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While the need to revolutionize doctoral education and improve the experience of those
involved has long been recognized and vigorously discussed across academic disciplines,
there is minimal contribution from the field of design. Previous work has focused primarily
on the experience of doctoral students and what elements are hindering or helping them
succeed in completing their studies to their satisfaction. Little attention is paid to the
experience of the supporting staff, namely supervisors and advisors, and the state of the
research group as a unit. This thesis seeks to address the identified research gap using design
methods to conduct a case study on a highly successful research group to make doctoral
education needs visible and grassroots level best practices replicable for university
administrators. It provides concrete, accessible actions to improve the experience of all
stakeholders involved in doctoral education.

The Majakka Project (2017-2021) is a pilot project of the Water Development Research
Group in the School of Engineering at Aalto University. The Majakka Project was initiated by
the leaders of the Water Development Research Group in 2017 with support from The Land
and Water Technology Foundation to develop a model for collaborative doctoral education.
The project recruited support staff and six doctoral students who contributed to the continuous
development of the project alongside their research endeavours. At the time of this research
project, the Majakka students were entering their fourth year of doctoral studies and preparing
their dissertations for defence.

Building on the work of Joan Tronto (1993) and Hakio et al. (2019), Ethics of Care is used as
a framework for developing co-creation activities that are sensitive to diverse needs and
situations. Findings crystallized from background research and a series of co-creation
workshops were used to identify best practices and define guidelines for replication in other
research groups, such as creating whole-group tasks as a means of deconstructing silos to
support collaborative work. This thesis proposes utilizing co-creation methods to cultivate
environments conducive to success for all members of the community. The proposed
activities contribute to improving doctoral education by expanding the conversation to include
all members to the research group and thus improving work wellbeing of everyone. They are
expandable to all higher education environments and disciplines, not just water engineering.

This thesis adds value 1) to the design field by bringing design into the doctoral education
discussion and 2) to doctoral program development by providing a practice-led approach. It
also encourages further research into the possibilities for design within innovation in higher
education.

Key Words: doctoral education, co-creation, care, service design, supervision, affinity
diagramming, journey mapping, cultural change, wellbeing, water engineering
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On August 2001, when I was 14 years old, I stepped foot in a school for the first time. It was a
year of firsts for me. I had just taken my first flight across the ocean from my hometown of
Troy, Ohio to land in Frankfurt, Germany. An uncle who I hadn't seen since I was perhaps
eight picked up my father, my two younger siblings, and I from the airport and we began our
journey north. It was my first time in Europe and that drive from Germany to Estonia brought
me to another first. I had never seen the sea before, let alone been on a ship. The ferry from
Tallinn to Helsinki was as scary as it was fascinating, my feet struggling to understand the
rocking under them. When we got to Helsinki, I met a first that would change my life forever
- my cousin Joakim Rinne and his mother Anna.

It was in Helsinki that I experienced my first day of school. I had never been to school before,
I had been homeschooled by my mother on our family's farm and school was a foreign idea
that I had only read about in books or seen on TV. Joakim (Jokke) attended a primary school
close to his mother's house in Vuosaari and the adults thought it would be fun to take his
American cousin to school for a day. School in Vuosaari was strange and exciting, even
though I didn't understand anyone other than my cousin and a few of the teachers. For the
following three years until I graduated from high school, I would visit Finland once a year
and attend school in Vuosaari while I was there. It gave me the courage to try another first,
attending university.

In 2007, I moved to Columbus, Ohio to start my studies at The Ohio State University. I was
terrified. I didn't know what to expect and it seemed everyone else knew automatically what
to say, where to be, what they wanted to do, and what was expected of them. I realized that I
was severely lacking the preparation that my peers had gotten during high school. It felt like I
had moved to a foreign country with no preparation. When everyone else knows how the
system works, it is frightening to show that you don't.

What got me through those years of unknown and made me one of the first members of my
extended family to graduate from university was the kindness and care of strangers. The PhD
student who taught my biological anthropology course, my statistics professor in the
department of psychology, the German master's student teaching German 101, the psychology
professor whose lab I worked in. These people made my education accessible, didn't scoff at
my stupid questions, and encouraged my curiosity even when it was focused on things that
were widely known by other students. Without their support, I probably would not have
finished my degree.

What does all this have to do with a master's thesis? These experiences cultivated a passion in
me to make education more open, more accessible, more kind. I wholeheartedly believe that
education should be available and attainable for all people, even if it is a form of education
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unimaginable to them. I want to create equitable pathways to education and imagine
alternative ways of learning. I have spent the years since graduating striving to do just that. It
only made sense that my thesis would center my desire for education and the pursuit of
education to be joyful and uplifting. I hope this work will be joyful and uplifting too.

Until university, I learned primarily through being a voracious reader; I consumed every book
I could get my hands on. Stories taught me everything I know, be it science, human
psychology, history, vocabulary, or politics. In honor of stories, I have written my thesis like a
story.

From sunny Espoo,

Betsy

10.05.2021
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In this story, there are three main characters: Doctoral Education, Design, and Ethics of Care
(Figure 1). Doctoral Education is our problem space, it is where we want to make change. I
will elaborate more on Doctoral Education, its history, its current state, and the needs
identified in section 1.1. Design is our tool, it is how we want to make change. In section 1.2 I
dive deeper into Design, its development into a mature academic field, its subdivisions
relevant to this thesis, and the design methods we are employing. Ethics of Care is the
principle which makes our change a beautiful one. Section 1.3 will introduce the Ethic of
Care, its origins, and what it has to offer to us. Let me tell you a bit more about our characters.

1.1 MEET DOCTORAL EDUCATION

Doctoral education is considered the pinnacle of western education systems and has existed in
some form since the formalization of the university system (Hasgall et al., n.d.). Traditionally,
doctoral studies are the first step for students wishing to pursue an academic career. Academia
is the path for many bright and hopeful individuals to establish, develop, or further their
careers and personal interests, but the road to receiving the prestigious title of doctor is
intensive, lengthy, and, at times, trying. Bogle et al (2011) state, "Research degrees at doctoral

Figure 1. The environment for the thesis work.
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level aim to take bright Masters graduates with an excellent academic track record (sometimes
with work experience) to become creative, critical, autonomous researchers."

Doctoral students traditionally work within a research group focused on a specific research
area and led by an established professor. These research groups are made up of permanent
research staff (professors), post-doctoral researchers, doctoral students, and often master’s and
bachelor's thesis workers as research assistants. Within this context, the supervising professor
is responsible for the supervision of the doctoral student, and advisor(s) are participating in
the work and offering additional advising to the student. The doctoral student is led through
the process of developing beyond a student into an independent researcher prepared for work
in the academy. However, times are changing and up to 70% of doctoral graduates are finding
work outside of the academy (Suomi et al., 2020). In a recent survey of over 6,000 PhD
students conducted by Nature magazine, 79% of students stated “uncertainty about my job/
career prospects” to be a major concern (Woolston, 2019). This means the focus of doctoral
education must shift from purely academic pursuits to also preparing students for work
outside of the academy.

Currently, PhD studies are lacking the preparation needed for employment in areas other than
academic research positions. Employers in industry find doctoral graduates lacking in
essential professional skills including how to collaborate and work in a team, how to organize
and lead, and how to work across fields and cultures. According to Suomi et al. (2020),
doctoral graduates face four reputational problems related to employment, 1) the oversupply
problem, 2) the overeducation problem, 3) the consistency problem, and 4) the
communication problem. The current training model of PhD studies is too narrow to prepare
graduates for work in industry. Akay (2008) identify this as one of the most important missed
opportunities in doctoral education.

Programs should prepare doctoral students for an array of possible futures. Bogle (2011) calls
for doctoral graduates to deliver the advanced research skills necessary in professional sectors
beyond frontier research and education: in applied research, in policy making, in
management, and in many other leadership roles in society. PhD students must possess both
depth and breadth to tackle twenty-first century problems. "A candidate should explore his or
her talents and interests in order to gain wisdom and develop skills that enable full
participation in today’s knowledge-based economy (Akay, 2008)." To be successful in
today’s workplace, doctoral students need to explore beyond the classic academic
expectations. Doctoral education should provide a flexible environment which supports and
triggers students’ academic and personal curiosity (Uhlenbrook and Jong, 2012).
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Many factors contribute to the experience of students wishing to obtain a PhD, but one thing
is for certain: it is difficult, and many don't finish. Rates of attrition are as high as 70% in
some disciplines (McAlpine et al., 2020), which can be seen as a waste of resources from the
supervisor’s and university’s perspective. A study on attrition rates in Finland found that 56%
of doctoral students considered quitting their studies, citing stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and
lack of interest as their reason for considering attrition (Anttila et al., 2015). Doctoral students
are taking too long to finish their degrees, often in excess of seven years (Akay, 2008) In
addition, students face a high risk for burnout and cynicism during the course of their doctoral
studies. (Cornér et al., 2017).

