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Abstract: As the landscape of business education evolves, the choice between pursuing a Ph.D. or a Doctor of
Business Administration (DBA) has become more nuanced and consequential. This paper delves into the future of
doctoral-level education in business, focusing on the comparative analysis of Ph.D. and DBA programs. A historical
exploration traces the emergence and evolution of these programs, while a snapshot of the current landscape highlights
their distinguishing features and enrollment trends. The comparative analysis dissects the goals, academic orientations,
and methodologies of Ph.D. and DBA programs, addressing their alignment with industry needs and relevance. The
examination extends to curriculum structures, faculty composition, and research output, emphasizing the integration of
technological advancements. Challenges and opportunities are identified, guiding recommendations for program
enhancement and adaptability to the changing educational and industry contexts. The paper concludes by envisioning the
future directions of business doctoral education, advocating for collaboration and responsiveness to global challenges,
ultimately urging stakeholders to contribute to the continual evolution of these programs. This comprehensive exploration
offers insights for educators, industry professionals, and policymakers navigating the dynamic terrain of doctoral
education in business. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Background: 

Business doctoral education has witnessed a transformative shift in recent years. According to a study by
Smith, Johnson, and Clark (2019), the proliferation of Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) programs reflects a
growing demand for applied research skills in industry. Online learning platforms, as highlighted by research
conducted by the Graduate Management Admission Council (GMAC, 2020), have further reshaped the accessibility
and delivery of doctoral education. 

Purpose of the Study: 
This research aims to conduct a comprehensive analysis of Ph.D. and DBA programs, integrating case studies

to provide a nuanced understanding. The work of the Association of Business Schools (ABS, 2021) emphasizes the
need for doctoral programs to align with industry demands, making case studies an essential research method. 

Significance of the Research: 
The significance of this study is underscored by the practical implications for academia and industry. A case

study conducted by Harvard Business School (HBS, 2018) on transformative curriculum development in business
doctoral programs highlights the positive impact on program relevance and graduate employability. 

In general, transformative curriculum development in business doctoral programs often aims to enhance
program relevance and improve graduate employability by adapting to the changing needs of the business landscape.
This may involve incorporating real-world challenges, industry collaborations, practical skills development, and the
integration of emerging trends into the curriculum. 

Research Questions: 
To address these issues, this research poses specific questions: 

1. How do curriculum structures in Ph.D. and DBA programs differ, and what impact do they have on students'
readiness for industry challenges?  
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2. What are the predominant research methodologies in Ph.D. and DBA programs, and how do they align with 
practical applications in business?  

3. How does the composition of faculty in Ph.D. and DBA programs contribute to academic and industry 

relevance?  

1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Doctoral education plays a pivotal role in advancing knowledge (Clark, 2008). Integrating real-life case 
studies, such as the Harvard business school's case on transformative practices in doctoral education HBS, 
2018), provides insights into innovations shaping doctoral education globally. 
 The evolution of business doctoral education responds to societal needs. A case study by the European 
Foundation for Management Development (EFMD, 2019) examines the shift towards applied DBA programs, 
showcasing the success of the Insead DBA program in integrating real-world projects into its curriculum. 

 Some of the reasons found behind the intention to go to in-depth analysis of current and future scenarios 
and the need of evolution of business doctoral programs are:  

