic capabilities on 

competitive advantage in emerging markets”
• Why is this gap important and relevant to close?
• What is not known, will be meaningful & significant to know and understand?
• Why could this be different to what we know?

• What is the underlying theory? Theoretical contribution?
• New knowledge or different application of old knowledge?

• Developing A COACHING framework for EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE DEVELOPMENT in Front line managers
• Cognitive Behavioural Coaching as a means to develop the self-efficacy, resilience and sense of coherence of 

professional rugby coaches



Mind the GAP…
• Emerge in meaning of literature …

• What is the issue? 

• Why is it and issue? 

• Why is it worthy of (PhD) research?



Forms of an original contribution
1. Another brick in the wall of new knowledge and understanding …

2. Standing on the shoulders of giants 

3. Using original processes or approaches, e.g. applying new methods or techniques to an existing area of 
study

4. Creating new syntheses, e.g. connecting previous studies or linking existing theories or previous thinkers

5. Exploring new implications, for either practitioners, policy makers, or theory and theorists

6. Revisiting a recurrent issue or debate, e.g. by offering new evidence, new thinking, or new theory

7. Replicating or reproducing earlier work, e.g. from a different place or time, or with a different sample

8. Presenting research in a novel way, e.g. new ways of writing, presenting, disseminating

Wellington, J. 2013. Searching for ‘doctorateness’. Studies in Higher Education 38(10):1490–1503. 
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An African flavor in doctoral contributions

• Doctoral studies in addition to advancing knowledge through research should also be tailored to meet the 
practical needs of people in other sectors outside academia

• Eurocentric conceptualisation, of e.g., self-directedness, may differ from that of the African perspective 
and state of being. 

• Africa needs excellent research as well as research that can transform communities and solve immediate 
practical problems

• Africans have a unique angle of including the African flavour, differentiating from existing research and 
contributing to originally. This is however difficult to convince international journals of since they do not 
have the African perspective, and often do not see the difference and/or importance

• Doctoral students in African Universities should be exposed more to other African universities countries

• What is really meant by “independent research” in the African context.  



Doctoral contribution

• Originality can be defined as something that is new or novel, and also 
something significant
• Creativity introduces a focus on the production of knowledge, which 

is not just novel but also meaningful. 
• Innovation introduces the requirement of immediate relevance for 

economic purposes in doctoral education.
• Complexity
• Depth

Baptista, A., Frick, L., Holley, K., Remmik, M., Tesch, J. & Åkerlind, G. 2015. The doctorate as an original contribution to knowledge: Considering relationships between originality, creativity, and 
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