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Should you get a Doctor of Science or a Doctor of Philosophy?  
Recently, Rocky Mountain University of Health Professions (RMUoHP) has received various inquiries from potential students concern-
ing the difference between the Doctor of Science (DSc) and Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree designators. To assist individuals in 
developing a more informative understanding of why RMUoHP awards the DSc degree, we offer the following insights from an article 
published in Studies in Higher Education. 

The Doctor of Science (DSc) degree is awarded in recognition of contribution to knowledge in a particular subject or discipline. It is a 
terminal degree that focuses on developing research professionals vs professional researchers (as with the PhD).  While PhD research 
is related to a topic within a field of study, the DSc aims at making a contribution to the knowledge of professional practice. Therefore 
DSc research is applied research or an original investigation performed to produce new knowledge with practical intentions and objec-
tives. An individual pursuing a DSc degree would conduct research related to their own field of professional practice. Examples of this 
include: an athletic trainer testing the efficacy of the Functional Movement Screen (FMS) to predict or prevent injury in various 
athletic populations, a physical therapist researching return to play guidelines for an Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) rehabilitation 
program or an exercise professional testing the efficacy of two different resistance training programs on muscle hypertrophy.  

DSc clinical inquiry begins with a problem in professional practice that needs investigation and resolution, while the starting point for 
the PhD is a perceived gap in the literature. Both degrees integrate theory and practice, but the DSc intends to make a research-based 
contribution to professional practice while the PhD contributes to theory, expanding the physical laws or rules of reasoning around 
existing theory. As such, admission to a DSc degree program routinely requires experience in clinical practice while professional expe-
rience is not normally required for PhD programs. 

In summary both the DSc and PhD are terminal academic degrees.  The major difference between a DSc and PhD is the research focus. 
The PhD degree aligns with making significant original contributions to knowledge in a particular discipline while the DSc degree aligns 
the original contribution with knowledge of professional practice. Both achieve the degree requirements through an approved 
curriculum and research dissertation. 

Characteristic Doctor of Science Doctor of Philosophy
Career Focus Develop research professionals Develop professional researchers

Domain of Research Topic
Research contribution to 
professional practice

Research any topic within field of study

Research Type Applied Basic

Research Focus Topics related to professional practice
Perceived gaps in the literature 
of a subject matter

Research Starting Point
Problem in professional practice that 
needs investigation and resolution

Literature review to identify a gap

Intended Learning Outcomes
Original contribution to knowledge 
of professional practice

Original contribution to knowledge 
in particular discipline

Integration of Theory and Practice
Making research-based contribution 
to professional practice

Making contribution to theory, 
expanding the physical laws/rules of 
existing theory
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