A key element in the success of PhD students is the relationship with their supervisor. This
relationship is essential for the development of their academic identity and their transition
from student to faculty member (Rogers-Shaw and Carr-Chellman, 2018). Unfortunately, this
places the onus for the students’ success and future solely on the supervisor. Supervisors face
the challenge of juggling their own research pursuits, their academic responsibilities, and the
needs of their students. One-on-one supervision can be exhausting, especially in the situation
where one supervisor is responsible for multiple students.

In recent years, the academy has turned its attention inward to assess and question the
methods and practices surrounding doctoral education. Experts from diverse fields have
begun asking how to streamline and harmonize the experience of doctoral students to ensure
they leave their studies able to solve the ever more complex problems faced by society.
Special attention has been given to the health and wellbeing of students during and after their
studies. While there are extensive studies on the topic by researchers in disciplines such as
psychology, sociology, organizational studies, and anthropology (McAlpine et al., 2020;
Suomi et al., 2020; Woolston, 2019) there has been very little work done from a design
perspective.

1.2 MEET DESIGN

Design can be loosely defined as the intentional planning of a process to solve a specific
problem (Dorst and Dijkhuis, 1995). It is a user-centric way of looking critically at the
processes, methods, and elements required to create a desired effect. As a discipline, design
has evolved beyond the classically understood area of designing products and visual
representations to include designing services, programs, systems, and solutions for societies.
Robertson and Simonson state, "Design is fundamentally, about designing futures for actual
people (Robertson and Simonsen, 2012)." This understanding of design has inspired designers
to look in new directions and toward new applications for design, leading to the development
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of new and innovative design practices.

1.2.1 Service Design

Service Design is a relatively new discipline of design and is still finding its place in the
academic world. It was introduced as an academic discipline as recently as 1991 by Prof. Dr.
Michael Erlhoff and Birgit Mager at Köln International School of Design – KSID (Moritz,
2005). Moritz identifies the shift to a service economy as the driving force behind the
development of service design. "An organisation that provides services needs to address
research, innovation and development in a different way than that of products. This is where
Service Design comes in (Moritz, 2005)." Service Design creates a platform for the
collaborative development of holistic solutions from a multidisciplinary perspective. It
considers every aspect from the big picture goal down to the details of how to reach that goal.
The designers' role is to bring stakeholders of varying expertise together into the design space
to facilitate that collaboration.

“Service design, with its focus on the services provided by organisations and enterprises, is
concerned with the world as it is and the near future” as Sanders and Stappers (2014)
conclude. Thus, service design offers tools to clearly define the current situation to enable
imagining a desired future. Once a desired future is identified, design allows us to ideate,
prototype, pilot, and evaluate the steps needed to reach that future.

1.2.2 Co-design

Collaborative design (henceforth referred to as “co-design”) has its roots in participatory
design, developed in Scandinavia in the 1970s, and seeks to engage users and stakeholders as
creative collaborators along the entire design process (Sanders and Stappers, 2008). Users are
valued as the experts of their own experiences and essential participants in the design practice.
"The presumption in co-design is that people can and should contribute to topics that are of
relevance to them and that their experiences are crucial in a design process. Co-designing
starts with the belief that by engaging stakeholders in solving a challenge, it is more likely
that the created solutions address relevant problems and the participants have agency to
implement solutions (Salmi and Mattelmäki, 2019)." Practitioners of co-design seek to
cultivate ownership of solutions by involving users in the development of those solutions.

Co-design casts the designer as a facilitator of the design process rather than the dictator of
end results. The designer sets the stage by planning events and providing tools which elicit
exploration of relevant themes and ideas to find a solution, involving stakeholders in the
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entire process (Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011). In co-design, the designer is an enabler, not
designing for but rather designing with stakeholders. When co-designing for organizational
change, the process is as important as the outcome (Salmi and Mattelmäki, 2019).

Co-design is often situated in carefully, purposefully planned events (Brandt and Eriksen,
2010 in Salmi and Mattelmäki, 2019) which facilitate exploration, experimentation, and
transformation. These events offer structured occasions for stakeholders to develop something
new using adjusted techniques for knowledge creation (Salmi and Mattelmäki, 2019).
Facilitators use their creative capacity to provide tools for participants to imagine future
experiences. Sanders refers to this as building temporary, generative “scaffolds” upon which
people are able to project their ideas, needs, and dreams (Sanders, 2006).

In their re-imagining of co-design, Akama and Prendiville (2014) identify the potential of
what they call “being and becoming” in co-design. This moves the focus from the methods of
co-design to allowing “an openness to embrace the influence, interventions, disruptions,
tensions and uncertainties” that come with including other things and people in the design
process (Akama and Prendiville, 2014). The designer must immerse themselves in the “’in-
between’ space that is dynamic, emergent and relational” and simultaneously be “‘crafted’ by
it, as well as ‘crafting’ it” (Akama and Prendiville, 2014). Thus, the process and shift in
perception that happen during it are as important as the outputs. Mattelmäki and Visser (2011)
state that “organizational change arises from within, is emergent and takes place locally at the
level of interaction.” The meanings people create and act on in addition to the themes that
emerge are what sparks transformation (Mattelmäki and Visser, 2011).

1.3 MEET CARE

Joan Tronto's seminal work defines care as "everything that we do to maintain, continue and
repair our world so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies,
our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in a complex, life
sustaining web (Tronto, 1993)." Care encompasses everything done to make life livable. It is
not a moral order forced upon us, but includes the conditions required for life to continue on
or even flourish. "This means that care is somehow unavoidable: although not all relations can
be defined as caring, none could subsist without care. To care about something, or for
somebody, is inevitably to create relation. For not only do relations involve care, care is itself
relational (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2012)." In every relationship we form, even with non-human
entities, there is care.
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Care is a relational approach to life; it is a reciprocal method of functioning that makes life
livable. As described by Hakio et al (2019), "When we, humans, care for something, we
create relations that are highly personal and individual, but also easily unnoticeable and
sometimes automatic." As humans we enact care every day, even if we do not recognize it as
such. If care is unavoidable, it makes sense to acknowledge this and approach relationships
with awareness and intention. Tronto (1993) describes caring as what happens when a group
can depend on a continuous cycle of care to meet their needs. Established and consistent
cycles of care cultivate trust and solidarity which leads to caring disseminating in society.
Hakio (2019) further broke down this development from care to caring into three lenses of
care:

Lens 1: Care as an act-to care for, to care about. Care is an object or an act-I’m going
to give my care to someone. This lens could be seen as a rather ‘superficial’ lens of
care.
Lens 2: Care rooted in the mindset of interconnectedness. An individual
acknowledges that they are part of a system and are in relationship with and
dependent upon others, both humans and nonhumans, in this system. They view
themselves both as a giver and receiver of care and have a mindset of paying it
forward.
Lens 3: Care is omnipresent, care simply exits. Care is present everywhere where
there is life: in every action, in every breath, in every interaction; the planet wouldn’t
exist without care. This could be viewed as a strongly philosophical lens and,
potentially, as a paradigm of future. (Hakio, 2019)

By approaching doctoral education through design with a lens of care, we can shift the focus
from the individual (the student) to the group and ask how to create caring relationships that
will make the experience better for all. It provides us with the perspective to build a holistic
approach to doctoral education.

1.4 HOW THEY COME TOGETHER

Previous connections between doctoral education and ethics of care can be found. Rogers-
Shaw and Carr-Chellman (2018) found that “Elements of care, especially as they relate to
socio-emotional learning correlate strongly with successful outcomes in educational
contexts.” Education from a standpoint of care offers a relational alternative to current
methods of individual education (Noddings, 1988). Similarly, we see an emergence of design
literature incorporating care principles. Hakio named designers custodians of care who,
according to Light and Akama (2014), “create spaces for others to reflect, make mistakes,
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learn and debate” and “support people in caring and changing their environment as they might
wish.”