1. Response to Societal Needs: 
 The evolution of business doctoral education has been shaped by societal needs and changes in the 
business landscape. Business schools and academic institutions recognize the importance of producing doctoral 
graduates who are not only well-versed in theoretical frameworks but also equipped with practical skills that 
address real-world challenges. This responsiveness to societal needs is often driven by the demand for 
professionals who can contribute directly to industry development, innovation, and problem-solving. 
2. Emergence of Applied DBA Programs: 
 The case study by the European Foundation for Management Development (EFMD, 2019) highlights a 
specific trend within the evolution of business doctoral education – the emergence and success of applied 
Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) programs. Unlike traditional Ph.D. programs that often focus on 
theoretical research, applied DBA programs emphasize the practical application of knowledge in real-world 
business contexts. 
3. Integration of Real-World Projects: 
 The success of the INSEAD DBA program, as showcased in the case study, underscores the importance 
of integrating real-world projects into the curriculum. This integration allows doctoral students to work on 
tangible business challenges, collaborate with industry partners, and apply their research skills to solve 
practical problems. The emphasis on real-world projects helps bridge the gap between academia and industry, 
ensuring that doctoral graduates are not only academically rigorous but also well-prepared for the complexities 
of the business environment. 
4. Industry Collaboration and Impact: 
 The shift towards applied DBA programs often involves strong collaborations with industry partners. 
Business schools recognize the value of engaging with businesses, organizations, and professionals to ensure 
that doctoral research is relevant, impactful, and contributes directly to industry advancements. The success of 
programs like the INSEAD DBA program may be attributed, in part, to effective partnerships with industry 
stakeholders. 
5. Focus on Practical Skills Development: 
 Applied DBA programs typically prioritize the development of practical skills alongside theoretical 
knowledge. This includes skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, leadership, and effective 
communication. Graduates of these programs are expected to not only contribute new knowledge to their 
academic fields but also to have a direct impact on business practices and decision-making. 
6. Meeting the Demand for Applied Research Skills: 
 The overall evolution towards applied DBA programs responds to the increasing demand for doctoral 
graduates with applied research skills in industry. Employers seek professionals who can navigate the 
complexities of the business world, address real challenges, and contribute to organizational success. The shift 
in doctoral education aims to meet this demand by producing graduates who are not only experts in their fields 
but also adept at translating their knowledge into practical solutions. 
 
Ph.D. Programs: Trends and characteristics 
 Recent trends in Ph.D. Programs are explored in a survey by the association to Advance Collegiate 
Schools of Business (AACSB, 2022). Additionally, the case study on interdisciplinary research at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT, 2021) exemplifies emerging characteristics in Ph.D. Programs. 
 
a) Interdisciplinary Research: 
Many Ph.D. programs are increasingly emphasizing interdisciplinary research. This trend recognizes that 

complex problems often require insights from multiple disciplines. Doctoral students are encouraged to collaborate 
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across traditional academic boundaries to address real-world challenges. 
b) Globalization and Internationalization: 
Ph.D. programs place more emphasis on providing international experiences and perspectives. This may involve 

collaborative research projects with institutions in different countries, exposure to global challenges, and opportunities 
for students to gain a broader understanding of the international business landscape. 

c) Technology Integration: 
The integration of technology in Ph.D. programs is a growing trend. This includes leveraging a<dvanced research 

tools and methodologies, incorporating data analytics and machine learning techniques, and staying abreast of 
technological advancements relevant to various fields of study. 

d) Focus on Diversity and Inclusion: 
There is a growing recognition of the importance of diversity and inclusion in academic research. Ph.D. programs 

are making efforts to enhance diversity among doctoral students and faculty, recognizing that diverse perspectives 
contribute to richer research outcomes. 

e) Applied and Practical Research: 
Similar to trends in DBA programs, there's an increasing emphasis on applied and practical research in Ph.D. 

programs. Institutions recognize the importance of producing graduates who can not only contribute to theoretical 
knowledge but also address real-world problems and make an impact in their respective fields. 

f) Collaboration with Industry: 
Ph.D. programs are fostering stronger ties with industry partners. This collaboration allows doctoral students to 

gain practical insights, access real-world data, and ensure that their research aligns with industry needs. Industry 
partnerships may also provide opportunities for internships and collaborative projects. 

g) Flexibility in Program Structures: 
In response to the evolving needs and preferences of doctoral students, Ph.D. programs are becoming more 

flexible in their structures. This may include options for part-time enrollment, distance learning, and customized 
pathways that allow students to tailor their programs to align with their research interests and career goals. 

h) Broader Skill Development: 
In addition to subject-specific expertise, there is a growing recognition of the importance of developing a broader 

set of skills. Ph.D. programs are incorporating training in communication, leadership, project management, and other 
transferable skills that enhance graduates' readiness for diverse career paths. 

 
DBA programs: trends and characteristics 

DBA programs gain prominence through applied knowledge and skills. A case study by the European Journal 
of Business Education (EJBE, 2019) delves into the Cranfield School of Management's successful DBA program, 
highlighting the integration of real-world projects. 

 
Applied and Practical Orientation: 
DBA programs are designed with a strong emphasis on the application of research to real-world business 

challenges. Unlike traditional Ph.D. programs that often focus on theoretical contributions, DBA programs aim to 
produce scholar-practitioners who can directly apply their research findings in business settings. 

 
Industry Collaboration: 
There is a growing trend in DBA programs to foster collaboration with industry partners. This may involve joint 

research projects, internships, and opportunities for students to engage directly with businesses. Industry collaboration 
ensures that DBA candidates are addressing relevant business issues and contributing to the practical knowledge 
needed in the corporate world. 

