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Abstract A central trend in qualitative studies investigating doctoral students’ dropout is to
stress the importance of students’ integration and socialisation in their working environment.
Yet, few of these studies actually compared the experiences of doctoral students who com-
pleted or quit their PhD. In order to overcome this limitation and identify the factors that
differentiate these two groups, the present study interviewed 21 former doctoral students: 8
completers and 13 non-completers. The results show that what best differentiates these two
groups of participants is the extent to which they feel that they are moving forward, without
experiencing too much distress, on a research project that makes sense to them. We assume
that this set of factors is central in the dropout process. Support from doctoral peers was found
to play a positive role overall but did not contribute to differentiating the two groups,
presumably because peers have a limited impact on dissertation progress. Supervisors’ support
was central to the participants’ stories; it is thus assumed to play a role in the process, but this
role is complex and needs further investigation. These results call for a stronger consideration
of the doctoral task itself when investigating the process of persistence and attrition and for a
more integrated framework that considers jointly both task- and environment-related aspects.

Keywords PhD . Doctoral . Attrition . Dropout . Motivation . Emotions . Supervisor . Peers

Doctoral attrition has recently received a lot of attention, and a growing number of researchers
have sought to understand the reasons leading doctoral students to leave the program before
obtaining their degree (for a review, see Bair and Haworth 2004). In the existing literature,
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doctoral students’ experience is often depicted in relation to their working environment.
According to Cantwell et al. (2015), “there has been a considerable amount of research
attention given to the influence of social, cultural and institutional factors in explaining a
number of aspects of the doctoral experience and the likelihood of these experiences yielding a
timely and successful doctoral outcome” (p. 1).

Within this social working environment, the doctoral student supervisor has received the
most attention. The doctoral supervisor is considered to be “one of the most important
persons—if not the single most critical person—with whom doctoral students will develop a
relationship during their doctoral degree program (Baird )” (Barnes and Austin 2009, p. 297).
According to the literature review of Jones (2013), 15 % of the research in doctoral studies
focuses on the student-supervisor relationship. Overall, these studies show a significant,
although complex, influence of the supervising style on PhD students’ outcomes (Bair and
Haworth 2004; Bell-Ellison and Dedrick 2008; Jairam and Kahl 2012; Ives and Rowley 2005;
Litalien 2014; McAlpine and McKinnon 2013; Paglis et al. 2006).

Beyond their supervisor, doctoral students interact daily with their fellow doctoral students
(Jairam and Kahl 2012). According to Tinto (1993), social integration, that is, “the process of
making friends and becoming part of the departmental, and for some, university-wide, commu-
nity” (Golde 2000, p. 201), plays an important role in degree completion, complementing the role
played by academic integration. In their literature review, Bair and Haworth (2004) state that “in
the quantitative studies reviewed, degree completers were more likely to be involved with their
academic peers than non-persisters” (p. 500). Yet, on the basis of her interviews, Golde (2000)
suggested that although “the absence of social integration can have a negative effect on the quality
of the students’ experience, such absence is not a precipitator of attrition” (p. 222).

More broadly, PhD students are not part of only one but of numerous communities.
Vekkaila et al. (2012) define the scholarly community as “a complex, nested entity that
includes several distinct, complementary and partially overlapping communities, groups or
teams of doctoral students, advanced researchers as well as other academics” (p. 155). White
and Nonnamaker (2008) identify five such embedded communities that are influential in
doctoral students’ experience: discipline, institution, department, lab and the student-advisor
relationship. PhD students take part in activities in these communities and are invited to
socialise, that is, to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms and knowledge needed for
membership of these communities (Weidman and Stein 2003). According to Gardner
(2010), this socialisation process is generally considered to be the main determinant of doctoral
dropout in recent research, “with researchers attributing poor or inappropriate socialisation to a
student’s decision to depart the graduate program” (p. 61).

However, beyond doctoral students’ social working environment, existing research also
stresses other dimensions likely to influence doctoral students’ dropout, for example, socio-
demographic and employment characteristics (e.g. gender, field of study, institutions, type of
funding) (Visser et al. 2007; Wright and Cochrane 2000), doctoral program characteristics and
personal and psychological variables. According to Bair and Haworth (2004), psychological
variables represent a relatively new and promising direction in the study of doctoral students’
attrition and persistence. Since their literature review, several studies have underlined the role
of these influences. Castro et al. (2011) analysed women’s doctoral success in the light of
resilience and emotional intelligence. In a mixed-method research study, Ivankova and Stick
(2007) stressed the importance of doctoral students’ “self-motivation” beyond social and
program-related factors. Spaulding and Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) examined the factors
associated with doctoral persistence and stressed, among other factors, the importance of
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personal factors (e.g. motivation for pursuing the degree, reasons for persisting, strategies for
dissertation completion) and experience (e.g. personal sacrifice, delayed expectations, disser-
tation challenges). Martinsuo and Turkulainen (2011) showed in a quantitative study the role
of students’ goals, time and plan commitment in their progress in the doctoral program.
Finally, Cantwell et al. (2015) stressed the importance of considering the doctoral student as
a “learner”, who needs to manage the intellectual, affective and contingency challenges and
demands that are inherent to the doctoral work. When cluster analyses are conducted on the
factors underlying these challenges, three clusters of students emerge: constructively engaged,
struggling to engage and disengaged. Candidates from the three clusters differ in their ability to
acknowledge the uncertainty and complexity of doctoral studies, to be confident in their
capacity to deal with it, to take ownership of the task and to regulate their learning activity,
cope with difficulties and avoid procrastination.