Service design has been built on a foundation of human-centeredness and empathy, but Hakio
calls for a revisiting an expansion of these building blocks to include care and caring as a part
of everyday design choices (Hakio, 2019). Service design is rapidly becoming identified as a
driving force for societal change. By incorporating care into the design practice designers can
attempt to cultivate a reflective, relational mode of designing which is more inclusive.
Applying ethics of care to co-designing within doctoral education programs can support
change which affects even those at the margins of the community. Now that we have been
introduced to our characters, Doctoral Education, Design, and Care, we will move to the arena
in which they are coming together to effect change.

1.5 THESIS OBJECTIVES

This thesis utilizes a case study to illustrate how co-design based in an ethics of care can
facilitate the development of a healthy, thriving academic community that considers not only
the students, but also the advising and supervising staff. Design methods are used to define
and name the best practices of this research group, which are then used to develop tools for
imagining possible futures for other research groups. I envision three levels to my research,
with three sets of questions guiding the work.

Case study:
1. What best practices from the case study can be identified and refined for replication

in other research groups?
2. What characteristics do leaders exhibit in building a culture of care within an

organization?
3. What support is needed in order to co-design with care?

The practice:
1. How can a care approach to co-design build strong, empathic intra-group

relationships and support ongoing collaborative work within an academic
community?

2. What methods are used in establishing a culture of care?
The design perspective:

1. How can co-design within a culture of care support the development of programs
which center the wellbeing of both students and staff?

2. How can activities be facilitated and co-designed from a perspective of care?
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Figure 2. Placement of Majakka and WDRG within Aalto University. The Water and Development Research
Group together with Water and Wastewater Engineering (WEERG) and Water Resources Management
(WRMRG) Research Groups forms the Water and Environmental Engineering Research Group (WAT).

2.1 THE CASE STUDY

In this thesis, I will look at the case of a highly successful research group and a specific
project within that group.Majakka is a pilot project based on a concept for collaborative
doctoral education in the field of water and environmental engineering at Aalto University,
Finland. The project started in 2017 and was fully funded with a 2-million-euro donation by
The Land and Water Technology Foundation (WDRG, 2021).Majakka is made up of six
doctoral students who were recruited together and thus all began their studies at the same
time. The nameMajakka means lighthouse in Finnish and was chosen by the doctoral
students in the project because they felt that the lighthouse accurately represents the strong
and reliable support needed in navigating the doctoral experience. Each student signed a
contract that required 5% of their total work time to be spent on collaborative work and gave
them full funding for four years, plus an additional year of funding for post-doc research.
These students are situated within the Water Development Research Group (Aalto University
in Espoo, Finland), which is the wider setting of co-design activities. (Figure 2)

My work for this thesis was situated within the Water Development Research Group
(WDRG) and theMajakka project manager, PhD Maĳa Taka, was my contact person for
duration of my research.
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Table 1. The key design methods used in the thesis project.

15



2.2 METHODS

The summary of my key methods is presented in Table 1, with each method explained in
depth in the following chapter.

Before any data collection we prepared an official data privacy notice (Wdrg, 2021) and
presented it to Aalto University’s senior advisor on research ethics. The conditions in the note
were clearly communicated to the participants in the beginning of each activity and everyone
participated on a voluntary basis. The individuals' answers were anonymized; thus,
individuals cannot be identified from the data.

My process for this thesis was multi-leveled, made up of three phases which overlapped at
times. (See Figure 3)

Figure 3. Phases of the thesis project.

The first phase, Background, included all background work done to explore the topic and
research group. This included reviewing relevant literature, embedding myself in the team’s
daily operations, facilitating a Summer Day mini-workshop, and conducting semi-structured
interviews with the founding members and alumni of the group.

The second phase, Co-Designing, included two stages. First, I developed and facilitated an
initial series of workshops where the output was journey maps of the doctoral education
experience from three different perspectives. This stage also included a basic analysis of the
output in order to provide the foundation for the second stage. The second stage of Co-
Designing featured a whole-group workshop where participants were divided into groups to
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collectively imagine how the future of the group could look. This stage included an Affinity
diagramming analysis of all workshop data to distill findings for the final stage.

The final phase, Production, is when I defined possible activities and guidelines for
replication of the best practices discovered within the case study. The goal of this section is to
provide guidance for piloting similar methods of collaborative work in other research groups.

Noteworthy, the project was done during the global COVID-19 pandemic which completely
changed the working modes of the group. Under normal conditions I would have been able to
facilitate more face-to-face activities and meet the group in their natural working
environment. This is discussed further in section 5.

2.2.1 Pre-project Work

As a designer it is important for me to be reflective and constantly consider if my work is
aligning with my personal values. In order to do this, I wanted to start this project by
reflecting on how my experiences could influence my design process. I was inspired by the
work of Michelle Molitor, Dr. Christine Ortiz, and Caroline Hill on equityxdesign and their
article “Racism and inequity are products of design. They can be redesigned.” (Molitor et al.,
2016) I believe design solutions should be inclusive and considerate of diverse needs and
situations. To achieve this (or attempt to), it is important to understand the biases we as
designers bring into the design space.

To clarify how my personal experiences and background might be influencing my design
process going into this project, I mapped out my identity in order to understand my
positionality in the context of this project. I based this task on the work of Maria Rodó-de-
Zárate (2014), who developed Relief Mapping as a tool for understanding one’s intersectional
identity and how it is experienced in a specific space (Figure 4). While Rodó-de-Zárate uses
this method to evaluate how aspects of identity are activated in specific physical spaces, I was
interested in applying it to a conceptual space – in this case, the research group.

I first listed the aspects of my identity that were relevant to the context and came up with the
following five: Gender (Female), Race (White), Nationality (USA), Mother Tongue (English),
and Education (Bachelors, Arts). I then mapped these five aspects of my identity along the
comfort/discomfort axis in relation to my perception of the research group. As illustrated in
Figure 4, the aspects ranked along the axis in the following order from comfort to discomfort:
Race, Nationality, Mother Tongue, Gender, Education.

Race causes me the least discomfort because it aligns with the majority of the group members
and also the university setting as a whole. My nationality is also low on the discomfort scale,
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but there is some level of discomfort caused by
being a US citizen in a Finnish workplace. I feel
some uncertainty about my understanding of
work culture being different than my colleagues.
My Mother Tongue falls mid-way on the axis.
Being an English native speaker is a privilege in
academia, but I feel quite uncomfortable not
understanding the local language. Gender is quite
high on the discomfort scale as my identity as a
woman is under-represented in higher education.
I worry I will not be taken seriously. Education,
though, is where I feel the most discomfort. I will
be working in a group of highly educated
individuals in a field that is very different than my
own. This is exciting, but also incredibly
intimidating.

2.3 EMBEDDING IN THE GROUP (FINDING THE IN-BETWEEN SPACE)

We carry our personal biases and beliefs with us into every new project and we must
acknowledge that we cannot be wholly objective. These biases can serve as both the lens we
look through to help us see new opportunities and possibilities and the blinders that hinders us
from seeing opportunities. With this project, I wanted to have a deeper understanding of the
community as well as my own place in it. Design happens within a context, not outside of it.

To deepen my understanding of the group and my role in it, I sought to embed myself within
the work they were doing as much as possible with the time given. I joined all their Teams
channels so that I could follow the communication happening and learn more about how
people were working and what they were working on. I attended Thursday seminars to further
grasp the research they were working on and I joined group activities as often as possible. The
majority of activities were virtual due to the COVID-19 restrictions, which limited my
possibilities to get to know the group.

I was invited to attend the WDRG group’s annual Summer Day to get to know my colleagues
in a more casual setting. This day is used to celebrate the group’s work and enjoy time
together, but it is not simply a social event. Members organized activities which small groups

Figure 4. Designer’s positionality.

After completing this exercise, I planned points within the project to return to this map and
reflect. This was inspired by Equity Pauses as defined in equityxdesign, mentioned above
(Molitor et al., 2016).
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could rotate between in a round-robin style. These activities were meant to build team spirit
and offer an opportunity for feedback and planning. Since I wanted to use this opportunity to
learn more about how the group works, I organized an activity as well.

Using low-fidelity materials, I facilitated a small workshop asking members to share their
ways of working: what supports them in doing their best work and what hinders them from
doing their best work. Each person did this portion of the task individually on post-it notes
then the group collectively mapped them along an axis of “Not so important” and “Very
important.” (Figure 5) After mapping their ways of working, the group shortly discussed the
surprising differences or similarities before moving on to the next activity. This activity’s
purpose was two-fold; it gave me a glimpse into the working methods of the group and their
priorities while also cultivating empathy and understanding amongst groups by making the
diversity of needs visible and explicit.

