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Abstract 

Lengthy times to thesis submission and low completion rates are perennial issues in doctoral 

education. Globally, there has been a burgeoning of policy interventions that have sought to 

shorten the timescale of full-time doctorates.  

 

Despite being a long-standing issue, prior research into the factors that influence progress, 

submission and eventual completion of a doctoral degree has three limitations. First, it has 

neglected the tasks and content of the doctorate. Second, it has offered hyper-structural 

accounts, neglecting how doctoral researchers, and supervisors, also exercise agency. Third, 

it has over-relied on doctoral education socialisation as an explanatory theoretical model.  

 

This thesis takes a fresh look at how progress to timely and successful submission is both 

enabled and constrained. A novel conceptual model has been used to frame the study by 

combining concepts from critical event theory, threshold concept theory and sociological 

theories of structure and agency. New data were generated via a case study of a research-

intensive university. Data collection involved the use of a creative method from constructivist 

research – rivers of experience - and interviews with doctoral researchers, supervisors, 

Postgraduate Research Directors and administrators. Interpretations of the data were then 

also shared and validated through two national workshops involving participants from a range 

of UK universities.  

 

The thesis seeks to make several contributions. First, the factors influencing timely submission 

are re-theorised using a new model, which considers both the situationally contingent and 

dynamic ways in which progress occurs. Second, the content and tasks involved in the 

doctorate are illuminated through a taxonomy of critical events and their features. Third, 

some significant effects of time pressure on the doctorate are revealed. Fourth, a 

theoretically and empirically informed conceptualisation of how doctoral researchers and 

supervisors exercise agency is provided. Fifth, the research identifies how major structural 

factors in the doctoral experience enable or constrain progress. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter explains the rationale for the project, defines some key terms, and provides an 

overview of the thesis structure.  

 

1.1 Rationale for this research project  

The objective of this PhD thesis is to understand how doctoral researchers can be supported 

and enabled to submit by their thesis by their institution’s deadline.  

 

My interest in this topic stemmed from my professional experience working in various 

professional services roles in a university, always with a focus on doctoral education. As I 

began to take on more responsibility for doctoral provision, I was struck by the proportions 

of doctoral researchers who did not submit their thesis by the regulatory deadline. I also grew 

concerned about the proportion of doctoral researchers who withdrew from their doctoral 

programmes before submitting a thesis. At the same time, other doctoral researchers were 

submitting prize-worthy theses in good time and having very successful viva voce 

examinations.  

 

I began to collate and analyse more data on my own institution’s track record. I started to 

question what might be happening underneath the figures I was seeing. I pondered why some 

doctoral researchers were able to submit their thesis on or before the deadline, whilst others 

took longer or did not complete at all. I wondered whether it related to the institutional 

frameworks for doctoral provision, the doctoral researcher’s approach to their work, the 

relationship with supervisors, or something else entirely.  

 

I consulted with experienced colleagues in other institutions about their submission and 

completion rates. I wondered if there was a ‘magic bullet’ approach I had somehow 

overlooked. The responses from colleagues based at other universities were that lengthy 

registrations and low completion rates were commonplace at doctoral level and a wicked 

problem to address. It was around this time that I also noticed how the issue of doctoral 

completions was becoming more public. The Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE), since replaced by the Office for Students (OFS), had started to publish data on 
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institutional completion rates. In my own institution, the looming Research Excellence 

Framework (REF) 2014 census was focussing minds on how to maximise the number of 

doctoral degrees awarded.  

 

I found this situation curious. On the one hand, there was a ramping up of pressure on 

institutions, supervisors and doctoral researchers to submit by hard deadlines. Yet, on the 

other hand, little was known within institutions about possible recipes for success. A 

conversation with one of my now supervisors, Prof Pam Denicolo, encouraged me to consult 

the academic literature on the topic. After doing some reading, Pam and I discussed what I 

had found, and we agreed that more research with a focus on practice would be beneficial. 

