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Definition: A doctoral student is one undertaking the highest level of university study, leading to a
doctoral qualification (of which the traditional and most common form is the PhD), that typically
requires they demonstrate a significant contribution to knowledge and their own preparedness to
undertake independent research. Crisis in this entry is taken to be a time of great difficulty or a time
when a difficult or important decision must be made. In the context of doctoral students, a crisis
often brings a threat to the completion of the doctorate.

Keywords: doctoral student wellbeing; doctoral student mental health; supervisory relationship;
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1. Introduction

An academic doctoral journey is a long one, typically lasting a minimum of three
years if study is fulltime, and often much longer. The pathway is overseen by one or more
academics, known in the UK as ‘supervisors’ (and elsewhere as advisors, mentors, directors,
promotors...). Despite considerable attention in recent years, global completion rates
remain stubbornly low; recent evidence showed that in many jurisdictions, approximately
50% of students who begin a doctoral programme do not successfully complete their
degree, and a further significant proportion fail to do so in a timely manner [1,2]. Attrition
rates for students studying doctoral programmes online are even higher than students
who attend on-campus courses [1,3]. This situation is clearly one of considerable concern
to the students involved, as well as to institutions and supervisors. For many students,
withdrawal from a doctoral programme is preceded by a period of crisis; the objective
of this entry is to review what is known about the circumstances in which such crises
arise, and how such crises may be either pre-empted or addressed. ‘Student in crisis” here
is contrasted with student wellbeing, defined as a state of being comfortable, healthy, or
happy—a much broader concept than in-the-moment happiness. The method adopted
is addressed in the Supplementary Material. While much of the materials is necessarily
addressed and interpreted with a UK lens, the literature drawn on is international.

Globally, there has recently been a proliferation of doctoral routes to include more
occupation- and professional-focusingdoctorates, an expansion in the modes of study,
widening the natures of doctoral cohorts to include more non-traditional doctoral students,
widening purposes for doctoral study as many Higher Education doctoral systems move
away from traditional preparation for academic careers towards multiple purposes that also
meet the demands of new industry /university partnerships and by governments perceiving
a need to develop specialist knowledge to build advanced knowledge economies [4]; there
is an associated expansion of likely destinations for doctoral graduates, with a small
proportion only eventually graduating from doctoral study into tenured academic posts [5].
Each of these changes brings with it an expansion of the range and nature of challenges
that students might face in their pursuit of successful doctoral completion—and they also
bring a broadening of the responsibilities typically expected of supervision teams [1].

All doctoral students invest considerable time, energy and money in their study, so
that non-completion, or even the risk of it, at whatever stage, is likely to be a major outcome
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for them—and delayed completion also often brings financial or professional stress. In
this entry, authors review the variety of adverse personal, professional or academic cir-
cumstances that can develop during doctoral study and eventually threaten the successful
and timely completion of a doctorate. Authors analyse the evidence around constructive
responses to such challenges, ways in which supervisors and others involved in doctoral
student support might respond so as to pre-empt a full-blown crisis, and discuss the litera-
ture focused on valid responses to a crisis stage if that does eventually materialise. Authors
point to evidence of a critical role for the monitoring of student progress and wellbeing
well before crisis is reached. In any such crisis, or even potential crisis situation, and in
contrast to much of the influential literature [6], the role of the supervisor typically extends
well beyond the academic and into a pastoral responsibility [7,8].

Whatever the source, a crisis often has the potential to impact students’” mental,
emotional and physical wellbeing, as well as on their academic progress, and vice versa, in
a vicious circle [9-11]. Interviews reported by UKCGE [12] suggest that not all supervisors
have a natural aptitude for, let alone are equipped for, offering pastoral support. However,
their respondents widely supported ‘at least some expectation’ that supervisors should
persistently be aware of, and if necessary, sensitively probe the pastoral needs and the
mental health and wellbeing of the doctoral student, with a consensus that supervisors
need to supervise ‘the person as well as a project’. While this is consistent with earlier
findings from Gower and Owen [1,13], one participant in [12] made the helpful distinction
between ‘pastoral care’, which might exceed reasonable expectations of a supervisor, and a
‘pastoral approach’ to supervision: ‘Supervisors are not trained to provide mental health
support but being able to deal compassionately with students and being approachable and
supportive is often important. Supervisors are a key point of contact often viewed as a
mentor. Supervisors should then be able to direct students to appropriate support—so
need to be aware of this’ (p. 11). That report also cites evidence that mental health training
for supervisors was, in 2022 in the UK, widely accepted as an increasingly important
aspect of supervisor education: all participants agreed that supervisors have a ‘monitoring
and signposting’ role, and authors show below that those two roles of monitoring and
signposting underpin much of the literature around supporting students in or near crisis.