In sum, in the existing literature on doctoral attrition, doctoral students are often considered
in relation to their social working environment. This literature stresses the role of the scholarly
communities (supervisor, peers, department, etc.) and the importance for the students of
socialising, that is, of becoming a member of these communities. Besides, other studies stress
the role of other aspects of the doctoral experience, such as personal and motivational
dimensions. These studies focussing on internal factors tend to consider doctoral students in
relation to the tasks they engaged in, for example, their doctoral dissertation. These studies are
still sparse but likely to represent a new and complementary direction for future research.

Limitations of previous work and purposes of the present study

Existing studies on PhD students’ attrition display some limitations, which call for further
investigations. First, very few studies explicitly compared completers and non-completers on
dimensions other than socio-demographic characteristics. A couple of quantitative studies do so
(e.g. Lovitts 2001) but they are very rare, and we could find no qualitative studies carrying out this
comparison. Most qualitative studies addressing doctoral attrition conducted interviews either
with students who are currently involved in a PhD (e.g. Cotterall 2013; Martinsuo and
Turkulainen 2011; Gardner 2010; Mazzola et al. 2011; Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012; Stubb et al.
2012) or with students who dropped out their PhD (e.g. Bayley et al. 2012; Golde 1998, 2000,
2005; Willis and Carmichael 2011). Although interviewing only current or PhD students who
dropped out supplies information on several relevant factors and processes, it also presents several
limitations. On one hand, interviewing only current PhD students does not make it possible to
distinguish common doctoral challenges (i.e. normal difficulties related to the doctoral work) from
challenges effectively leading to dropout (i.e. difficulties that, when encountered, lead to dropout).
On the other hand, interviewing only students who dropped out precludes investigation of whether
or not successful PhD students also faced the challenges and difficulties that led non-completers to
quit (and, if it is the case, how they dealt with them in order to finish their PhD). In sum, there is a
need to work at identifying the aspects of doctoral experience that allow us to differentiate
between PhD students who successfully finished their PhD from those who quit. Identifying
those perceptions that differentiate the two groups is likely to shed a new light on the processes
leading to doctoral completion or dropout and to raise new issues of interest.

Second, qualitative studies on PhD students’ dropout often present a range of challenges,
difficulties and obstacles faced by PhD students (e.g. Bayley et al. 2012; Ferrer de Valero
2001; Wao and Onwuegbuzie 2011). Yet, little is known of their interrelations. That is, are
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these aspects independent of one another or are they interrelated and, if so, how? There is a
need to analyse these factors jointly in a coherent picture in order to understand how they may
lead to doctoral dropout.

In order to overcome these limitations and therefore provide a contribution to the under-
standing of these processes, the aims of the present study are to explore doctoral students’
perceptions in order to (1) compare the experiences of PhD students having successfully
completed their doctoral studies (completers) versus those who have dropped out (non-
completers) in order to identify the dimensions and processes that do and do not allow
differentiation between these two groups and (2) analyse these dimensions together in order
to consider them in a global picture. In other words, our research questions are as follows:
Which aspects of the doctoral students’ experience best differentiate completers from non-
completers and how are these aspects related to one another?

Method

In order to address our research questions, a qualitative research design was used. This
approach was chosen because it allows in-depth examination of the complexity of a phenom-
enon, exploring how the participants make sense of their experiences, discovering how the
different dimensions are related to one another and considering a phenomenon as an amalgam
which is more than the sum of its parts (Griffin 2004; Willig 2001). Furthermore, it contributes
to the extensive line of research addressing doctoral dropout from a qualitative perspective.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 21 former PhD students from two Belgian
universities: 8 completers and 13 non-completers. We sampled participants so that they reflect
both common profiles of PhD students and the diversity of experiences and contexts PhD
students are likely to work in. Diversity and balance were sought for the discipline of their PhD
(8 from Science and Technology, 7 from Social Sciences, 6 from Health Sciences), the type of
funding they received (7 on research grants, 13 in research assistant positions, 1 without
funding), the university they were working in and their gender (12 women, 9 men). A
summary of the participants’ characteristics is presented in Table 1.

The interviews were conducted by the first three authors of the present article. They took
place in the researchers’ office or in the participants’ office or house. An interview protocol
was designed following the guidelines provided by Blanchet and Gotman (2010). First, the
interviewer provided the participants with a short introduction to the study and with its ethical
considerations (e.g. freedom to withdraw at any time). Second, they were presented with
figures likely to represent developments in time (e.g. arrows pointing up or down, straight or
with ups and downs and dotted lines) and invited to draw the figure of their own doctoral
journey. This method was inspired by Vekkaila et al. (2013) and Meijer et al. (2011), and the
figures were taken from Leclerc-Olive (1997). The drawing produced by each student was then
used to support the subsequent discussions and sharing of experiences.