Figure 5. Mini workshop on ways of working at the WDRG Summer Day

2.4 INTERVIEWS

The initial round of interviews included the founding members of theMajakka project. It is
important to note that these three professors have worked in the same research group in some
capacity for 20 years and have a long history of collaboration. One of them is also heading a
master program in the department and may have a stronger than average understanding of
pedagogy and pedagogical methods.
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I conducted three semi-structured interviews where we discussed their personal academic and
career paths, their motivations for developing theMajakka project, their struggles with
working within the group, and their hopes for the future. The interviews were conversational
in nature and, when a participant seemed to really want to share something off topic, I
allowed the conversation to flow naturally. This resulted in varied lengths for the three
interviews, in that each individual had differing amounts of personal thoughts they wanted to
share.

The second round of interviews was with alumni of the Water Development Research Group
who began their doctoral journey before theMajakka project (doctoral degrees completed in
2009 and 2014) and when the research group was smaller (< 10 people), potentially
increasing the close relations among the members. Of the two alumni interviewed, one is now
working within academia while the other is employed as a consultant. The interviews were
conducted with a semi-structured format asking interviewees:

1) What is your current position?
2) What was your journey to that position?
3) When were you a student of WDRG?
4) Who was your supervisor?
5) What was the community like in general?
6) What were the pain points of your PhD experience?
7) Where do you think you were adequately supported?
8) Where do you think you could have been better supported?
9) Did you notice any difference after theMajakka project started?

Again, the interviews were conversational in nature and when a participant seemed to really
want to share something off topic, I allowed the conversation to flow naturally. One of the
interviewees followed up with more information via email.

My goal for including alumni in my interview pool was to understand the state of the Water
Development Research Group beforeMajakka was initiated. Both interviewees did their
doctoral education in the research group beforeMajakka. They offer a glimpse into the
working culture pre-Majakka and insights into what changed onceMajakka began.

2.5 WORKSHOPS: JOURNEY MAPPING

It was decided that to further understand the experience of doctoral education by the members
of the WDRG, three separate co-design workshops would be conducted with the three groups:

20



students, supervisors (i.e. the professors responsible for the supervision and the process), and
advisors (i.e. Aalto and external professionals advising the thesis work). Because of the
number of students, this group was divided into two separate groups for the workshop. The
structure of the workshops included one warm up activity, the main collaborative task, and
one cool down activity before closing remarks and thoughts. The workshop was designed
with a defined time schedule, but with flexibility included in case there was need for extra
discussion time.

COVID-19 did not allow for working in the same physical space; therefore, all workshops
were conducted online using a combination of Zoom, a video-conferencing platform, and
Miro, an online whiteboard tool which allows for anonymous work. The Miro boards used for
the workshop were designed keeping in mind that many participants would not be familiar
with the platform, they were intentionally simple and easy to approach with built in tips.
(Figure 6) Workshops were recorded with the Miro board being shared on the Zoom screen so
that only audio and movements on the board are recorded. In this way, the participants
remained anonymous. This was important so that they felt free to express not only positive
experiences, but also the negative aspects of the doctoral experience.

The warm-up activity asked participants to reflect on the word "care" and it's meaning in their
personal context. They were given 2 minutes to personally reflect and then were prompted to
discuss among the group while placing post-it notes on the board with their definitions of
care. A quote by Puig de la Bellacasa (2012) was included on the board to prompt participants
to think outside their normal definitions of care, "To care about something, or for somebody is
inevitably to create a relation.” Each group spent roughly ten minutes collaboratively defining
their understanding of care.

The purpose of this warm-up activity was multidimensional. First, I wanted to provide the
participants with a simple task to familiarize themselves with using a new technology and
allow them to freely explore the possibilities within Miro for collaborative ideating. For many
it was the first time using the tool. Second, by starting with a discussion of care and what it
means in a group culture, participants would be primed to think in an emotive, relational
fashion for the main task.

During the main task, participants were asked to create the journey map for a fictional persona
to illustrate the experience of doctoral education from their own perspective. This part was a
collaborative exercise with participants conversing freely about their experiences. Post-it
notes were added to pinpoint specific tasks and milestones in the PhD journey while shapes
were used to indicate feelings during different points in the timeline. It was decided to work
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using the ideal four year degree completion time, but it should be noted that doctoral students
often take longer to complete their degrees.

The closing activity for the workshops asked the participants to revisit their definition of care
with the additional question of how care is expressed within their own research group. They
discussed together openly and shared their thoughts on the Miro boards. The purpose of this
exercise was to bring the concept of care closer to their personal experience and also prompt
them to carry this idea of relationality with them after the close of the workshop.

After these three workshops I did an initial analysis to identify trends and divergences along
the timelines of the different groups. This was done by duplicating all Miro boards, creating a
separate document, and laying them over each other. The compilation allowed me to compare
the groups’ imagined journeys and chart an initial illustration of the highs and lows for each
group, where they converged and where they diverged. This representation of confidence
levels was used in the final workshop.

Figure 6. Screenshot of Miro workshop template.

2.6 WORKSHOPS: COLLECTIVE IMAGINING

Approximately one month after the three journey mapping workshops, all the participants
came together again for a final workshop. The same tools were used - Zoom and Miro with
anonymous recordings. Before the co-design work began, I briefly presented an initial
analysis of the previous workshops. The analysis was intentionally basic and vague, showing
only simple patterns of motivation levels across the three different groups mapping of the
doctoral journey. This decision was made to keep participants in an open mindset and not
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narrow the focus prematurely. Participants were then divided into three mixed groups and
worked on different activities titled, Starting Out, The Finishline, and People and Culture.
(Figure 7)

The Starting Out group worked on two Miro boards which showed the identified trends of the
first two years of the doctoral experience. The Finishline group worked on two Miro boards
which showed the identified trends of the last two years of the doctoral experience. Both
groups were asked to reflect on the similarities and differences between the experiences of the
three groups (student, advisor, supervisor) and brainstorm and ideate ways to make the
experience better for all.

The People and Culture group worked on two Miro boards which asked them to discuss and
share their thoughts on two topics; 1) What activities does a team need to build a productive
and healthy work culture? 2) What qualities do individuals (i.e. doctoral students, advisors,
and supervisors) need to exhibit to build a successful team?

All teams spent 30 minutes on the topics before being pulled back to the main group to share
the interesting elements of their discussions. The final discussion lasted 15 minutes and any
new ideas were added to the Miro boards at that moment.

After the final workshop, I did a series of Affinity diagramming exercises with theMajakka
project manager to analyze the gathered data and distill findings. The first Affinity
diagramming exercise used the data from the Journey maps and the second exercise featured
the care related data.

Figure 7. Screenshot of Miro workshop template
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2.7 Participant Observation

Participant observation was a key method for this thesis. Musante and DeWalt (2002) identify
the following as some of the key elements of participant observation:

- Actively participating in a wide range of daily, routine, and extraordinary activities
with people who are full participants in that context
- Using everyday conversation as an interview technique
- Informally observing during leisure activities

I adapted these elements to fit my thesis project. By joining the team and embedding myself
in their daily work, I was able to observe the onboarding process for new employees and their
internal communication channels (Teams and Zoom). As a part of the team, I observed
behavior during leisure activities such as Summer Day and monthly all-group hikes. While
leading the workshops, I observed the communication between group members. In addition to
my observations of participants, I was also closely observing and reflecting on my own
participation in the team and as the facilitator of co-design activities.

2.8 Data Analysis

I applied multiple methods of analysis to identify findings and support the development of my
final production phase. I transcribed my interviews and interpreted these against the literature
I summarized in the introduction and against the observations from other activities (i.e.
journey mapping workshops). The interpretations were used to identify and group findings
into crosscutting themes. The same method was also used for participant observation data
gathered during the first and second phases. As mentioned above, I did a brief analysis of the
first three workshops to build the basis for the final workshop. This was done by duplicating
all the Miro boards, creating a separate document, and laying them over each other. The
compilation was done to identify the main trends in the data and allowed me to compare the
groups imagined journeys together and chart an initial illustration of the highs and lows for
each group, where they converged and where they diverged.