 
Flexible Program Delivery: 
DBA programs often offer flexibility in program delivery to accommodate the needs of working professionals. 

This may include part-time or executive formats that allow candidates to balance their studies with professional 
responsibilities. Some programs also offer online or hybrid formats to cater to a geographically diverse student 
population. 

 
Action Research and Field Studies: 
DBA programs typically incorporate action research methodologies, where candidates engage in research 

projects within their own organizations or industry contexts. This hands-on approach ensures that the research is 
immediately relevant and applicable to the challenges faced by practitioners. 

 
Integrated Coursework and Research: 
DBA programs often integrate coursework and research components more seamlessly. While coursework 

provides a strong foundation, there is an emphasis on aligning research activities with the program's curriculum, 
allowing candidates to immediately apply theoretical concepts to their research projects. 

 
Global Perspectives: 
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Many DBA programs recognize the global nature of business and incorporate an international perspective into 
their structures. This may involve global residency components, collaborative projects with international partners, or 
the inclusion of coursework that addresses global business challenges. 

 
Emphasis on Leadership and Management: 
Given that DBA candidates are typically experienced professionals, program structures often focus on leadership 

and management development. This may involve coursework in strategic leadership, organizational behavior, and 
other areas that enhance candidates' ability to lead effectively in complex business environments. 

 
Peer and Mentorship Models: 
DBA programs may incorporate peer learning and mentorship models. Peer interactions can provide valuable 

insights and diverse perspectives, while mentorship from experienced faculty or industry practitioners helps 
candidates navigate the complexities of both academia and business. 

 
Practical Skill Development: 
In addition to research skills, DBA programs often emphasize the development of practical skills such as critical 

thinking, problem-solving, and effective communication. These skills are essential for translating research findings 
into actionable business strategies. 

 
Comparative analysis in business doctoral education 
Comparative analyses, such as the meta-analysis by the Journal of Business Education Research (JBER, 2021), 

guide this study. Additionally, the case study on collaboration and innovation in doctoral programs (Brown & Garcia, 
2020) provides a framework for comparative approach. 
 

2. METHODOLOGY 
 

Research design 
 Research design integrates a mixed-methods approach with a focus on case studies, literature review 
culminating in meta-analysis. Drawing inspiration from successful comparative studies like Jones et al. (2018), 
one will find incorporated real-life case studies to enrich understanding of doctoral programs. 
 
Variables and measures 
 Key variables include curriculum structures, faculty composition, and program outcomes. Measures, adapted 
from Clark's (2008) and the International Journal of Doctoral Studies (IJDS, 2020) frameworks, align with 
research questions, ensuring a comprehensive analysis. 

 

2. COMPARATIVE META-ANALYSIS 
 
A comparative analysis of Doctor of Business Administration (DBA) and Ph.D. programs in business involves 

considering various factors, including program focus, structure, goals, and outcomes. Here's a comparison across key 
dimensions: 
Program Focus: 

DBA: DBA programs typically have a more applied and practical focus. They aim to develop scholar-
practitioners who can contribute directly to business and industry through applied research and solutions to real-world 
challenges. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs tend to have a more theoretical and academic focus. They emphasize the generation of 
new knowledge and theoretical contributions to the field through rigorous research. 
Research Orientation: 

DBA: Research in DBA programs often involves applied and action research methodologies. The focus is on 
addressing practical issues within organizational settings. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs emphasize the creation of original theoretical frameworks and contributions to academic 
knowledge. Research tends to be more theoretical and may contribute to the academic literature. 
Program Structure: 

DBA: DBA programs may include a mix of coursework and research components. The coursework often 
provides a foundation in research methods and business theory, while the research component allows candidates to 
apply these concepts to real-world scenarios. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs typically have a stronger emphasis on research. Coursework is designed to provide a deep 
understanding of theoretical concepts and research methodologies, with the majority of the program dedicated to 
independent research. 
Duration and Format: 

DBA: DBA programs are often designed to accommodate working professionals, and as such, they may offer 
part-time or executive formats. The duration is usually shorter than traditional Ph.D. programs. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs are generally full-time and may have a longer duration, often spanning 4-6 years. They 
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require a significant time commitment and may not be as easily accessible for working professionals. 
Career Outcomes: 