Third, we started by asking the participants to explain their drawing, and three other broad
open-ended questions were formulated (e.g. “What was a good/bad day for you during your
PhD?”). Between the broad open-ended questions, the discussion developed freely between
the informant and the interviewer, punctuated by follow-up questions from the interviewer.
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The purpose was to address “what” and “how” questions and to understand the participants’
experience from their point of view. We also had a thematic guide with a list of themes that had
to be addressed in the interview (e.g. relations with supervisors, teaching assignments). These
themes were addressed at the end of the interview if they had not been mentioned before
(Hsieh and Shannon 2005). The interviews lasted about 1 h and were recorded. They were
transcribed according to the guidelines given by McLellan et al. (2003) and Oliver et al.
(2005). The interviewers took notes before (to increase our awareness of our possible biases)
and after the interview (to write down our spontaneous impressions).

Data analysis

The data were analysed using a thematic analysis approach (Boyatzis 1998; Braun and Clarke
2006; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006; Vaismoradi et al. 2013). Thematic analysis is “a
method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun and
Clarke 2006, p. 79). This method is used to organise and describe the data in rich detail and to
interpret various aspects of the research topic (Boyatzis 1998; Braun and Clarke 2006).

First, data were read and listened to several times, and initial ideas for the coding and
analysis were written down. Second, codes and larger themes were identified. Several authors
highlight that codes and themes can be identified either in an inductive or deductive way
(Braun and Clarke 2006; Hsieh and Shannon 2005; Gilgun 2005). Following authors such as

Table 1 Summary of the participants’ characteristics

Name Gender Discipline Funding Age Duration Ending

Amanda F Agronomy Grant 23 4 C

Amy F Mobility management Research assistant 1 N-C

Angie F Cardiology Research assistant 24 3 N-C

Anna F Germanic languages Grant 26 3 C

Carol F Psychology Research assistant N-C

Carrie F Medical sciences Grant 28 2 N-C

Cathy F Arts Research assistant 26 2 N-C

Faith F Public health Research assistant 31 6 C

Francis M Informatics Research assistant 23 2 N-C

Frankie F Psychology Part-time research assistant 34 12 C

Gerald M Engineering Grant 23 4 C

Irvin M Medicine Self-funded 40 18 C

John M Pharmacology Research assistant 28 3 N-C

Justin M Informatics Grant 23 2 N-C

Loren M Medicine Research assistant 29 5 N-C

Luke M Geotechnics Research assistant 24 1 N-C

Marc M Informatics Research assistant 25 2 N-C

Melody F Germanic languages Grant 24 3 C

Nicholas M Mathematics Research assistant 28 7 C

Olivia F Agronomy Grant 23 1 N-C

Valerie F Psychology Research assistant 23 3 N-C

Age age when starting the PhD,Duration duration of the PhD before completion or departure (years), Funding type
of funding,Grant 4 years and full-time research,Research assistant 6 years, part-time research and part-time teaching
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Fereday et al. (2006) and Zhou (2014), we used a combination of those two approaches in
order to emphasise the dynamic dialogue between theory and data (Zhou 2014). The devel-
opment of the coding procedure followed an iterative process (Urdan et al. 2007). First, the
first three authors of the paper analysed the first transcript in order to identify emerging codes
from the material. On this basis, as well as on the existing research on doctoral persistence, an
initial set of codes was created in NVivo software (Richards 1999). A second transcript was
coded into this set of categories by the first two authors of the paper. They compared their
coding and discussed the extracts that had been coded differently in order to improve their
mutual understanding of the codes and to specify their definitions. After a set of new
transcripts was coded, the content of each category was double-checked and the two re-
searchers discussed their disagreements and misunderstandings about this content. This
allowed them to change the coding of the given extract, to modify the definition of the code,
to combine two codes or to break them down into separate codes. In doing so, the initial set of
codes was therefore progressively amplified and amended as more and more transcripts were
analysed. Finally, we checked that the data within the themes cohered meaningfully and that
there were clear and identifiable distinctions between the themes (Braun and Clarke 2006). A
codebook with all the categories/sub-categories and their definitions was constituted.

Finally, in order to answer to the research questions of the present study, we compared
completers and non-completers on key categories. More precisely, we identified the most central
categories in the doctoral students’ experience, on the basis of the existing literature and the
participants’ interviews (e.g. initial motivations for starting the PhD, supervisor support, peer
support, organisational culture of the scholarly communities, socialisation, perceived interest,
utility and appropriation of the research project, progress in their work, etc.), and we compared the
completers and the non-completers on these dimensions, searching for patterns of influence that
characterised each group and distinguished it from the other group. We generated “theories”
characterising the difference between the two groups on the first transcripts, tested them against
new transcripts, refined our theories and repeated this process until “all data have been examined
and all theories tested against all data” (Kamtsios and Karagiannopoulou 2013, p.811).

