


Basis for the study and report
Conflic ting views  on what is  happening with Professional 
Doctorates: CRAC reported identifiable growth in 2016 across 
English HEIs, yet HEPI suggested in 2020 that enrolments  had 
halved between 2008 and 2018. 

UKCGE report of 2022 indicated that growing Professional 
Doctorate provision was instrumental in growing their PGR 
population.

The study has examined the current pos ition of Professional 
Doctorates across the UK and Ireland, offering insight into 
institutional strategies and rationale behind their provision and 
growth. It provides an overview of current trends  of provis ion 
and examines the utility and purpose of professional doctorates 
against broader national and international policy and 
government agenda and calls  for more flexible approaches to 
doctoral funding to be inclusive of doctoral pathways beyond 
the PhD. 



Methodology

Survey
160 research degree-awarding
institutions across the UK and
Ireland were invited to
participate in the 2025 survey.

73 responses were received,
representing a 46% response
rate.

Des k-bas ed
Desk based research was also 
undertaken to provide a more 
comprehensive picture at 
understanding professional 
doctorate provision. 



Results – Research Professional Doctorates
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Institutional strategies for offering Professional 
Doctorates

Increasing PGR numbers

Increasing PGR income

Engagement with collaborative partners

Widening participation at doctoral level



Results – Taught Professional Doctorates









What do the results tell us?



Position, purpose and place

The current environment is  characterised by a degree of strategic 
“messiness”, with programme development driven as much by 

marketing considerations as  by coherent academic design. 
Combined with sector-wide financial instability, this  creates risks to 

the sustainability, credibility, and future development of 
professional doctorates unless clearer strategic direction and 

shared sector narratives are established.



Plateau of growth in professional doctorate 
programmes

Longitudinal trend analysis  is  difficult, but comparison with 2016 
data (Mellors-Bourne et al., 2016) which looked at English HEIs only 

suggests  that the number of institutions in England offering 
professional doctorates has reduced slightly from 86 in 2016 to 84 

in 2025. Only two respondents  suggested that they would be 
developing new RPDs over the next five years. The study therefore 

indicates that there has been a levelling off in the growth of the 
number of professional doctorate programmes in recent years.



The future of funding

Funding remains a s ignificant unresolved challenge: funding 
disparities  between the professional doctorate and the PhD were 

ranked third highest of all the challenges in developing and 
recruiting to professional doctorate programmes. 



Professional doctorates or doctorates for 
professionals: does it matter?

While the professional doctorate has typically been developed to 
be attractive to mid and senior career professionals, institutions are 

also exploring whether other doctoral pathways are attractive to 
professionals. 



Institutional approach, strategy and view of 
the professional doctorate

While it is  not possible to draw definitive sector-wide conclusions 
about trends, the mood suggests  a divergent landscape. Institutions 
with strong, well established RPD brands are thriving, while others, 

particularly those without a clear position or competitive 
advantage, are experiencing stagnation or decline.



What next for the professional doctorate: 
future trends?

…the evidence suggests  not a decline, but a reca libra tion.

Professional Doctorates are moving into a phase of s e lec tive, 
s tra tegic  growth, shaped by institutional strengths, market 

positioning, and evolving conceptions of what doctoral education 
should achieve. 

But the future is  also dependent on UK & Irish Government policies  
and strategies and for major funders expanding their criteria to include 

alternative doctoral pathways



Further work and research

Future work and research to build on the argument of its  value 
should be undertaken with employers and sponsors of professional 
doctorate candidates and graduates, as  well as  candidates and 
graduates themselves, to better understand their current value and 
impact.



Final thought

In a contemporary policy context where employability, applied 
research capability and societal impact remain central to national 

skills  agendas, it is  increasingly plausible to argue that the 
profes s iona l doc tora te  is  not an a lte rna tive  or le s s e r pa thway, 

but for many candida tes  a  doc tora l route  particula rly we ll s uited 
to profes s iona l deve lopment in 2026 and beyond.
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