Such an approach might help to identify the factors that would enable doctoral researchers 

to cross the finishing line. Prof Rosemary Deem was very interested in the project too, and 

their encouragement convinced me to pursue the topic for a PhD. After some further 

discussions, and completing the application process, I registered for a PhD at Royal Holloway, 

University of London.  

 

Looking back, my personal path into PhD study highlights why the topic of timely submission 

is worthy of research. The two main reasons for investigating this topic are: 

 

Performance regimes: It is now a fact of life in the UK that all doctoral researchers’ time to 

submission and degree outcomes are carefully monitored. For example, all research councils 

monitor how many of the doctoral researchers they fund submit within four years, although 

occasionally they permit a longer timeframe. If the proportion of doctoral researchers 

submitting within this timescale falls below a certain threshold, then an institution can be 

barred from accessing further funding from that council for a period of time. Institutions also 

collect data on the proportion of doctoral researchers submitting within the registration 

period. Often, these data are linked to key performance indicators and form a part of 

institutional strategies. Completions are important too, although they are harder to control 

as it depends, to some extent, on the availability of examiners to conduct viva voce 

examinations and sign off thesis corrections. In the REF, for example, the number of doctoral 

researchers that complete during the census period is evaluated. This is one of the metrics 



 
 
 

 13 

that is used to allocate funding to institutions. In the UK context, then, doctoral submissions 

and completions are linked directly to access to funding.  

 

Impact on individuals: Most importantly, every project that overruns and every non-

completion can affect an individual’s life. For example, full-time doctoral researchers who do 

not submit within their funded period might find themselves in financial difficulty. Similarly, 

if a doctoral researcher spends too long preparing their thesis it can prevent them from 

progressing with their career or other life projects. In some fast-paced disciplines, overrun 

might also result in the project findings being outdated, leading the doctoral researcher to 

fail their degree. Furthermore, the pressure to complete is also ignorant of the daily struggles 

involved in doctoral research, which have been linked to the rise in presentations of mental 

health conditions within the doctoral researcher population (Editorial 2018, Levecque et al. 

2017).  

 

Lovitts makes this point frankly: “The most important reason to be concerned…is that it can 

ruin individuals’ lives” (Lovitts 2001, 6).  

 

1.2 A note on terminology 

Having considered the rationale for this project, I would like to define some of the key terms 

that are used throughout this thesis.  

 

First, I have chosen to use the term ‘doctoral researcher’, rather than student, to refer to 

those undertaking a doctoral degree. The term ‘doctoral’ references the fact that they are 

involved in training for a recognised academic qualification. Also, the term ‘researcher’ 

respects the professionalism that doctoral researchers bring to their role and the fact that 

they are already early stage researchers. It also captures the key activity in which they are 

engaged: research.  

 

Second, I use the term ‘supervisor’ rather than ‘advisor’ to refer to academics who guide 

doctoral researchers through their projects. Whilst I have some reservations about the term 

supervisor – it denotes operational control over an activity, which does not suit the nature of 



 
 
 

 14 

doctoral research – it is commonplace in the UK context. Third, I use the term ‘thesis’ to refer 

to the final written output a doctoral degree. Whilst other countries use the term 

‘dissertation’, thesis is more commonly used in the UK.  

 

In the table below, I provide definitions of other key terms associated with the outcomes of 

doctoral degrees. These definitions are borrowed from Spronken-Smith, Cameron and Quigg 

(2017): 

 

Term Definition 
Submission rate Percentage of doctoral researchers who 

submitted within a specified timeframe, for 
example four years 
 

Completion rate 
 

Percentage of doctoral researchers who 
were awarded their doctoral degree, 
normally within a specified timeframe 
 

Time to submission Number of years from enrolment to 
submission of a thesis 
 

Completion time, or time to degree Number of years from enrolment to award 
of degree 
 

Table 1: Definition of key terms associated with submission and completion 

 