Results

We start by addressing doctoral students’ perceptions of peer support and supervisor support because
they are central dimensions in the existing literature. Second, we develop the aspects of their
experience that allowed us to best differentiate completers from non-completers. Third, we develop
an overarching aspect in our participants’ experience: the importance of “moving forward”. In the
discussion, we relate these findings to the existing literature and suggest directions for future research.

Peer and supervisor support

Doctoral peer support

We first compared the participants on doctoral peer support, that is, the quality of the
relationships that they share with the other doctoral students and the emotional or instrumental
help they receive from them. Overall, we observe that there is little difference between the
completers and the non-completers on this aspect of their experience.
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Three types of interactions between the PhD students and their doctoral peers were identified
among the whole sample of participants. First, most of the participants report sharing good
relationships with their PhD colleagues. According to those participants, there is a good atmo-
sphere in their team, they have fun together, they share daily discussions, they offer emotional or
instrumental help when they need it and some of them become close friends. Second, only a few
of them have little or no contact with other PhD students, typically if there are few or no other PhD
students in their team, if the work involves spending long hours in the field or in libraries or if their
PhD is self-funded. Third, few of them experience a bad atmosphere, tensions, competition,
individualism or sabotage from their close colleagues or in the larger team.

However, these three types of situations occur at similar frequencies across the two groups
of participants and do not allow differentiation of them. We could therefore suggest that peer
support has little impact on PhD students’ final persistence versus dropout. We could formulate
the hypothesis that peers may brighten or darken PhD students’ days, help them to cope in case
of difficulties (through emotional support or instrumental help), but, in the end, they do not
make a difference to students’ decisions to persist in or to quit the PhD.

Supervisor support

Throughout the interviews, the participants talk extensively about their supervisor. The
supervisor is their reference person; they expect support from him/her to help them progress
in their work, and he/she is likely to play a central role in their experience. For example, when
asked what advice he would give to a new doctoral student, Gerald told us that “The supervisor
is very important. It is really…when someone has a good supervisor, who is there to help, who
offers good advice, good research orientations, who is able to boost motivation when we are
experiencing doubts…all of that I think that… if someone has a good supervisor, it is possible
for him/her to do a dissertation that is motivating and that leads to something”.

Three types of supervisors’ (un)supporting styles and behaviours, the absence of such
behaviours and the occurrence of blocking behaviours. In the first case, the supervisor offers
behaviours which are considered to be positive, constructive and supportive. In the second
case, the supervisors offer very little or no help because, for example, they have very little time
to offer the students or little knowledge of their work. In the third situation, the participants
perceive their supervisors as obstacles, blocking the progress of their dissertation. This was the
case, for example, in the situations where the supervisor requires them to work in a direction or
in a way that they find irrelevant (and/or prevents them going in a direction that they consider
promising). More details on supervisors’ attitudes and practices that are valued or regretted by
doctoral students can be found in Devos et al. (2015).

However, when comparing completers and non-completers, we observe that the quantity
and quality of support offered by the supervisor and the quality of the relationship do not offer
a clear distinction between the two groups. It cannot be said that the completers were offered
more positive support, received more help with their work (e.g. more frequent meetings) or
shared a better human relationship with their supervisor. Furthermore, some non-completers
received positive support and shared a very good relationship with their supervisor (e.g. Marc,
Justin), whereas some completers experienced very low levels of support and had a difficult
relationship with their supervisor (e.g. Amanda, Frankie).

In sum, while a supporting supervisory style may increase doctoral students’ chances to
stay on track and complete their PhD and negative supervision may lead to discouragement
and dropout, this is not always the case. The relationship between these two factors is more
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complex. What seems more important is how doctoral students are going to deal with this
aspect of their experience, in relation to other factors, in order to progress and complete their
PhD. A determining process could therefore be the extent to which the participants managed to
progress with their work thanks to or despite their supervisors’ behaviour. We formulate the
hypothesis that this idea of advancing with one’s doctoral work is the most crucial element in
PhD students’ experience and the aspect that is, in the end, likely to have the stronger impact
on students’ completion or dropout. This is developed in the next section.

Progressing serenely in a project that makes sense

A central finding in our material is that the participants are above all concerned about
progressing with their thesis and about the factors that will help or impede their progress with
their doctoral work (e.g. supervisor support). What differentiates completers from non-
completers is therefore the extent to which they are moving forward (without experiencing
too much distress) on a research project that makes sense to them.

This hints at several aspects of students’ experience that may possibly be ingredients in
successful candidature:

(a) Being able to work on a project that makes sense to them (versus having no research
project or being forced to work in a direction that does not make sense to them).