Affinity diagramming was used as the main analysis method for the workshop data gathered
during this project. Andrés Lucero (2015) states, “Affinity diagramming is a technique used to
externalize, make sense of, and organize large amounts of unstructured, far-ranging, and
seemingly dissimilar qualitative data.” Affinity diagramming typically involves input from
more than one person. For this project,Majakka project manager was my partner for the
analysis. Lucero uses four stages to complete the analysis exercise: creating notes, clustering
notes, walking the wall, and documentation (Lucero, 2015). Because all the workshops were
conducted online as a result of COVID-19, we adapted these steps to fit with the functionality
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of Miro. We used the participant created sets of notes from the workshops for the creating
notes stage. Rather than creating notes ourselves, we duplicated the entire Miro board and
worked with the participants’ own contributions. At this point we divided the data up into two
groups, Care Data included everything from the boards related to care and Timeline Data
included everything from the doctoral journey timelines. The second stage, clustering notes,
was done individually by going through the notes and clustering them based on themes that
emerged. Walking the wall in our context meant going through our clusters together and
further synthesizing our findings. Finally, documentation was done by summarizing the
findings in writing.
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3 RESULTS/FINDINGS

3.1 EMBEDDING/FINDING THE IN-BETWEEN SPACE

I joined the Water Development Research Group at the same time as two postdocs and one
doctoral student, which allowed me to closely observe the on-boarding process for new
employees. After the first two months as an employee of the group, I reflected on what I had
felt and observed during my initial period of employment.

The key elements which made my experience a positive one can be defined as practical
support and community culture. Practical support was underpinned by the presence of a
dedicated project manager and contact person who acted as the ambassador of the research
group and leaders. She welcomed me and shared a very thorough, clear process for joining the
group. I was asked to shortly introduce myself and my work in an email that reached the
whole group and was immediately added to the groups Teams channels where all
communication happens. This was immediately followed by an invitation to join the group’s
weekly seminars and other activities. Having a designated contact person made the process
smooth and stress-free. I learned that this structure was implemented together with the group
leader and is updated whenever new needs are identified. It is an exercise in trust and
coordination between the project manager and group leader which ultimately eases the
leader’s pressure to manage new employees.

The second element was a distinct community culture that was open and welcoming. The
positive practical experience of joining the group was reinforced by members taking time to
introduce themselves and get to know me and my work. Several offered support in getting
settled and shared their experiences of moving to Finland and joining the group. Any
questions I had, no matter how trivial, were answered in a timely manner and with a
respectful tone. I felt a sense of belonging and was encouraged and inspired to contribute to
the community.

3.2 INTERVIEWS - FOUNDERS

After getting to know the three supervisors and founding members of theMajakka project
through semi-structured interviews, I found four over-arching themes in their motivation and
methods for administration: collective success, hybrid hierarchy, open dialogue, and value of
diversity. I dive deeper into these four themes below.

In terms of collective success, what was most striking about the staff interviews was the
common thread running through the motivations of all three founders of theMajakka project.
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All three expressed an interest in and passion for being supportive of their colleagues and
providing that support in a way that enables the others to feel at ease and free to be. The
success of the individual is seen as the success of the group. The two are not mutually
exclusive, which, in turn, informs the approach to support and supervision of doctoral studies.
This vision for collective success alleviates some of the feeling of inter-group competition
typically present in academic settings. The main concerns expressed by the founders were
how to find a balance between the demanding expectations of their role in the research group;
how to fulfill their duties as administrators and leaders in the university, advance in their own
research projects, and simultaneously provide the high level of support for doctoral students
which they hold themselves to.

Hybrid hierarchy was defined after discussing hierarchy within group. It was mentioned that
there is a low hierarchy within the research group as a whole, but at the same time there is a
very clear, intentional deference to the original WDRG leader on questions that need a
definitive answer - often these are questions of logistics and the like. This structure was
established because members saw that low/no hierarchy can lead to confusion and a feeling of
being in an endless loop of indecision. I define this as a hybrid hierarchy. There is a general
sense of low hierarchy between members of the group in the sense that all are equally valued
and respected, but there is a clear decision-making structure to provide a sense of stability to
the group’s development. For employees this offers the best of both worlds; freedom and
trust to work without micromanagement, but support from the leader when needed. This style
of hybrid hierarchy has spread organically so that members feel comfortable taking initiative
and making decisions independently. When asked about collaborative work in the group one
supervisor said, “It's not top, it's rarely top down, so it's rare that we tell people to work
together, it's kind of there at the moment. It's very bottom up” (Interviewee 2).

The research group has a tone of very open dialogue, no matter the topic. There was an
explicit decision to be upfront and honest about the struggles of research beyond the well-
know difficulties to secure external funding and publications in highly ranked journals. At the
same time, it was acknowledged that while colleagues can be supportive, they are not mental
health professionals. In the same way that there is an openness about the struggles of
academic work, there is also explicit support for getting professional help when it is needed.
When asked about the pain points of being a supervisor one professor stated, “I don't find it
difficult if we don't get publications done. Of course, it's sad, but that's not tricky. That's kind
of trivial, that's just things, but when people feel bad. When they feel sad and bad, that kind of
hurts and that's super difficult” (Interviewee 1). Concern for wellbeing is taken seriously and
discussed earnestly.
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All three interviewees also expressed a high level of openness to feedback and willingness to
try new solutions. This is clearly illustrated through the implementation of theMajakka
project. When faced with concerns regarding the struggles of doctoral students within their
research group, practical steps were taken to improve the process. Also, there is a culture of
constant reflection and iteration of group practices. This can be seen in the group’s constant
re-development of their so-called “Puuhas” (group tax in Finnish), which has been revisited
and revised yearly since its inception.

The value of diversity is very essential to the group’s success. While personal approaches to
supervising differ between the three founders, these differences are seen as what allows them
to function well as a team. All three work on very different research areas and support
doctoral students who are researching a diverse range of topics. One member stated that it is
important that “people understand that there are many different paths to PhD” (Interviewee
2). This intra-group diversity is acknowledged, treated as a strength, and informs the
supervision style of the professors. “I think that it's important to understand that all are
equally valuable, but they are different, you can't really compare” (Interviewee 2). People are
not expected to fit to a certain position or niche, but instead their uniqueness is valued. For
example, not all group members are engineers. The contributions from those with social
science backgrounds and the like are valued as highly as those from the group’s engineers.
Students and staff are encouraged to work collaboratively to make the most of the wide set of
skills and expertise present in the group. It is evident in the openness to feedback and iterative
way in which the group changes. When new needs are identifies, solutions are sought.

3.3 INTERVIEWS – ALUMNI

The findings from my alumni interviews fall under two themes: growth areas and best
practices. I will discuss both in more detail below.

It was pointed out that while academic freedom is a positive thing, it needs to be balanced
with clear structure and expectation management. Both interviewees felt they understood the
general requirements of a PhD but felt lost in the possibilities. This was identified as a
possible growth area. “I think many people were suffering of that because they didn’t have a
very clear idea. They knew we needed to make a PhD and four papers and thesis summary,
but then still there was this constant trouble of feeling what are our goals, what is expected of
us, and what is enough?” (Alumni 1). Guidance and understanding of expectations could have
prevented the burnout that many experienced.
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Both interviewees stated that they had developed skills beyond basic research proficiencies
which equipped them to take on different roles outside of and within academia. The toolkit
they left WDRG with greatly served them in their careers and they noticed that they have a
wider variety of capabilities at their disposal than many of their peers. “My skillset is broader
on average than other PhD students or doctors who are working now. In a way, it provided
me at least with a very good toolbox of skills, with technical skills, especially research
related.” (Alumni 1) These skills, which might not have been explicitly evident during their
doctoral education, gave the alumni a competitive edge in the workplace.

One best practice identified was the caring approach to leadership and the support of doctoral
students in the face of difficulties. “That’s the strength of WDRG, because when people
suffered, they did not leave the group. I would give much credit to Olli [the head of the
research group]. He’s a very kind man, he never pressured anyone, he’s very kind. This kind
attitude is rare, I can tell you.” (Alumni 2) The kindness with which the group was led is one
of the qualities the interviewees have tried to replicate in their own work. The way they were
treated as students and employees of WDRG encouraged them to adapt the same approach in
their work. “When this kindness and this administrative support came together, it helped to
build WDRG. I will really stress this kindness. Future leadership should learn the kindness
that Olli showed to his students and group members.” (Alumni 2) This illustrates that the way
students are supervised strongly affects the way in which they will supervise and manage
people in their future work.

