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Peter Waiswa argues that joint PhD programmes benefit not just African research but also global science.

SPLIT-SITE DOCTORATES BUILD
RESEARCH CAPACITY INAFRICA

University partnerships that let PhD students split their time between two
countries and keep jobs at home have many benefits. By Rachel Nuwer

eter Waiswa was working as an

assistant district health officer and

a physician for Uganda’s Ministry

of Health when he heard about an

intriguing opportunity: a chance to
earnaPhDinpublichealth throughajoint pro-
gramme sponsored by Makerere University
in Kampala and the Karolinska Institute in
Stockholm. The programme, funded pri-
marily by the Swedish government’s Inter-
national Development Cooperation Agency,
aimed to support Uganda’s development by
investing in a new generation of scientists.
“Most PhDs focus ontheindividual, butin this
programme, the focus was on building insti-
tutional capacity at Makerere,” Waiswa says.
“The research you do was also meant to be

aligned to national development priorities.”
The opportunity to gain exposure to a new
culture and education system appealed to
Waiswa, who already had a master’s degree
in public health.In 2006, he applied and was
accepted. He spent three months ineach year
of the four-year programme in Sweden, and
worked jointly with one Ugandan and two
Swedish supervisors to hone his doctoral
research on health systems and policy in
Africa. His intention, Waiswa says, was always
toremaininUgandaand contribute to his coun-
try’s science and public-health programmes.
While enrolled, he got a job with Makerere
University, where he founded and now coor-
dinates the Centre of Excellence for Mater-
nal Newborn & Child Health, which aims
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to promote evidence-based policymaking
and health-care interventions for mothers
and newborns in Uganda and neighbouring
countries. Still a visiting researcher at the
Karolinska Institute, he publishes at least a
dozen papers each year, supervises several
master’sand PhD students at Makerere and has
broughtin more than 30 grants totalling more
than US$20 million. Waiswa'’s affiliation with
the Karolinska, the experience he gained in
Sweden and hisinternational professional net-
work have all helped him to achieve personal
success, hesays, and have benefited Makerere
and Uganda more generally, too.

“Do these programmes advance Africa’s
agenda? I think they do,” Waiswa says.

Most African universities have plenty of staff
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with master’s-level qualifications but fewwitha
PhD, says Pauline Essah, director of researchand
programmes at Education Sub Saharan Africa
(ESSA), a non-profit organization registered
in the United Kingdom and Ghana that pro-
motes high-quality education in sub-Saharan
Africa. The continent needs another one million
doctoralscholarsto catch up with the interna-
tional average for researchers per capita (see
go.nature.com/3ixvjyt), and Africa’s dearth of
PhD holders is already creating a bottleneck
in training new scholars to fill this need. “Uni-
versities are where you should be generating
knowledge and coming up with solutions to
major problems, but we are massively short” of
the expertise needed, Essah says. “Economies
and countriesin Africa suffer asaresult.”

That’s where split-site PhD programmes
such asthe one Waiswa participatedincanbe
crucial. By “tappinginto expertise, mentorship
and supervision from outside the continent”,
such programmes can help to “get our PhD
numbers up to the level where they’re even-
tually self-sufficient,” Essah says.

These programmes usually aim to build
overall research capacity in Africa because,
by design, they encourage students to stay in
theirhome countries and get an academic, civil
society or governmentjob that allows themto
conduct locally relevant research. “We don’t
remove people fromtheir home setting by put-
tingtheminthe US or UK for afew years, by the
end of whichthey're estranged fromtheir home
environment,” says Stefan Swartling Peterson,
a physician and global-health researcher at
the Karolinska Institute, who was Waiswa’s
PhD supervisor.

The institute, Waiswa points out, also ben-
efits from the partnership. Its faculty mem-
bersareabletobringinextrafunding through
joint proposals with Makerere colleagues, and
Karolinskaacademics and students can easily
collaborate with Makerere scholars and obtain
access to field sites in Uganda. “Their profes-
sors and students get exposure to real-world
issues,” Waiswa says. The partnership has also
improved the Karolinska’s “credibility and vis-
ibility and impact, especially in global health”.

Despite the pluses for both sides, there are
not enough of these programmes to meet
demand in Africa, and those that do exist tend
tobetethered tothe funding whims of Western
governments or institutions. New split-site PhD
programmes that Sweden was developing with
Rwanda and Tanzania, for example, are now
“onthe choppingblock”, Peterson says, owing
tonational budget cuts. But failure to support
Africa’s ability to conduct research and inno-
vate on its own is short-sighted, he says, and
will cost the world more in the long run.

No single model

Split-site PhDs are sometimes referred to as
joint, double or sandwich degrees, and every
programme is different. Some are aimed at
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recent master’s graduates, whereas others are
specifically designed for university academics
or government employees who do not have
a PhD. In some split-site programmes, those
who already have a professional position can
keep theirjob, increasing the chances that they
will remainin their country after graduating.