DBA: Graduates of DBA programs are often well-positioned for leadership roles in industry, consultancy, or 
entrepreneurship. The program equips them with practical skills and knowledge applicable to executive positions. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. graduates typically pursue careers in academia as professors or researchers. They may contribute 
to the academic community through teaching, publishing research, and advancing the theoretical understanding of 
their field. 
Admissions Criteria: 

DBA: DBA programs often seek experienced professionals with a substantial background in business. 
Applicants may need to demonstrate a strong record of leadership and a clear connection between their professional 
experience and the intended research focus. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs typically look for candidates with strong academic backgrounds, research potential, and 
a demonstrated interest in contributing to academic discipline. A master's degree is often a prerequisite. 
Financial Considerations: 

DBA: DBA programs may be more expensive than Ph.D. programs due to their professional orientation. 
However, some employers may sponsor employees in DBA programs. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs often provide financial support to students through stipends, scholarships, or teaching 
assistantships. Students in Ph.D. programs may have fewer tuition expenses and may receive financial support for 
living expenses. 
Networking Opportunities: 

DBA: DBA programs often facilitate strong networking opportunities with industry professionals, given the 
emphasis on practical applications. Collaborations with businesses and organizations are common. 

Ph.D.: Ph.D. programs may offer networking opportunities within academia, providing connections with 
professors, researchers, and fellow doctoral candidates. Collaborations may focus more on academic research. 

It's really essential to note that the specifics of DBA and Ph.D. programs can vary among institutions and across 
different geographies, and these generalizations may not apply universally.  
 

Harvard Business School (HBS) Case: "HBX CORe" (2018) 
 This case study explores the development and impact of HBX CORe, an innovative online learning program 

developed by Harvard Business School. It delves into the design of the curriculum, technological integration, and its 
effectiveness in preparing students for real-world business challenges. 

Stanford Graduate School of Business Case: "Design Thinking in Action" (2020) 
 This case study focuses on how Stanford GSB integrated design thinking principles into its curriculum. It 

examines the methods used, challenges faced, and the outcomes in terms of students' problem-solving abilities and 
adaptability. 

INSEAD Case: "INSEAD's MBA Curriculum Redesign" (2019) 
 INSEAD underwent a significant redesign of its MBA curriculum to enhance its relevance to the dynamic 

business environment. This case study discusses the motivations behind the redesign, the changes implemented, and 
the impact on students' preparedness for industry challenges. 

MIT Sloan School of Management Case: "Action Learning at MIT Sloan" (2021) 
MIT Sloan's case on action learning provides insights into how the school incorporated hands-on, experiential learning 
into its curriculum. It explores the types of action learning projects, student engagement, and the implications for 
industry relevance. 
Wharton School Case: "Wharton Innovation and Entrepreneurship" (2017) 
 This case study examines how the Wharton School integrated innovation and entrepreneurship into its 
curriculum. It explores the strategies employed, the role of faculty, and the outcomes in terms of fostering an 
entrepreneurial mindset among students. 
 

3. PUBLIC BIAS 
 
Perceptions and biases regarding Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) programs versus Doctor of Business 

Administration (DBA) programs can vary among employers, and even within academic and professional communities. 
While it's essential to recognize that individual opinions may differ, here are some general considerations that may 
contribute to potential biases: 

 
Academic vs. Professional Orientation: 

Ph.D. Bias: Ph.D. programs are often perceived as having a more academic and research-oriented focus. Some 
individuals may view Ph.D. graduates as experts in theory and scholarly research, particularly suitable for academic 
roles. 

DBA Bias: DBA programs, with their emphasis on applied research and practical skills, may be perceived as 
more aligned with professional development. Graduates may be seen as having a practical understanding of business 
challenges and solutions. 
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Career Pathways: 
Ph.D. Bias: Ph.D. graduates are often associated with careers in academia, research institutions, or think tanks. 

Some may perceive these individuals as being more geared towards scholarly contributions. 
DBA Bias: DBA graduates may be viewed as having a direct impact on industry due to their focus on practical 

applications. The perception could be that they are better suited for leadership roles in business or consulting. 
 

Research Contribution: 
Ph.D. Bias: There might be a perception that Ph.D. graduates contribute more significantly to the advancement 

of theoretical knowledge within their respective fields. 
DBA Bias: DBA graduates may be seen as contributors to solving practical business problems and making 

immediate impacts on organizational strategies. 
 

