A traditional PhD is largely seen as a research‐based qualification focused on a project which is expected to contribute to new knowledge [UK Council for Graduate Education (UKCGE), Citation2002]. Traditionally, PhDs were undertaken for either their ‘intrinsic interest or as part of the entrée to a university post’ (Leonard, Citation2000, p. 186). In short they offered the tools to become a professional academic. Over 15 years ago the narrow focus of traditional PhDs and their applicability to the ‘knowledge economy’ was questioned in the government's 1993 White Paper on Research Policy [Office of Science & Technology (OST), Citation1993], which suggested that ‘the traditional PhD is not well‐matched to the needs of careers outside research in academia’ (p. 3). More recently it has been suggested that the PhD has little influence on employment outside academia (Kuang‐Hsu Chiang, Citation2003; Neumann, Citation2005), and thus little relevance for the knowledge economy. As Evans (Citation2002, p. 157) suggests ‘because the new economy requires tradeable knowledge, the traditional PhD is scrutinised because it focuses on the production of significant knowledge to a discipline, rather than new tradeable knowledge’.
For professional social workers it may be more appropriate to complete doctoral study through a programme that has a work‐based focus and produces ‘tradeable knowledge’, rather than a programme that is more geared to the academic researcher within academia. This may also encourage completion rates of doctoral studies, which research has shown indicate lower completion rates for social sciences than the sciences and engineering (Denecke & Frasier, Citation2005).
The development of professional doctorates has occurred at a time when the ‘knowledge economy’ is a major concern for central government, alongside an emphasis on continuing professional development and lifelong learning (Bourner et al., Citation2001, p. 74). The ‘knowledge economy’ discourse has at its heart the importance of research which will develop practice and feed into sustaining a productive and sustainable economy. However, this brings into question other forms of ‘pure’ knowledge creation and research which become somewhat relegated in the quest for increased economic outputs and entrepreneurial concern.
The notion of enterprise and economic outcomes is a theme that runs through current debate within higher education in Britain, and HE is increasingly framed within a discourse of economic competitiveness and increased economic outcomes [National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (NCIHE), Citation1997; Department for Education and Skills (DfES), Citation2003, p. 58]. This frames the benefits of higher education in terms of economic benefits to the individual as well as to society as a whole. As a result doctoral education is becoming attractive to new groups within the workforce, who are looking for models which will develop their knowledge and work‐based practice (Bourner et al., Citation2001).
Tennant (Citation2004), however, argues that there is an artificial distinction between PhD and D.Prof and that the challenge for universities is not this distinction, but the demands from the knowledge economy of a transformation from the ‘autonomous scholar’ to the ‘enterprising self’ (p. 440). There appears to be a growing concern amongst government to meet the needs of career professionals outside academia at doctoral level [UK Council for Graduate Education (UKCGE), Citation2002]. One way to encourage practitioners to develop their ‘enterprising self’ within practice, is by enabling research and development activities to have real meaning and outcomes for practice settings. For social work, where research is still emerging as an activity for practitioners, models which enable ‘work‐based’ learning and practice outcomes may be attractive, both to the individual and their employing organisation.
Professional doctorates emphasise the importance of a connection with practice through the research topic (Lee et al., Citation2000) and have been described as the ‘coming of age of work‐based learning within the higher education curriculum’ (Bareham et al., Citation2000, p. 401). The centrality of practice within new knowledge production and practice development is also emphasised by Eraut (Citation1996) who says that ‘leading edge professionals develop new knowledge in practice rather than in formally designed research’ (p. 9). The key here is not only an emphasis on developing professional knowledge but also a focus on developing practice. The role of the practitioner in driving the focus of research and development is also stressed within the professional doctorate which has been conceptualised as ‘a vehicle for self‐managed development as a leading professional taking forward an area of practice’ (Lester, Citation2004, p. 761).
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