Although these programmes are usually
supported by Westerngovernments, organiza-
tions or universities, they are often established
by researchers from partner institutions who
are already working together, or academics
with knowledge of both countries involved.
Bernt Lindtjgrn, a public-health researcher
at the University of Bergen in Norway, chose
Hawassa University in Ethiopia as the focus
for a joint programme that he helped to
establish at Bergen (one now funded by the
Norwegian government) because hewasborn
in Ethiopia and had worked there as a physi-
cian. Likewise, Peterson helped to launch the
collaboration between Makerere University
and the Karolinska Institute after conducting
research at Makerere himself.

Somessplit-site PhDsresultinajoint degree
conferred by both partner universities; others
award a PhD from one institution. There is

“Joint programmes should
beimplementedinall
universitiesin Africa.

We need more of them.”

no standardized formula for what the pro-
grammes themselves entail. Some require
equal time to be spent at both institutions,
whereas othersinvolve ashorter stint abroad
totake afew courses, access resources —such
as laboratories, libraries and computational
facilities — and analyse results. Some don’t
require African students to travel at all, and
instead send academics from the partner
institution to Africaor make courses available
online.

Women, especially, can benefit from pro-
grammes that do not involve a heavy travel
component, Essah says, because long periods
away from their families might discourage
them from applying in the first place. Some
of the split-site programmes that Essah was
involved in setting up and running from
2009 to 2018, involving the University of
Cambridge, UK, and several African univer-
sities, included an optional mid-programme
break forwomen with young children. “That’s
another plane ticket you have to purchase, but
itensures women who have caregiving duties
cango and see how their children and families
are doing,” she says.

Hiwot Abera Areru says she chosetoenrolin
the split-site PhD programme in public health
at Hawassa University — where she is now
an assistant professor — and the University
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of Bergen, specifically because of the lim-
ited time she would be required to spend in
Norway. “I was in the middle of establishing
my own family,” she says. “I preferred this joint
PhDbecause of the prestigiousness of the Uni-
versity of Bergen over local universities, but
also because it would have been difficult for
meto go totally abroad.”

Areruspentjust two monthsin Norway, but
thanks to the relationships she made there,
she’s now undertaking a joint postdoc, also
split between Hawassa and Bergen. “Joint
programmes should be implemented in all
universities in Africa,” Areru says. “We need
more of them, especially for females who need
tobe near their families but also want to fulfil
their career ambitions.”

Obstacles to success

Split PhD programmes are not without short-
comings. For starters, few of them exist.
Often, says Essah, organizations “would rather
fund three master’s-level scholarships than
fundaPhD”.

It canbe difficult, too, to find those split-site
PhD programmes that do exist. No centralized
database compiles or compares them, so
potential students often depend on word of
mouth or their own initiative. Essah and her
colleagues at ESSA are trying to fill this gap
withascholarship hubthat lists vetted oppor-
tunities for African students, including split-
site PhDs. The news organization Al-Fanar
Media compiles asimilar list of opportunities
opento students in North African countries.

Students who wish to enrol in one of these
programmes usually need to attend an African
university that specifically offers such a part-
nership, although some exceptions do exist.
Forexample, the UK Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office sponsors split-site
scholarships for PhD students from low- or
middle-income countries thatare members of
the Commonwealth of Nations —including 20
in Africa —to conduct research for 12 months
ata UK university.

Limitations exist, too, in the type of PhDs
offered on these programmes. Usually, they
focus onaddressing social needs, meaning that
opportunities are more plentiful in fields such
as public health, agriculture and engineering
thanin, say, astronomy, particle physics or
wildlife biology. Language can also limit the
scope of classes that PhD students can take,
Waiswa says. Academics at the Karolinska Insti-
tute, forexample, taught public-health classes
inEnglishbut most other subjects in Swedish.

The logistics can be daunting as well. It’s
usually up to studentsto find their own super-
visorsatbothlocations, and they canalso face
difficultiesintryingto meet the requirements
oftwo cultures and institutions. “Sometimes,
you wind up doing more work than other stu-
dents,” Waiswa says.

Some split-site PhDs require faculty
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The idea of a PhD with just a short stint in Bergen, Norway, appealed to Hiwot Abera Areru.

members at African universities to continue
teaching while they pursue their doctorate,
and these programmes might not provide any
extra funding, on top of their salary, to cover
living expenses. Often, in such cases, “PhDs
are not completed in time because the candi-
dates can’t focus just on their research,” says
Beate Schindler-Kovats, director of the Nairobi
office of the German Academic Exchange
Service. Schindler-Kovats sees just three or
four applications per year for split-site PhDs
inGermany, she says, because “theincentives
are not good enough” to compete with just
doing a PhD abroad.