In the UK and elsewhere, a large number of Higher Education staff, in a variety of
academic, administrative and support roles, already provide support for psychological
distress as part of their role, though most have not been trained to do so [14]. Universities
should ensure that all staff have access to appropriate mental health awareness training,
and should encourage staff to complete that once it is available [14,15]. Within the literature
in recent years and in the above context of expanding the nature, structures, modes and
purposes of doctoral study, there has been a range of evidence that the role of the doctoral
supervisor in the twenty-first century is multifaceted as supervisors face the imperative
to be mentors, trainers, supporters, critics and fellow researchers [8,16] There is also a
highlighted need for supervisors to develop capacity to handle students’ personal issues
and problems that often adversely affect the pursuit of research studies [17].

Throughout the discussion, it is important to remember that while many doctoral
practices are becoming global in nature [1], doctoral experiences are always contextualised
and enculturated, reflecting national systems, institutional practices, and students” and
supervisors’ personal and academic backgrounds [9,18]. Inclusion and equity issues relating
to national, cultural and other diversity add further complexity and richness to the picture
in any one location, and can themselves be sources of considerable stress [9].

2. Personal Threats to Doctoral Student Thriving

So what are the sources of such stress? Barry et al. [19] report that challenges such
as personal, professional and career development during a doctoral journey can lead
to psychological distress and poor completion time. Personal challenges might arise
from problematic interactions with the academic or home community, with supervisors,
financial issues, while issues in developing a researcherly identity can, in turn, undermine
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doctoral or professional progression. Threats to the thriving of doctoral students, then,
occur from a number of directions—personal, professional and academic. The literature
offers several typologies of such challenges [19-21]. In terms of personal issues, students
might embark on their doctoral studies with an underlying physical or mental health
condition that develops further—or the nature of doctoral study might exacerbate that
condition [2,22]. There is widespread evidence that the doctoral student population is
significantly more stressed than the undergraduate study population, and such threats
need active management if they not to become overwhelming [19,23,24]. Recent years,
including those affected by the COVID-19 global pandemic, have spawned worrying high
levels of such stress: for example, Ryan et al. [25] in Australia cite evidence that their higher
degree research students experienced relatively high rates of psychological distress, and
indeed, Moss et al. [15] in England showed 70% of their postgraduate research student
sample were experiencing symptoms of mild to severe psychological distress. They used
multiple regression to show that lower levels of wellbeing were associated with higher
levels of distress and lower levels of help-seeking behaviours, so that such students often
find themselves in downward negative spirals.

Postgraduate research students appear to be even more vulnerable than undergradu-
ates in these areas; such students in [15,26] reported higher levels of psychological distress
compared with sample undergraduate students, after adjusting for age, sex, and previous
diagnoses of a mental health problem, as well as mental health literacy (p < 0.05 for each
comparison). No significant differences were observed between the groups for help-seeking
characteristics or wellbeing. Postgraduate researchers may not be accessing appropriate
help and have been shown to be particularly vulnerable at the start of the academic year [15].
Of course, it is important for universities to develop strategies to ameliorate such issues. In
the study analysed in [25], higher degree research students from an Australian research-
intensive university suggested four key areas in which their wellbeing might be improved,
centred around culture and community, support services, supervisors and supervision prac-
tices, and peer engagement and networking; these areas are further explored below. The
authors critique and add to typologies of ‘doctoral challenges’ developed elsewhere [19-21],
suggesting that students are likely to benefit from a whole-of-university approach that
supports wellbeing [27], and also from a research culture that values wellbeing, whatever
the career stage of the researcher [15].

Barry et al. [19] identify external or personal challenges as key additions to common
typologies of doctoral students’ challenges [20,21] These include major life events, such as
planning a wedding, a bereavement or a relationship breakdown, employment demands,
relocation and dealing with doctorate-independent health-related issues. These are outside
of the normal range of academic concerns, immediately raising questions of appropriate
boundaries and, indeed, supervisor expertise [7,28]. Parker-Jenkins suggests that all su-
pervisors should aim to develop relationships that support the sharing of major personal
issuesinsofar as affecting academic progress; however, in such relationships, it is very often
that detailed and prolonged discussion is inappropriate and unhelpful. In cases of severe
impact on the ability to study, supervisors might need to suggest or invoke institutional
structures, such as an interruption of study, to address the issue [10].