3.4 WORKSHOPS: JOURNEY MAPPING ANALYSIS

Here I will discuss the findings from the journey mapping workshops. The data showed the
identified ups and downs of the doctoral education (ideally four years) and the events
connected to them (Figure 9). For the most part, all three groups followed the same pattern,
but there were some points of divergence.

During the first year of doctoral studies all three groups followed a fairly similar trend (Figure
9A). The year begins on a high note, the student is excited to start a new chapter and they are
proud of their doctoral student identity. Similarly, the supervisor and advisor are excited to
have a new member in the team. This phase includes a significant amount of planning and
optimism about the future. The similarity could be influenced by all three groups following
the predefined guidelines set by the doctoral school. However, there is a quick drop in
motivation and confidence when the student faces the reality of academic work. They struggle
to focus and feel easily overwhelmed and lonely at this point. At the same time, supervisors
and advisors struggle to manage the student’s expectations and support them at this difficult
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transition point. Toward the end of the academic year, an upswing happens when the student
starts to get their feet under them again and connect with their colleagues. The relationship
starts to feel comfortable for everyone. As one advisor worded in their Miro note, “it wasn’t a
bad decision to take on this student!” This period is accompanied by reflection on
accomplishments and planning for the next year.

The second year (Figure 9B) shows quite a long period of positivity from the student
perspective, with small drops at different points at the beginning of the year for supervisors
and advisors. The drop for supervisors was accompanied by a feeling of guilt that they didn’t
have enough time for the student and hope that the student was receiving enough support
from their peers and the advisor. Shortly after this, the advisors identified a low point where
they experience the student first disagreeing with them. This is only a short moment of
discomfort because the student’s independence and ability to defend their work is the end
goal. Nevertheless, it is a change in relationship that needs to be navigated. Shifts in
relationships are difficult to forecast because each student is unique and develops at their own
pace. Difficult moments would be an optimal time for advisors to reflect on if the student’s
independence is starting to increase. They can then reframe this shift as confirmation of their
work and give more space to the student rather than trying to maintain control.

This positive period for the student is characterized by small accomplishments like finishing
the course load, learning about the field, and submitting their first journal article. The end of
the year, however, shows a low period after the first article rejection. The student feels
discouraged and experience self-doubt, while the supervisor and advisor struggle with how to
help. For experience academics, rejections are a normal part of research and the student’s
reaction is possibly surprising to them. When the school’s official mid-term review
approaches, supervisors and students identified a general feeling of “two years have passed
and there is nothing to show for it.” The year is ended on a positive note when the student
receives a pay raise and regains motivation.

While the third year (Figure 9C) starts out at a low point, it is a primarily positive year with
only two short dips in motivation. The beginning of the year starts off difficultly and,
interestingly, both student groups cited problems in personal life as the source for this low.
Confidence increases after that when the student starts to feel more comfortable with the
topic, one student wrote, “stops working and starts enjoying!” There is a short downturn when
the topic feels boring, but there is a quick recovery when the student experiences their first
publication and gains confidence in working collaboratively with other researchers. Things
are going quite well; the student feels more and more independent and takes responsibility for
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advising master’s and bachelor’s students. There is a boost in motivation when the student
leaves for their six-month international research visit. This fully funded activity is a part of
theMajakka contract and provides the student with a new perspective and a fresh outlook.
From the supervisor’s and advisor’s side, there is apprehension in anticipation of the student
entering the final year and struggling to finish. The supervisors worry about not having time to
provide adequate support and the advisors start preparing to provide mental support for the
final push.

The fourth (Figure 9D) and final year starts out at a low point with the student feeling
overwhelmed by what needs to be done to finish and questioning both the quality and quantity
of their work. This improves with the support of their supervisor and advisor, they
subsequently experience a quite long period of satisfaction when they observe their personal
growth as a researcher. A small drop comes right before the end when they start thinking of
the future making the final push to finish. The high that comes from defending their
dissertation is cut short by the question of “What now?”

Figure 9. A Schematic illustration of the doctoral thesis journey experienced by doctoral students (in teal), thesis
advisors (in magenta), and supervisors (in chartreuse). Subfigure A-D represent the four years of the thesis
process. X axis represents the timeline of four years and Y axis the level of confidence experienced by
individuals. The higher the line rises in the plot, the higher the confidence experiences by a participant, and the
lower it goes below the baseline (in black), the lower the confidence is at that point.
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The following observations are generalizations based on the experiences of one research
group and cannot be seen as wholly objective. However, they do reveal insights that can be
useful in understanding the experience of doctoral education and pinpointing pivotal moments
for intervention.

Points where all parties are feeling confident, happy, and optimistic coincide with looking to
the future and practical, university controlled co-planning. These moments of planning have a
positive effect and motivate the student. They are also often when the student has the most
contact with their support team and the discussion is focused on concrete actions,
responsibilities, and roles. The supervisors and advisors also feel satisfied with their
contribution to the student’s success at these points. Currently, the majority of the structured
co-planning moments are in the beginning of the student’s journey (i.e. applying for study
right, project planning, reports) as opposed to the last years of the PhD which is characterize
by more vague research and growth expectations. These planning sessions and the resulting
mutual understanding could be distributed across the calendar in a way which minimizes the
effect of the difficult moments in the doctoral education journey.

A reoccurring comment was the changing nature of the relationship between the student and
their supervisor/advisor as they progress in their doctoral studies. These changes are often
experienced as growing pains and accompanied by uncertainty. Currently, the dynamic nature
of the relationship is not explicitly understood as a part of the process. This uneasiness could
be mitigated by openly acknowledging, from the beginning, that the relationship is a dynamic,
ever-changing one and that these changes should be celebrated as proof that the student is
learning and growing.

Other insights from this initial analysis overlap with the affinity diagramming analysis and
will be discussed in section 3.5.

3.5 WORKSHOPS: AFFINITY DIAGRAMMING

I used the Affinity diagramming method to analyze the data gathered from all of the
workshops. I performed the analysis with theMajakka project manager. We both went
through the data individually from the two topics, Timeline Data and Care Data, before
discussion collaboratively. Using our analysis, I further synthesized the insights into the
following findings.

3.5.1 Potential growth areas

Based on my analysis, the key potential growth areas identified are course completion
timeline, inevitable lows, and positive milestones. Students see courses mandatory for the
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degree (40 ECTS) as a burden to be completed as soon as possible to receive an incentive
scholarship (500 euros paid by the School of Engineering). They often choose courses that
will be easy and fast to complete, regardless of if they are relevant to their research or not.
One student summarized the approach as, "coursework: maximal credits, minimal effort, all
the way through the first year." Completion of the courses in the first year is seen as a positive
moment, especially when tied with the pay raise.

Given Aalto's philosophy of life-long learning and commitment to academic excellence, this
seems contradictory. We identified this as a potential space for growth and place for students
to be encouraged to take a learning approach to courses rather than just getting them done
quickly to receive the incentive scholarship. The thoughtful planning of the PhD timeline to
include courses that are relevant and build upon the student's research goals and learning
would greatly benefit the students in developing their research competence.

The second growth area was found by identifying inevitable lows in the PhD experience.
Many of the pain points or struggles identified by participants are unavoidable parts of a
career in academia. Participant comments identified article rejections, comparing oneself to
more advanced academics, and feelings of inadequacy among others. Making these common
struggles visible and normalizing them could minimize their effect. These moments could be
reframed as shared experiences on the path to an academic career. Supervisors and advisors
sharing their own experiences would help students to understand that these struggles are not
the end of their academic career and do not define them as a person. One member suggested
“to say well done even for the small things.”

The third growth area was found by identifying the placement of positive feelings along the
PhD timeline. Currently, the majority of positive emotions are felt towards the end of the PhD
experience when the student sees the fruits of their labor. Their articles are being published,
they are transitioning from student to colleague and collaborator, and the finish line is in sight.
Conversely, in the first year of the PhD timeline the only positive moment identified is the
excitement of starting something new, which quickly dwindles when the student is faced with
uncertainty and doubt about their work. The positive milestones in the first years of PhD
studies should be identified and celebrated. Small successes and invisible learnings, such as
learning to use a new tool, could be activated to maintain motivation and mitigate the
stressors of the first year.

3.5.2 Group strengths

The group strengths discussed here are supportive actions and relationship development.
During our Affinity diagramming analysis we began to notice significant amounts of notes
indicating methods of support given and/or received and also notes which identified
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challenges or activities which were counteracting growth (Figure 10). The majority of the
participants’ notes fall into the supporting/enabling concrete actions quadrant, showing a
proactive, solution-oriented approach. Included in these are many of the group’s collaborative
work structures such as “Puuhas” (group tax), Rookies group, Synthesis group, and weekly
seminars. This finding reflects the group’s effort to make doctoral education a positive
experience.