(b) Experiencing a feeling of progress in the development of the material that will constitute the
thesis (e.g. getting significant results, solving amathematical problem, making a programme
work versus stagnating, going in circles, being stuck or blocked in this progression)

(c) Experiencing no or limited feelings of emotional distress (versus suffering from
experiencing the thesis work as a burden)

These are the key ingredients that allowed us to differentiate the completers compared to the
non-completers. While all the dropout participants faced difficulties and obstacles that
prevented them from attaining at least one of the success ingredients, all the completers
managed, in the end, to advance on a research project that made sense to them and to do so
with no, or with a reasonable amount of, emotional distress. This was not necessarily the case
from the beginning. The journey was not straightforward for all of them. Some of them started
on a project that did not make sense to them and managed to change it; others experienced
long periods of stagnation with no significant results, with episodes of high emotional distress,
etc. Yet, they managed to overcome these pitfalls and ended on the right path. These patterns of
individual trajectories are investigated in another article. In the present article, we take a
transversal approach and focus on the situation the participants end up in and on aspects of
their experience that are related to completion or dropout in the PhD. These possible
“ingredients for success” are detailed below.

Being able to work on a project that makes sense to them

“Knowing where they are going”

A first possible ingredient for success (and a risk factor for those who do not have this
ingredient) is to have an idea—at least a vague one—of “where they are going” with their
doctoral research. It appeared to be important for the students to have a research project, a
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subject to work on, an objective and/or a plan, whether these directions came from themselves
or were suggested or imposed by their supervisor. In other words, in order to succeed, PhD
students need to have an idea of the aims of their research project, the directions that their work
is going to take and/or what the final product will consist in. It does not matter whether these
ideas are very clear or specific at the beginning, since for most candidates, they are going to
change over time. What appeared to be important is to have a general idea of where they are
heading. This idea of “knowing where they are going ” echoes some studies on the doctoral
experience, which observed—more global—feelings of uncertainty (Gardner et al. 2012),
“feeling lost” or “having a plan” (Gardner 2010).

In our sample, all the participants who completed their PhD reported having this clear
direction in mind, whether from the beginning or later, whether this clarity emerged progres-
sively or appeared suddenly. In contrast, three of the non-completers (Frederic, Carol and
Luke) never managed to get a research project. They had not received a research project from
their supervisor and did not manage to find by themselves a research subject that they
considered to be interesting and/or relevant enough for a PhD. For example, Luke recalls that
“I gradually realised that it was not enough, things were not falling into place and despite the
little elements that were emerging, I still could not see the bigger picture which would have
constituted a longer term research project”.

Having a project that makes sense

Having a research project is therefore necessary but not sufficient for success. A second
possible ingredient for success is that this research project makes sense for the PhD students,
that is, that they consider it as their own, that they experience interest in it and that contributes
to “what they think their research should be useful for”.

First, the interviews revealed the importance for the PhD students of experiencing a sense of
ownership over their project and of considering the project as their own and not, for example,
the project of their supervisor. A participant (Amanda) for example told us that “I really wanted
it to work out. I wanted… well, this was my project. It was a bit like my baby”. This sense of
ownership can exist from the beginning (e.g. when the PhD students start the process with a
project that they choose and elaborate themselves) or develop later (e.g. when the project
progressively becomesmore specific or when a project offered by the supervisor is appropriated
by the PhD student). This idea of ownership echoes Deci and Ryan’s idea of “internalisation”,
which is described as an active process in which individuals attempt to transform external
norms and requests into personally endorsed values and objectives (Deci and Ryan 2000).

Second, often related—but not always—to this feeling of ownership, the research project needs
to inspire feelings of interest, passion and pleasure. These dimensions echo existing constructs
such as interest in expectancy-value frameworks (Eccles and Wigfield 2002) and in other lines of
research (e.g. Hidi et al. 2004), as well as the concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1997).

Third, the research project needs to allow PhD students to contribute to what they think
their research should be useful for (e.g. to make the science progress, to develop knowledge
useful for the field, to obtain a stable professional position). Note that the instrumentality we
have uncovered is broad and not limited to the self, although it depends somewhat on their
personal and professional goals and aspirations. For example, Gerald remembers how every-
thing changed for him when his committee identified a direction that really made sense to him:
“What really motivated me was not only to work in this direction but that we decided to write a
programme nearly from zero, and to develop something that could directly be used by
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industrial workers (…) From that day on, my motivation has been multiplied by ten”. This
echoes the findings of Golde (2005), which stressed that a common concern among dropped
out PhD students was the “narrowness of professional expertise” and the “difficulty to
communicate findings in a usable way” (p. 682).

In our sample, all the completers reported having a project that, overall, made sense to them.
However, not all three components need to be present for completion. For example, one of the
completers (Melody) reported a limited interest and instrumentality of the research project. Yet,
because she had a strong ownership over this project (and was progressing at a satisfying
speed), she managed to reach the end. The key element is therefore to have an overall feeling
that the project makes sense to them with regard to at least one of these three aspects.

On the other hand, the interviews led us to think that their research project did not make
sense for 8 out of our 13 non-completer participants (Valerie, Angie, Marc, Cathy, John, Justin,
Carrie and Olivia). They struggled to find a general meaning (Angie), an intellectual interest
(Marc, Justin) or a perception of instrumentality (Cathy) for their project, or they were forced
to work on a research project that did not make sense to them (Valerie, John, Carrie and
Olivia). These last participants had in mind a direction that they wished to follow but were
prevented from doing so by their supervisor. The PhD students in this type of situations
therefore did not understand this requirement, felt like they were facing a wall when they
ineffectively tried to explain their point of view and/or suggest alternative directions of work
and consequently felt powerless.