Women doctoral students can often experience particular personal challenges to their
doctoral thriving, including those arising from pregnancy, childcare or other care, and home
or receiving cultural constraints that marginalise them [2,29,30]. Supervisor sensitivity to,
and such possibilities, and institutional support for parental/carer leave or other provision
can begin to address such issues, but peer support can also make a big difference [30],
including to student confidence and identity, as discussed below.

Other important threats to doctoral thriving are not always obvious. Enabling doctoral
students to have a sense of belonging [31-33] is important as the doctoral journey can
be very lonely; the often individual nature of doctoral study might lead to a sense of
isolation [34]. For international students in particular, there could be a challenge of cultural
novelty, and stress arising from cultural and contextual, including social and religious,
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diversity, especially over the sustained period of doctoral study [35,36] It is important
for those in contact with postgraduate research students to understand what kinds of
challenges might be attributable to cultural factors, and what eto academic, sociological
or other factors, as well as how to address them [37]. A necessary part of any solution is
likely to be the development of a robust researcherly identity [31,38]. Approaches that have
been shown to support the addressing of issues around belonging, identity or the isolation
that can be prevalent among the range of doctoral students, but particularly those new to a
culture or context, include the establishment of academic support and collaboration peer
groups [39], encouraging students to join appropriate networks [39,40] and finding ways to
develop and support doctoral student inclusion in the local research culture [16,32].

The range of such challenges is thought to be often exacerbated in online doctor-
ates. Studebaker and Curtis [3] cite evidence that reduced social integration is one of the
key factors associated with high student attrition in doctoral study, and that is harder
to achieve online, and yet, creating and maintaining positive peer and supervisor rela-
tionships are essential aspects of doctoral persistence. The authors cite evidence that as
participation in online doctoral programs increases, student retention and completion rates
decrease [41]. The literature suggests that the physical distance experienced by students and
the corresponding challenges of building relationships with supervisors and other doctoral
students serve to undermine persistence and, consequently, retention in online doctoral
study [42—44]. However, cohort approaches, consistency across structures of modules, and
even comparatively limited in-person interactions, such as a one-week summer school early
in the program, can each contribute significantly to building relationship and community;,
and so support students through challenges of identity and belonging [2,3,31,33,36].

In a related area, affective issues, such as imposter syndrome, can be a considerable
threat to student wellbeing and so to academic effectiveness [45—47]. There is, of course,
a proper place for academic humility [48,49], but as Devine and Hunter [37] suggest,
“supportive supervision and the ability for doctoral students to be themselves’ should
reduce doctoral student emotional exhaustion and self-presentation behaviours, thus
leading to better student outcomes” (p. 1). Again, peer and supervisor interactions, as well
as emerging tangible success, such as positively received writing assignments, seminar or
conference presentations, and other symptoms of productive participation in a research
community, can be critical to addressing the related issues [16,20,24,32,50]

Work-life balance can be also an issue for candidates, and there is some evidence
that it is a factor in both reduced mental wellbeing [14,23,51] and non- or delayed comple-
tion [19,23]. The research policy literature evidences concerns about the potential impact of
current academic working conditions on doctoral students’, as well as academics’, mental
health [26]. Jacklin et al. [52], in their UK study, evaluated organizational characteristics re-
lating to doctoral students that predict the quality of mental health, suggesting that stressed
work—family interface; high employment demands, including limited work autonomy;
poor supervisory relationship, limited team decision-making culture; and perceptions of a
career likely to be outside academia were significantly linked with mental health problems.

Doctoral studies inevitably bring a significant financial commitment since they are
likely to represent the equivalent of fulltime participation over a period of at least three
years. Studies from a range of jurisdictions testify to the stress that financial concerns can
bring [53-56], so it is important that arrangements are in place before the commencement
of study. There are often good reasons for doctoral students to seek additional employment
during their studies [57,58], including of course financialbut such work needs to be limited
if it is not to have significant impact on research progress [59].

Such issues often require a variety of routes totheir addressing; students should
be educated to be made aware of routes to locate the support available [25,36,60], but
equally, many responses depend on having established a trusting student-supervisor
relationship that goes beyond academic [28], the communication of lower-key interventions
that can give the student ‘breathing space’ to resolve issues, or the establishment of coping
mechanisms, for example the suspension or interruption of study [61-63]. For their part, it is
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important that supervisory teams are able to discern appropriate boundaries to supervisor
relationships and limitations to their role and expertise [7,28].