Academics who want to create split-site PhD
programmes frequently face challenges, too.
Trying to geteveryone on the same page about
academic credits and scholarly standards is
“atotal nightmare”, says Dan Haydon, direc-
tor of the Glasgow Centre for International
Development at the University of Glasgow,
UK. Haydon and his colleagues in the School
of Biodiversity, One Health and Veterinary
Medicine tried for years to set up a split-site
master’s programme with an African univer-
sity but were ultimately unsuccessful. Unless
an external funder steps in, he says, Western
universities are usually reluctant toinvest time
and effortin creatingaprogramme that won't
beamajorsource ofincomeintheshortterm.

Quality-control concerns can also be an
issue. The University of Bergen, for example,
pushed back at first on Lindtjgrn’s idea of
conferring a degree jointly with an Ethiopian
university, because administrators at Bergen
could not directly control standards at the
partnerinstitution. Lindtjgrn reassured them
that graduates would have to satisfy all the

requirements of any Norwegian institution.
“It'sthesame, identical game, and thereby we
kept the quality,” he says.

Others have found more-creative
workarounds. Tom Kawula, director of the
Paul G. Allen School for Global Health at
Washington State University in Pullman,
pushed for six years to set up a joint PhD
programme in biomedical sciences with the
University of Nairobi, but struggled to get
around the “roadblock” of having to make a
one-to-one comparison between courses in
the United States and Kenya, he says. The solu-
tionfinally arrived when he and his colleagues
realized that rather than requiring a “specific
checklist” of perfectly transferable courses,
they couldinstead focus onscholarly outputs,
suchastherequirement that students publish
two first-author papers in high-quality jour-
nals. “That was the biggest break in the dam,”
hesays, and the joint programmeis now set to
launchin August.

Reciprocal benefits

Split-site PhDs are often touted as a way to
prevent the brain drain in Africa, but the
goal shouldn’t be to make sure every student
returns home, Essah says. “Sometimes dias-
poraAfricansaregivenahardtimeandaretold
‘You should be back in Africa,” she says. “But
therealityis, we cannotallbe in Africa, andit’s
apersonal choice.”

Sometimes, other factors make the choice
for scientists. Eskindir Loha Shumbullo, for
example, is an Ethiopian scholar who got his
PhDin epidemiology at the University of Ber-
genin2013. Hereturned to hisjob at Hawassa
University, where he helped to launch the
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split PhD programme with Bergen. But when
ethnic-based violence broke out in Ethiopia
in 2018, Eskindir was forced to look for a job
abroad.He ended up back at the University of
Bergenasapostdoc. “This postdoc positionis
kind of downgrading my status,” he says. “But
I came to Norway for the sake of peace.”

Nosingle organization seemsto track what
happens tosplit-site PhD scholars throughout
their careers, which is something Essah says
needs to change. “A lot of this data and infor-
mationisjust sitting on funders’ computers,”
shesays. However, anecdotal numbers suggest
that these programmes do seem to be effec-
tive at building and retaining talent in Africa.
Waiswa says thatabout 90% of the 34 scholars
who graduated from his programme remained
inUganda, and almost all of the 100-plus split-
site PhDs and postdocs that Essah supported
through the University of Cambridge’s pro-
grammes are back in Africa. Most are con-
ducting research, Essah says, and some have
become heads of departments, faculties or
universities.

More Western universities and governments
should recognize, too, that the benefits of
these programmes are about more than the
individual researchers themselves, Haydon
says. Such partnerships foster opportunities
for collaborative research that will advance
knowledge and solve problemsin and beyond
Africa. “This isn’t a charitable thing, this is
about getting the research doneright,” Haydon
says. “Therewards are absolutely massive, and
it’s really sad that it’s so hard for university
managers to see that.”

There are signs that Africa is starting to
take the lead in establishing and supporting
these partnerships. In 2015, a coalition of
African governments created the Regional
Scholarship and Innovation Fund, which sup-
ports split-site PhD programmes aimed at
training high-quality doctoral students and
raising the calibre of African research. As the
first pan-African science fund of its kind, it
exemplifies the continent’s increasing com-
mitment to fostering growth and development
through science and innovation. “African gov-
ernments are seeing the need for PhD-level
expertise,” Essah says.

The fund, which receives support from
the World Bank and some countries outside
Africa, for now focuses on five priority areas:
food security; energy; mining, mineral and
materials engineering; informationand com-
puter technology; and climate change. Since
2018, it has supported more than 250 African
scholarsin science, technology, engineering
and mathematics, and thousands more have
applied — atestament, Essah says, totheinter-
estinthese programmesand “thereality” that
the world needs more of them.

Rachel Nuwer is a freelance writer based in
New York City.
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