Progressing in the development of the material that will constitute the PhD thesis

Besides being able to state that “I know where I am going and this direction makes sense to
me”, a third ingredient for completion is the extent to which the PhD students were progressing
in developing the material that would constitute their thesis.

The aim of the PhD is to develop a research question and to answer it while adding
something new to the existing literature. The task is one of problem-finding versus problem-
solving, which calls for post-formal thinking and strongly differs fromwhat students have faced
previously (Cantwell et al. 2015). Furthermore, in the actual process of research, it is difficult to
publish or defend a thesis that does not show any significant results or advance. PhD students
therefore need to gather material that will enable them to defend a thesis (e.g. by getting a
coherent set of experiments displaying significant results, solving a mathematic equation that
demonstrates some relevant properties, having one or more articles accepted or published, etc.).

In our sample, all the completers told us that they managed in the end to find a relevant
research question and to develop the material that allowed them to defend their thesis. On the
contrary, six (Loren, Angie, Marc, John, Justin and Olivia) of the non-completers encountered
serious difficulties in developing the material that would constitute their PhD. This was due to
various reasons, some being internal to the individual (e.g. perceived intellectual abilities,
competences, effort, etc.) and others external (e.g. being lucky with the experiment’s results,
difficulties in finding a sample of participants). For example, Marc reported this experience of
lack of progress: “There were still no results. It went on and on, we were searching for things,
but found nothing very relevant. We got nothing out of it. We were at a standstill. There was a
start and then it stalled all the way, despite all the efforts that we were making to make it
work”. This feeling of “being stuck”, reinforced by the negative comparison between what had
been done and what was still to be done, led them to experience high levels of
distress and discouragement.
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Reasonable levels of distress

Finally, besides having a project that made sense, and perceiving progress in gathering the thesis
material, the extent to which the PhD students expressed a positive emotional experience with
their PhD appeared to matter as well. Most of the completers report having experienced ups and
downs, calm and stressful episodes, joy and doubts. Yet, despite having experienced difficult
times, the negative emotions expressed by completers did not take the upper hand and did not
become too hard to deal with. On the other hand, even though the thesis is progressing, it may
happen that reaching such high levels of emotional distress may prevent the PhD student from
continuing. This was the case for one of our participants (Cathy). Although she was progressing
in a project that she considered her own, the emotional distress associated with this work was
too heavy and led her to quit the PhD. Furthermore, most of the participants who experienced
other difficulties ended up experiencing high levels of distress (John, Olivia and Ann).

The key role of emotional well-being and distress echoes broad lines of research that
emphasise the importance of these aspects in predicting behavioural outcomes (e.g. persistence
versus dropout), both in the doctoral field (Cotterall 2013; Mazola et al. 2011; Nutov and Hazzan
2011; Vekkaila et al. 2013) and in other educational contexts (e.g. Schutz and Zembylas 2009).

To summarise, we found that all the completers managed, in the end, to feel that they had
made progress on a research project that made sense to them and did so with no or with a
reasonable amount of emotional distress. Conversely, all the non-completers faced difficulties
and obstacles that prevented them from attaining at least one of the completion ingredients.
They either (1) could not work on a research project that they considered to be their own
because (a) they had no research project or (b) they were forced to work in a direction that did
not make sense to them), (2) they were stuck and not able to progress in developing the
material needed to complete their thesis or (3) they were progressing but doing so was such a
source of emotional distress that they could not cope any more. The general idea of moving
forward with one’s work was therefore found to be central in the doctoral students’ experience.

The overall importance of moving forward

These results lead us to a key transversal dimension in doctoral students’ experience: the need
to be moving forward.

On one hand, the impossibility of moving forward underpins three of the four experiences
associated with dropping out depicted above: going round in circles when unsuccessfully
trying to find a research project, being blocked by their supervisor who prevents them from
working in a direction that would make more sense to them and/or stagnating when trying to
develop the material that might constitute the thesis.