3. Professional/Occupational Threats to Doctoral Thriving

Doctoral students have often brought an aspiration for a new career, or for career
enhancement, and that awareness, or its frustration, can become an issue in their wellbeing
and/or doctoral progression [64]. As above, supervisors might have limited knowledge or
capacity to fully support related development, especially as the proliferation in purposes
and focus of doctoral studies [65] means many doctoral students no longer aspire to an
academic career, and, whether planned or not, most doctoral candidates will end up
working outside academia [17,66—68]. This is another area where signposting to wider
sources of information and support may well be an appropriate response.

Part-time doctoral students in particular are under significant pressure, because in
addition to academic and personal issues they are likely to be juggling parenting or pro-
fessional responsibilities. It is also the case that increasingly, nominally ‘fulltime” doctoral
students are undertaking significant paid work, because of funding issues or a perceived
need to build a wider portfolio of skills and experiences in order to access valued post-
doctoral opportunities [17,65,67]. There might be particular professional-related pressures
on women [22,69,70]. Such threats cane be played out somewhat differently in professional
doctorates, which from their start aim to make contributions to both the profession and
to academic knowledge—though again, the related issues can play out differentially by
gender [71,72].

4. Academic Challenges

Doctoral studies are inherently challenging [50,73]. Whatever challenges a doctoral
student faces on a personal or professional front, those might initially be discussed with a
sympathetic supervisor, but should they reach significant proportions, the student either
needs time away from the doctorate or to access expert support—or both. In either case,
the supervisor has a limited role to play [7,28]. Benmore [7] argues that the relational
aspects of supervision are critical to shaping how supervisors construct and negotiate
both time and cognitive development throughout a doctoral journey. The duties of a
doctoral supervisor therefore combine academic and intellectual challenge, support and
guidance with appropriate pastoral care. Unless skilfully handled, there is the potential
for supervisors to become inappropriately emotionally involved with their students. One
solution is for preparation and training programs for doctoral supervisors to contain a
pastoral skills component [74].

Academic progress is of course a key concern for doctoral students. Nor is academic
progress independent of affective or psychological challenges; Barry et al. [19] show that
doctoral students who self-reported lagging behind or accelerating beyond their study
schedule showed significantly higher incidence of mental and emotional stress than those
who reported conforming with the planned indicators of progress. Academic challenges,
though are firmly in the realm of the supervisory team, at least initially. One key re-
sponsibility of the supervisor is to be aware of the complementary sources of support
available to the student [27,75], such as academic writing centres, libraries, research train-
ing courses, etc. [47,76-78], and also pathways to accessing greater support—or sometimes
challenge—when academic progress is not developing as it should [78]. For many students,
cohort group meetings appear to be particularly beneficial [79-81]. These can take a variety
of formats and have a variety of compositions, but the benefits appear to stem from both
identity work and access to a variety of experiences and information. Of particular note is
the ‘thesis group meeting’ of a range of doctoral students with shared supervisor(s) [82].
Such structures can all serve to diffuse challenges and to pre-empt students reaching crisis
point.

Before any challenge-ameliorative action comes into play, there are critical roles for
discerning appropriate initial selection or recruitment [83-86], and for the ongoing, and
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honest, monitoring of progress [87,88]. While progress is unlikely to be linear, and indeed
is often ‘bumpy’ and opaque [89], monitoring is a critical aspect of doctoral work. Self- and
peer-monitoring can both be productive [87,90,91], and the thrust of the responsibility often,
de facto, devolves on the supervisor. However, with the best possible care, not all doctoral
candidates will thrive on doctoral study or develop intellectually in the ways anticipated;
the effective course taker does not necessarily develop into an effective researcher [92]. In
many universities, there is a threshold ‘upgrade’ or similar process, in which the doctoral
candidate has to demonstrate to (usually) a panel that their progress at that stage indeed
forms a robust basis for doctoral study, and is indicative of the potential to succeed at this
level. There are other stages of doctoral progression that are key development points, for
example when the student needs to finally master "threshold concepts’ such as the role
and purpose of theory, without which the thesis will simply not reach doctoral level [93];
similarly, the student needs to acquire doctoral levels of academic writing, of critique and
positionality [42,94,95], and research outcomes which genuinely make a contribution to
knowledge. For some students, the process of gaining ethical consent can be a source of
considerable stress, especially where the researcher background or cultural expectations
diverge from institutional or research ethics panel norms, or where the planned research
uses novel or insider approaches [96-98].