In line with Journey Mapping analysis, this finding reinforces the result that the group
relationships are dynamic and constantly developing. Deeper analysis of the data shows that,
while there is reflection by the supervisors and advisors on how to navigate the changing
nature of their relationship to the doctoral student, it is still a pain point that can likely lead to
false assumptions. Once the shift is acknowledged and integrated into the relationship, it is
seen as a moment of growth in the student’s development towards independence. These
instances of development contribute to the group’s mission of nurturing promising students
into high quality researchers.

Figure 10. Individuals’ Affinity diagramming notes clustered onto an XY axis with the X showing supporting/
enabling to counteracting/challenging and the Y axis showing concrete actions to mindset & confidence. The
texts in the notes are purposely not readable from this figure.

3.5.3 Group culture elements

The group functions as a community, reflecting Hakio’s (2019) third lens of care. It is
publicly acknowledged in the research group to be an open environment where good and bad
feelings can be shared without fear of judgement. There is a sense of ownership and pride in
identifying as a member of an “academic family.” Diversity is valued and seen as an
opportunity space rather than a threat. Special emphasis is put on engagement, equity, and
mutual participation. Group members frequently help each other without expectation of being
publicly credited for their support.
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Interaction styles identified within the group are kind, open, supportive, and characterized by
showing genuine interest in your colleagues and their work. This reflects the finding from the
interviews that there is less of a culture of intra-group competition than is typical in academic
settings. This expectation and appreciation of frequent interactions inspired the group to find
ways to maintain daily communication when COVID-19 required a shift to remote work.
When the office was no longer open, virtual office hours were established to give members
the chance to work together even at a distance. These office hours were formalized and are
now an on-going activity twice a week to help motivate and keep members connected. The
group’s Thursday seminars were also shifted online to continue keeping up-to-date on each
other’s research.

The finding on hybrid hierarchy from the founding members’ interviews was also echoed
during the workshops. Members indicated that the group has a very low level of hierarchy,
but there are decision making and support structures in place which provide stability to the
members. Everyone feels responsible for maintaining interactions and welcome to present
new ideas to the group. In the Puuhas teams, there is a three-month rotation of responsibility
so that no one individual ends up taking on more responsibility and hierarchy remains
horizontal. The group leaders trust that the members take responsibility and run activities
without professors having to contribute. This has two main gains:

1) More time for the supervisors for their own tasks
2) More experience for young researchers on leadership, coordination & management

This model is also resilient to internal changes, if one team member leaves the group there are
others to continue the activities.

The character qualities used to describe group members reflect the group’s caring culture;
kind, empathetic, active, engaged, patient. Colleagues are seen as emotionally invested in
each other and supportive of each other’s wellbeing. One member stated that the group is a
“safe space to succeed, but also to fail.” While this is seen as a positive aspect of the group,
there is also significant reflection on defining and maintaining healthy boundaries.

The group acts as an incubator for relationships that fit in the space between collegiality and
friendship. Members cited these work friendships as an essential part of their satisfaction with
the workplace. Being able to meet in a social setting and relax, but also be able to maintain
professional respect toward each other is very important. This in-between space has
encouraged members to organize activities outside of work hours and develop methods of
staying connect even in challenging times. As a result of COVID-19, a new Puuha was added
to the roster to provide a way for members to socialize in a safe way. Every month, there is a
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two-hour trek organized in a different part of the city, complete with snacks to share.

3.6 Design Approach

Approaching this topic from a design perspective brought value on several levels. As an in-
house designer, I filled the role of an insider-outsider who could use the experience of getting
to know the group to start new conversations and bring a fresh perspective to old discussions.
In explainingMajakka to me, the founders were able to reflect upon their process and notice
their own accomplishments. The workshops where a tool for me to learn about the current
best practices of the group, but they also served as a platform for bringing the group members
together for moments of co-design. More than anything, I saw my role as a designer as an
opportunity to take people outside of their hectic day-to-day work, activate their imaginations,
and provide a setting for sharing ideas and developing together.

Grounding my practice in an ethics of care shifted the focus of my work from focusing purely
on the student’s experience to exploring the group dynamics. This shift allowed me to provide
new insight on the question of the future of doctoral education. Approaching the design work
with care as a backdrop resulted in co-design instances which inspired group members to
reflect on and revisit their own understanding of professional relationships and care. There
was some initial skepticism from members about the concept of care, but by explaining the
relationality of the concept of care, these doubts were laid to rest. As we progressed in the
project it was seen as a helpful framework with which to understand their method of relating
within the group.

As I facilitated more and more workshops for the group, I noticed a disparity between my
perception and the participants perceptions of the workshops. Often, I felt uncomfortable and
awkward having to prompt conversation or endure silence during the workshops. It seemed as
though participants were uninterested or bored at times. However, I consistently got excellent
feedback after the fact that participants enjoyed the workshops and took ideas and insights
from them. This inconsistency between how I felt as the facilitator and the feedback I got
gave me pause. Doing the work remotely via Zoom meant that the normal cues for smooth
conversation didn’t work and everyone felt a bit uncomfortable speaking up. My role in this
situation was to accept the awkwardness as mine to bear for the moment so that others could
enjoy the experience. This was a valuable insight for going forward with the research.

38



39



4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Based the findings from Phases One and Two (Figure 3), I have defined best practices and
easy first steps which can aid other research groups in replicating a culture of care such as the
one present in WDRG. These best practices are divided into four areas: the leadership, the
supervision methods, the community, and the wildcard. These suggestions are currently being
piloted in the other WAT research groups by a development team which includes myself and
Majakka project manager. DespiteMajakka being a group of seven people and WDRG
around 30, these best practices are applicable to any size of a research group.

As pointed out by the alumni interviews, working in a group with a caring culture helps
members to adapt the best practices and transfer those into their future work life. The
supervisors have a significant long-term impact on the students they supervise. This is critical,
as PhDs are usually employed in management and senior positions. Collaboration,
communication, risk-taking, and healthy ways of working are increasingly valued in work life
(Akay, 2008).

4.1 THE LEADERSHIP

My research questions address the role of the research group leaders and ask what is required
of a leader to create a working culture which is uncompromising in quality, but also
supportive of the wellbeing of the team. Based on my findings, I propose the following
actions for leaders.

4.1.1 Commitment and Defining the Goals

A clear best practice of theMajakka founders was that their motivation was intrinsic and
bases in their personal experiences and desire to lead by example. They had answered and
frequently revisited the questions; Why are we doing this? What do we hope to achieve? This
should be the starting point of any group leaders wishing to improve their culture in a lasting
way. Taking time to imagine possibilities and clearly state the goals provides a strong basis
for growth. Knowing and experiencing this is important when the group is recruiting so new
candidates have a understanding of the culture they will be joining. Before bringing their
goals to the rest of the group, leaders should have a clear idea of how they will provide
support and where they are willing to compromise. Active communication between leaders is
essential to keep each other abreast of important information related to research, teaching,
wellbeing, and the group. Having reoccurring monthly meetings is recommended.

4.1.2 Characteristics of Culture Leaders

Essential characteristics of group leaders as defined from the case study include open-minded,
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kind, supportive, empathetic, friendly, approachable, curious, and flexible. They see
themselves as life-long learners and are excited to learn from the group members. Leaders
should be able to recognize their group members’ strengths and weaknesses in order to
support them in a way that facilitates their growth. They should be accepting of feedback and
flexible to act based on that feedback. Leading by example through openness about their own
struggles and failures, such as funding rejections, sets the tone for the group and allow others
to be transparent and ask for help when needed.

4.2 THE SUPERVISION METHODS:

Supervision is an essential part of doctoral education and is widely acknowledged that it can
be the make-or-break part of many students’ careers. It also adds weight to supervisors’
already full agendas. Like many things in life, supervision is better when shared. The
following suggestions are based onMajakka’s method of team supervision.

4.2.1 Tapered Team Supervision

Literature indicates strong evidence for the benefits of team supervision and this project has
also illustrated the importance of supervision from multiple actors. I propose a tapered model
of team supervision. Start strong with high frequencies of contact between the students and
their supervision team and slowly tapering down the amount of contact as the student
progresses towards independence. Postdocs in the group and external professionals act as
advisors for students, providing strong and proactive support in the beginning of the doctoral
journey. They supplement the supervisor’s role, thus alleviating pressure to provide extensive
support in the first years of the PhD. In Majakka, postdocs are officially recognized as
advisors for doctoral students and receive recognition for their contribution.