On the other hand, the need to move forward is central in both completers’ and non-
completers’ daily experience. In total, 135 extracts (i.e. 2.26 % of the interviews) and 18 of the
21 participants refer to this idea. Overall, moving forward triggers positive feelings among
participants. Francis for example recalls that “I was happy when I found articles or ideas that
could possibly lead me to something, even wrong directions, but something…To have done
something that was possibly going to lead me to… I don’t know to what but…make me move
forward”. In addition, this feeling is related to the feeling of “having done something” by the
end of the day. When they were asked “what was a good/bad day” for them during their PhD,
12 of the 21 participants spontaneously reported that a bad day ended with the feeling they had
“done nothing”. For example, Luke recalls that “[a bad day] was a day that I spent reading
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articles, articles and articles, without figuring out where it was taking me, and realising that
the more articles I was reading, the more there was still to read, and that it was not going to
change anything to the way I was working or identifying objectives for my research. I would
say that those moments really were the worst moments”. Finally, episodes of particular
importance for them were the specific moments, events and actions leading to insights that
unblocked a situation in which they felt stuck (e.g. solving a long-lasting problem, finding a
good idea, finding an interesting article). These specific moments in which they felt that they
were breaking the deadlock and able to move forward again were experienced as real moments
of grace. Three of the participants mention such episodes, for example: “A good day, a
wonderful day was when something that had been bugging me for months suddenly worked
out. There have been two or three such moments during my PhD. Something has blocked me
during a very long time, I suddenly find what it was, and the results directly appeared because
there was only that little thing to unblock” (Gerald). On the basis of these results, we suggest
that this feeling of moving forward is one of the key processes in doctoral students’ experience.

Discussion

In the current literature on doctoral students’ attrition, major lines of research stress the importance
of the social working environment (i.e. supervisor, peers, department and other scholarly com-
munities) while studies seldom address the role of intra-individual (e.g. emotional, motivational
and metacognitive) dimensions (Cantwell et al. 2015). Hence, the present study, which compared
the perceptions of doctoral completers and non-completers, sheds light on new aspects of their
experience that are likely to play a role in the outcome of their doctoral journey. Our interviews
underlined the importance for the PhD students of feeling that they were making progress, on a
research project that made sense to them, without experiencing too much distress. These aspects
of their experience were central in their discourses and were the only coherent pattern of elements
that allowed us to differentiate completers from non-completers.

These results, suggesting that doctoral students should understand the demands of the
doctoral task and the need to self-regulate their learning, are in line with (a) the results obtained
in a number of studies conducted in the doctoral context and (b), more broadly, with Carver
and Scheier’s self-regulation model (Carver 2004; Carver and Scheier 1998).

First, the idea of progress versus “stuckness” has been addressed a number of times in
doctoral research. Girves and Wemmerus (1988) investigated how individual and
environment-related variables predicted progress toward a doctoral degree. More significantly,
Kiley (2009) suggests that when encountering threshold concepts in their doctoral journey,
PhD students may at first experience a feeling of stuckness. According to the author, “for many
doctoral students, there is at least a stage during candidature when they could be described as
being ‘stuck’ as they encounter a particular threshold concept which challenges them. The
experience of being ‘stuck’ can manifest as depression, a sense of hopelessness, ‘going round
in circles’ and so on. (…) Being stuck in ways that can be counter-productive and perhaps
even destructive to self-confidence and self-esteem can have serious consequences for learners,
for example losing the will to remain with the programme and the ability to complete in a
timely fashion” (p. 293 and 295). Furthermore, beyond encountering a threshold concept, this
feeling of lack of progression or stuckness may be due to doctoral students’ difficulty in
managing uncertainty. According to Cantwell et al. (2015), “at the core of successful candi-
dature is an epistemic base where uncertainty and complexity are both acknowledge and
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accepted” (p. 16). Low tolerance of academic uncertainty and complexity combined with
flawed understanding of the epistemology of doctoral study are likely to result in a detrimental
feeling of stagnation and stuckness. These considerations therefore call for research investi-
gating the aspects of doctoral work that may be related to this feeling of stuckness.

Second, the idea of moving forward toward a goal relates to the feedback loopmodel of self-
regulation of Carver and Scheier (1998). This model suggests that people’s actions follow three
processes: goal setting (i.e. establishing specific reference points or desired end states), goal
operating (i.e. taking actions directed toward goal achievement and monitoring goal state or rate
of progress) and goal monitoring (i.e. considering potential constraints and available resources
for obtaining success) (Brunette et al. 2013). People are therefore progressively able to adjust
their behaviour in order to reduce the discrepancy between their current and desired end state.
This framework is therefore relevant to our results, which stress the importance of progress
toward the goal of completing a meaningful doctoral project, that is, progressively reducing the
discrepancy between current and desired end states. Furthermore, beyond this action loop that
assesses the magnitude of the discrepancy, the authors suggest that a “meta-loop” assesses the
rate of discrepancy reduction. This assessment triggers positive affects when the current rate of
change meets or exceeds one’s desired rate of change and negative affects when it falls below
one’s desired rate of change. This assumption offers a relevant perspective for understanding
why being stuck was such a deep source of distress for the PhD students in our sample.

The centrality of this idea of making progress with one’s doctoral work may explain why
we found no difference between completers and non-completers in their relationship with their
doctoral peers. Peers are likely to brighten the students’ days, to make them feel good at work,
to listen to them when they are facing difficulties, to help them when they are encountering
specific problems, etc. Yet, peers have little control over the students’ dissertation content.
They usually have a limited impact on the students’ progress with their work and may
therefore have a limited impact on the final outcome of the PhD.