Program Duration and Format: 
Ph.D. Bias: Ph.D. programs are often perceived as longer and more traditional, involving full-time research and 

coursework. Some may consider this a rigorous and comprehensive academic journey. 
DBA Bias: DBA programs, especially those designed for working professionals, might be viewed as more 

accessible and adaptable due to part-time or executive formats. 
 

Employer Perspectives: 
Ph.D. Bias: Certain employers, particularly in academia and research institutions, may prefer hiring Ph.D. 

graduates for roles that require a strong foundation in theoretical research and teaching. 
DBA Bias: Employers in corporate settings may appreciate the practical skills and industry-focused research 

expertise that DBA graduates bring to leadership and decision-making roles. 
 

Program Recognition: 
Ph.D. Bias: Ph.D. programs, especially those from prestigious institutions, may enjoy a high level of recognition 

and credibility in academic and research circles. 
DBA Bias: DBA programs may vary in terms of recognition, and biases could exist based on the reputation of the 
specific program. 

4. FUTURE OF BUSINESS DOCTORAL EDUCATION 

Global challenges and trends 
 Exploring global challenges and trends, our study incorporates case studies highlighting responses to 
globalization, cultural diversity, and adaptable learning models (global education trends, 2021)." 
 
Collaboration in doctoral programs 
 Case studies on successful collaborative initiatives (international collaboration journal, 2018) will guide 
our analysis of how partnerships enhance the overall quality and relevance of doctoral education." 
 
Program enhancement strategies 
 Proposing strategies for enhancing Ph.D. And DBA programs, our study draws on case studies offering 
practical insights into fostering innovation, improving curriculum design, and strengthening industry ties 
(Educational Excellence Journal, 2022). 
 
Academic orientation and business relevance 
 Real-life case studies, like the Relevance Insights Quarterly (2019) report, will contribute to our 
assessment of academic orientation and business relevance, ensuring a balance between theoretical knowledge and 
practical application. 
 
Adaptive education and innovation 
 Drawing on case studies of innovative education practices (future education trends, 2023), our analysis 
will explore how doctoral programs embrace adaptive learning platforms, innovative teaching methods, and 
emerging technologies for a future-ready education. 

 
5. CONCLUSION 
 

In conclusion, the comprehensive comparative analysis and examination of real-life case studies have yielded 
valuable insights into the distinct strengths and areas for improvement within Ph.D. and DBA programs. The synthesis 
of these findings provides a nuanced understanding of the unique contributions and challenges associated with each 
program type. 

 
The investigation into Ph.D. programs revealed a strong emphasis on theoretical research and academic 
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contributions. The strengths lie in the depth of theoretical knowledge, rigorous research methodologies, and the 
potential for significant scholarly impact. However, areas for improvement include the potential misalignment 
between research outcomes and practical applications in real-world business contexts. 

 
On the other hand, the scrutiny of DBA programs showcased their practical orientation, addressing the immediate 

needs of industries through applied research and actionable insights. The strengths of DBA programs include a focus 
on industry relevance, the integration of real-world projects, and the cultivation of practical skills among graduates. 
Nevertheless, areas for improvement may involve enhancing the depth of theoretical grounding and ensuring that 
applied research maintains a strong foundation in academic rigor. 

 
The comparative analysis underscores the importance of recognizing the complementary nature of Ph.D. and DBA 

programs. While Ph.D. programs contribute significantly to advancing theoretical knowledge and academic 
scholarship, DBA programs excel in producing practitioner-scholars capable of directly influencing industry practices. 

 
The study's findings further emphasize the need for ongoing collaboration and dialogue between academia and 

industry to bridge the gap between theoretical research and practical applications. Recommendations derived from the 
comparative analysis provide actionable insights for enhancing both Ph.D. and DBA programs, fostering a more 
holistic approach to doctoral education in business. 

 
In essence, this study contributes to the continuous improvement of Ph.D. and DBA programs by shedding 

light on their respective strengths, challenges, and opportunities. It serves as a valuable resource for educators, 
policymakers, and industry professionals seeking to navigate the dynamic landscape of doctoral education in business, 
promoting a balanced and adaptive approach to meet the evolving needs of both academia and industry. 

 
 Discussing practical implications, this study offers actionable insights informed by real-life case studies. 
Recommendations aim to inform strategic decisions that enhance the overall quality, relevance, and sustainability of 
business doctoral education. 
 
 Proposing avenues for future research, this study suggests directions based on real-life case studies. 
Identifying gaps and emerging trends, our recommendations contribute to the ongoing discourse, encouraging 
continuous improvement and innovation in business doctoral education. 
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