All these stages are critical to doctoral progression. Some students are not able to
develop the productive and persistent working habits needed for doctoral study [42]. The
most frequently reported doctoral study challenges are related to the development of
generic skills, together with management of self, including motivation [19]. Peer groups
can support academically as well as affectively. For example, doctoral ‘writing groups’ are
typically collaborative learning communities that serve also to offer pastoral support [99]
in an extended understanding of the wider university’s roles in a doctoral learning al-
liance [27]. Other university structures, such as writing centres, libraries, etc., also have
important roles to play [75]. However, there remains a fundamental interaction between
isolation, wellbeing, identity and academic development [99].

Spanning all these discussions is the student’s relationship with the supervisor(s) [77,93,95].
Dissatisfaction with supervisory practice is often focused on limited face-to-face or oth-
erwise effective supervisory engagement, oppressive or overly didactic approaches, or
overt tensions between supervisors [2]. Over time, the commonly practised models of
supervision have changed [100-102] alongside conceptualisations of the task [6], but the
fundamental health of the relationship remain, with a central role for relational trust [43]

5. Discussion

It is clear, then, that doctoral students are subject to a range of interrelated challenges
intertwined with academic progress. Further, and however distributed the ‘learning
alliance’ across the university, the supervisory team is likely to be central to students’
thriving. Crane et al. [31] analysed that a high-quality research student experience focuses
on student learning, is personalised and respects the students’ needs and expectations,
provides opportunities for social interaction and academic networking, is supported by
appropriately-equipped supervisors and others, and is both efficient and well-organised.
Such considerations are complemented by academic and teaching knowledge and skills:
importantly, the balance and details change with individual doctoral students and over
the course of each doctoral journey [7]. Additionally, above, authors showed the need
for pastoral sensitivity and awareness, and knowledge of appropriate support resources
available.

Underpinning these processes is the supervisory relationship, but also distributed
responsibilities, including that of the student (Doctoral students are usually at least in
their early twenties, and often much more mature). Both supervisors and students, as
well as others involved in interactions with doctoral students, need to take seriously
communications about other sources of support for students—and for supervisors—since
close contact with a student in crisis can also be very demanding on supervisors [61,62].
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More broadly, supervisors need opportunities to acquaint, and re-acquaint themselves, with
structural pathways to support and challenge, including pathways to supporting students
away from doctoral pathways in some cases [103]. It is rarely beneficial for a student to be
encouraged to persist once it is clear they are unlikely to succeed, especially if the pathway,
as in the case of many doctorates, does not have intermediary exit qualifications [61,63,
103,104]. However, while this response might be ethical, it might also bring tensions with
institutional imperatives for student retention (and fee preservation) [105]. In any case,
such actions might well involve the department or faculty graduate tutor or other person
with a higher-level overview.

There is, in any case, a range of arguments and evidence promoting wider roles
of responsibility, in line with [27]. McAlpine [11], argues that many doctoral students
desire agency over their interactions, to draw on a range of relationships that support
progress, and to draw on supervisors only for their own chosen reasons; challenges play
out differentially by gender and other variables [30]. Doctoral students may, for what-
ever reason, choose not to divulge issues that are impacting their progress. Supervision
should therefore be conceptualized as a collective institutional responsibility, deliber-
ately and intelligently enacted via explicit curricular support for both supervisor and
student [6,27,106]. There is also a helpful suggested reconceptualisation of student sup-
port away from ‘support’ as a primarily reactive response to already-identified student
problems, to proactive university-wide ‘supportive’ cultures and structures [52].

6. Conclusions and Prospects

This entry set out to review and synthesise what is known about the causes of doctoral
students coming into crisis, ways of supporting them once they are in crisis, and ways of
pre-empting that situation. As a short contribution made by one academic functioning in a
particular academic context in this wide and ever-changing field, the entry is inevitably
limited in scope, currency and range of interpretation.

However, its key findings clearly show that doctoral study progress is non-deterministic,
and, especially given its extended nature, might be subject to a range of academic, personal
and professional challenges, any one of which might serve to undermine successful doctoral
completion. As well as developing a trusting and supportive environment that supports
student-supervisor communication as part of a wider supportive network, supervisors
have key roles in monitoring student progress developing sensitivity to developing issues,
and signposting to other resources when they themselves are not well- or appropriately-
equipped to address those issues.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/encyclopedia3040087/s1.
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