These results also support the assertion of Tinto (1993) that academic integration is more
important than social integration. Accordingly, Golde (2000) found that the doctoral students
who dropped out she interviewed “described the student community positively, although it did
not play an appreciable role in attrition” (p. 221). She states that “the absence of social
integration can have a negative effect on the quality of the students’ experience, but it is not
a precipitator of attrition” (p. 222). The specific role of doctoral peers therefore needs to be
further clarified in future studies.

In contrast, the advisor is able to have more impact on students’ progress with their doctoral
work as his/her role consists in supervising students’ work. Our interviews support the
literature showing that the supervisor plays a central role in doctoral students’ experience.
This is in line with the findings of Golde (2000) as the author states that “pivotal in each story
was the importance of a supportive advising relationship in helping students making progress
toward their degree. Conversely, a problematic advising relationship was implicated in the
attrition decision” (p. 219).

However, our results do not support Golde’s conclusion in that they suggest that a
supportive supervision does not necessarily lead to completion and, inversely, that a lack of
supervision or a difficult relationship with the supervisor does not always lead to dropping out.
It would therefore be interesting to explore in more detail the link between supervisor’s
attitudes and students’ outcomes (Lavigne et al. 2007) and, conversely, how progression
may be related to seeking help from the supervisor (Grunschel et al. 2013). On the basis of
our results, we could formulate the hypothesis that the role of the supervisor consists in
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ensuring that doctoral students progress in a research project that makes sense to them without
experiencing too much distress, that is, to offer autonomy to the students who are experiencing
those ingredients and to offer help and structure to the students who struggle with those aspects
of their experience. This antecedent role of the supervisor’s support on motivational and
emotional dimensions and, in turn, on doctoral persistence and dropout could be tested in a
large-scale quantitative study.

In addition, future qualitative studies are needed to explore complex and intertwined processes
occurring between doctoral students and their supervisors, for example, whether supervisors
consider students as learners, how supervision is perceived and interpreted by students, the degree
of fit between supervisory behaviour and students’ expectation and needs (Pyhältö et al. 2012) and
the extent to which supervisor and student will be able to regulate their relationship in order to
offer each other what they both need (de Ridder and de Wit 2006; Zimmerman 1990).

In sum, the contribution of the present study is to shed light on overlooked and potentially
important factors of doctoral students’ experiences leading to completion or dropout and to
consider how these factors may be interrelated in a coherent whole. The results can be
represented in a picture where doctoral students are moving forward on a path toward, on
the horizon, a research project that makes sense to them and where the supervisor is ensuring
that they are progressing and offering help if it is not the case. The contribution of the present
study, conducted on a small number of interviews in a particular context, is therefore to suggest
new potentially interesting directions that need to be replicated and deepened in future studies.

A limitation of the present study is that “the stories from the participants are specific to the
contexts, interpretations and perspectives of these particular participants” (Gopaul 2014, p. 9). As
such, “the narratives reflect perceptions of reality rather than objective reality and do not
necessarily encompass the experience of other doctoral students in similar or different” contexts
(p. 9). Also, this study focused exclusively on reported recalls of doctoral students, so perspectives
of institutional leaders, faculty members or administrative personnel were not included. In
addition, the participants in our study were asked to tell their story retrospectively, which may
have led them to reinterpret the events differently in order to construct a self-protective global
meaning for their experience. Finally, inter-rater reliability indices and triangulation of the
information collected with other sources would have helped strengthen the findings.

Future studies are therefore needed in order to (1) explore the role of progressing toward a
meaningful doctoral project in other contexts (e.g. other countries) with longitudinal qualita-
tive designs (e.g. multiple interviews at different points during the PhD) and multiple sources
of information (Gardner 2009); (2) test the relationships that we found and hypothesised in
large-scale quantitative designs in order to analyse more precisely the weight of each dimen-
sion in the attrition decision, their interrelations and the causality directions and (3) consider
how to articulate the present findings—stressing the role of the PhD students’ progress toward
a meaningful goal—and the existing research on the doctoral journey—highlighting the
importance of socialising into scholarly communities.

With regard to the last point, we suggest that these perspectives and findings are comple-
mentary rather than contradictory. We suggest that our results call for considering together (a)
the tasks on which the PhD students are working and the goals they are pursuing, (b) the
processes that occur during their doctoral journey (e.g. socialisation, changes in their identity)
and (c) the persons and groups the PhD students are interacting with and who contribute to
their progress with their work and their socialisation (e.g. the supervisor, peers, lab, depart-
ment, discipline community). We suggest that these levels of experience are interrelated and
influence each other. For example, PhD students who are working on a research project that
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makes sense for them will be happy to discuss it with other researchers, which will lead them
to socialise with the community’s norms and values. In turn, this increased socialisation will
motivate them and give them ideas on how to continue their progress on their own doctoral
work. In turn, progressing with their work will lead them to publish articles, which will lead
them to be asked to review other researchers’ papers, which will increase their socialisation,
develop their skills and, in turn, their progress with their own research.

In sum, the results of the present study and these considerations call for a greater integration
between the different theoretical perspectives used to address doctoral attrition and for the
development of an integrated framework that considers all these levels of analysis together in
order to better understand these social and motivational processes.
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