4.2.2 Structures for Peer Support

TheMajakka case study illustrates the importance and benefit of peer support in successful
doctoral education experiences. Having good structures in place for peer support also lifts
some of the burden from supervisors and advisors. In the case ofMajakka and WDRG, there
are some very concrete structures in place which can be used as examples to pilot. Each
member has 5% of their work time dedicated to collaborative activities and they choose where
to allocate that time. This model takes away the burden of having to do extra work by making
it a part of the employment contract.

Puuhas activities, which are counted towards the 5% in members’ contracts, provide a way to
highlight intra-group diversity and utilize members’ strengths. Members sign up for the
activity which best suits their interests and serve the group in a way that is fulfilling for them.

41



For example, those who enjoy communication and marketing are a part of the
communications team which handles the website updates and social media channels.

To initiate new structures for peer support, it is important to identify proactive change agents
to lead the shift. These members should be excited and invested in leading the new activities.
In the case ofMajakka, there were two initial members running the virtual office hours every
Monday and Friday after the shift to remote more. After these reoccurring events became
established activities for the group, other members stepped forward to start hosting.

4.3 THE COMMUNITY:

Co-design workshops are suggested as a method for developing a caring community which
supports all members of the research group. Involving a service designer to facilitate the
process brings a level of legitimacy that might otherwise be lacking. It signals commitment to
the goal and an innovative approach to culture change. I suggest the following workshop
structures as methods for co-designing a culture of care in doctoral education:

4.3.1 Defining Our Needs

The warm-up task asks participants to individually list their ways of working, noting down
what supports them in doing their best work and what hinders them from doing their best
work. The next step is to map these elements onto an axis of “Very Important” and “Not So
Important.” Time is spent to discuss among the group what was surprising, what they had in
common, and what they learned about their colleagues. The purpose of this activity is to help
members to recognize the diversity of needs within the group.

The production task asks participants to, in small groups, discuss and identify current culture
elements. They should list out any elements that come to mind. Next they move on to
dreaming, they are asked to ideate elements they would like to see in the future. They should
feel open to imagine a range of possibilities, what would they dream of if there were no
constraints? Coming together again as a whole group, members are asked to map these
dreams out, indicating whether an idea is tangible or intangible and resource heavy or a low-
hanging fruit.

The final step would be to choose 1-5 activities which seem feasible to try and set a date for
the next workshop to develop those activities. It is essential to have the follow-up date set to
not lose momentum and enthusiasm.

4.3.2 Developing Activities

The next group meeting would ask participants to do a mini-Affinity diagramming of the
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activities they defined in their last workshop. The result should be groups of activities based
on themes such as communication, professional development, or the like. Members then sign-
up to the theme they are most interested in and are divided into small groups based on their
choice. In their small group, they should define one concrete next step.

Recommendations from theMajakka project experience include: Keep it simple and pilot
something you would want to be a part of, there is no need to change the world on the first try.
Set reoccurring days/times such as the first Thursday of the month at 11:00, this is easier for
busy people with full schedules. Rotate the responsible person role between members so that
there are clearly defined times and tasks.

4.3.3 Reflecting and Iterating

It is important to remember that nothing changes overnight, and that change is an on-going
process. Inclusion in the process is essential for success, everyone’s ideas and reflections are
important and should be acknowledged in the planning. The community changes constantly
so the culture and need are also fluid. Set bi-yearly dates to reflect on what has worked and
what could be still be improved. These events should be both fun and productive to remind
members that this is an exploration.

4.4 THE WILDCARD

In the case ofMajakka, there was one name that kept appearing in all of my research, be it
interviews, workshops, or even casual conversations with my colleagues. Across the board,
everyone agreed that “Maĳa” was an essential part of the success ofMajakka and even the
WDRG as a whole. The supervisors mentioned that it relieved them to know there was
someone on the ground who students could easily approach. Similarly, students appreciated
having someone approachable who can answer their “silly” questions. Maĳa’s contract as a
postdoc is unique in that her work time is split 50/50 between facilitating and developing
Majakka and pursuing her own research.

Groups should ensure that resources are dedicated to one proactive person who uses part of
their work time for group administration. Having a person in a mid-level position is helpful
for all, especially in bigger groups with larger numbers of students. This person can easily
synthesize the needs of the doctoral students and convey them to the supervisors, they
similarly help the supervisors keep track of the big picture.

4.5. SERVICE DESIGN APPROACH

While it might seem biased because I am a designer, I highly recommend employing a
designer to be a part of the team and facilitate the activities outline above. Having a design
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professional join the team shows commitment to the change and lifts the burden of organizing
from the leaders of the group. Designers are trained to facilitate activities in a way which
prompts transformation as a part of the process. In the case of this project, the workshops
were planned and facilitated in a systematic way, applying service design methods and
approaches, carefully ensuring that individuals understand the aim of the workshops. The
designer is there to make sure everyone feels comfortable during the workshops and that they
are engaged with the process. Without a professional facilitator keeping the discussion
focused, it can easily drift outside the scope or something critical could be forgotten.

Being a part of the team, rather than an external consultant allowed me to understand the
group on a deeper level and personalize my approach to their needs. On the other hand, being
a new addition to the team and having a design perspective on the project allowed me make
observations that a member of the group might have missed. Overall, I believe having a
designer on the team adds value and creates unique opportunities for growth.
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5 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

The most blatant limitation for this thesis project was COVID-19 and the resulting regulations
and concerns. I joined the group in early summer 2020 and was able to meet the team in
person once during the Summer Day in early July. Shortly after, all of Finland went into
lockdown and Aalto University closed their facilities. The group was expending energy
simply figuring out how to stay cohesive while shifting to remote work and I never got to
fully experience how the group functions normally.

For my work, this meant a shift from planning in-person workshops to planning remote
workshops. While workshops being moved online brought some benefits (for example,
advisors from Australia joining in), it also presented significant challenges. My design
education thus far has focused on facilitation in a physical space and I had only recently
begun to use remote tools for workshops. The planning phase for my work expanded to
include learning how to use online tools like Miro and Zoom at an expert level in order to
smoothly lead workshops and teach others how to work with them. This shift also meant
changing the nature of the workshops to include elements to quickly familiarize participants
with the tools so that they could contribute. It must be acknowledged that some data were
probably not accurately represented because not everyone had the same level of comfort with
using the online tools. For many, it would have been easier to use a pen and paper to share
their thoughts, ideas, and experiences. Additionally, the online workshops provide a limited
setting for informal discussion during the assignments. It might also be that the participants
did not report everything due to the shift in remote work resulting in forgetting the normal
activities of the groups.

In addition to the practical logistics that changed as a result of COVID-19, the project was
also inevitably influenced by the general feelings of discomfort and unease present in society.
It is not clearly measurable how the uncertainty and fear brought on by the pandemic affected
my project, but it undoubtedly did. Throughout my thesis process people were transparently
communicating about the challenges of working from home: the feelings of isolation,
increased procrastination and struggling to ask for help. Towards the end of my project,
people were clearly experiencing what is now known as “Zoom fatigue.” This exhaustion
brought on by endless online meetings and events meant that the only tools for being together
as a group also started to become a burden.

However, without the existing culture, relationships, and practices, the resilience of the group
would’ve been a much lower. Having the culture and practices presented in this thesis
strengthens the community’s resilience to unexpected changes, be it a change in the group
member, or a global crisis.
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In regards to the research methods, the ideal journey of a PhD is four years and it is highly
challenging to remember all the milestones of the process. This may lead to the journey
mapping results presenting only the most memorable events and feelings, which are most
often the highly positive, or conversely, highly negative experiences. As the workshop
contributions were anonymous, it is impossible to know if some members were contributing
more than others, thus skewing the data.

As mentioned above, the suggestions based on the findings of this thesis project are currently
being piloted in the other two WAT research groups by a development team made up of
members from all three groups. We plan to evaluate and iterate on these suggestions further
and publish the findings. One alum of the group stressed the importance of keeping the
relationship with alumni alive and suggested developing an advisory board led by alumni of
the group. Exploring this suggestion could provide further possibilities for improving doctoral
education through team supervision. Additionally, further research into how service design
could facilitate multidisciplinary collaboration openings and enhance doctoral research
collaboration with industry would be valuable.
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