1.3 Organisation of the thesis  

This thesis is comprised of 11 chapters. In the next chapter, Chapter 2, I position my research 

project within its broader historical and policy-based context. I do this by providing a brief 

history of the UK doctorate, examining how the knowledge economy accelerated policy 

interventions into the doctorate. I also evaluate different perspectives on the use of 

submission and completion rates as performance metrics. The chapter identifies the first 

research gap:  

 

• the need to update our understanding of the consequences of the time pressure 

associated with the doctorate by drawing on a range of views, including doctoral 

researchers themselves. 
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In Chapter 3, I evaluate existing empirical research on the factors that influence progress, 

submission and completion. The chapter makes three key arguments: i) that timely 

submission and subsequent completion are influenced by a multitude of factors; ii) that the 

existing literature is under-theorised (where theory is used, there is an over-reliance on 

educational socialisation theory); and iii) the tasks and content of the doctorate are largely 

overlooked. Thus, the chapter concludes by identifying the following gaps in the literature: 

 

• it has neglected the tasks and content of the doctorate; 

• it has offered hyper-structural accounts, neglecting how doctoral researchers, and 

supervisors, also exercise agency; 

• it has over-relied on doctoral education socialisation as an explanatory theoretical 

model. 

 

In Chapter 4, I focus on building a conceptual framework to address the research gaps listed 

above. The chapter explains what I mean by a ‘conceptual framework’. It then presents a 

unique conceptual model drawing on concepts from the following theories: critical event 

theory; threshold concept theory; and sociological theories of structure, agency and 

reflexivity. The chapter concludes by stating the project’s research questions, as follows: 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

i. Critical events in the doctorate? 

ii. Doctoral researchers’ and supervisors’ sense of agency? 

iii. The major structural elements of doctoral programmes? 

iv. Perceptions of the importance of timely submission? 

 

In Chapter 5, I focus on transforming the research questions above into a researchable 

enquiry. I consider the research paradigm within which this research project operates - 
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constructivism. I then explain, justify and reflect on the two stages of data collection and 

analysis: an institutional case study (Stage One) and two validation workshops (Stage Two). 

 

In Chapters 6 to 9, I present the findings from my empirical work as they relate to each 

research question. Chapter 6 focusses on critical events in the doctorate and doctoral 

researchers’ sense of agency. In Chapter 7, I present the findings on supervisors’ sense of 

agency. In Chapter 8, I focus on the major structural elements of doctoral programmes, 

namely, progress reviews and Doctoral Schools. In Chapter 9, I then consider the perceptions 

of the importance of timely submission. 

 

In Chapter 10, I discuss the findings and evaluate their originality in light of the existing 

literature. I argue that the research project makes the following contributions to knowledge: 

 

• the factors influencing timely submission are re-theorised using a new model, which 

considers both the situationally contingent and dynamic ways in which progress 

occurs;  

• the content and tasks involved in the doctorate are illuminated through a taxonomy 

of critical events and their features; 

• Some significant effects of time pressure on the doctorate are revealed;  

• a theoretically and empirically informed conceptualisation of how doctoral 

researchers and supervisors exercise agency is provided; 

• the research identifies how major structural factors in the doctoral experience enable 

or constrain progress. 

 

In Chapter 11, I conclude the thesis by summarising its main contributions, discussing its 

potential impact, highlighting some areas for further research, and making some 

recommendations for practice. The thesis closes with my personal reflections on the research 

process.  
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Chapter 2: The context for submission and completion rates 

 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I position my research project within its broader historical and policy-based 

context. I do this by: i) providing a brief history of the UK doctorate; ii) examining how the 

knowledge economy accelerated policy interventions into the doctorate, which raised the 

profile of submission and completion rates; and iii) evaluating the different perspectives on 

the use of the submission and completion rates as performance metrics. 

 

2.2 A brief history of the UK doctorate 

The doctorate was very slow to arrive in the UK. The University of Oxford hosted the first 

DPhil registration in 1917, and the first conferral followed two years later. Universities on the 

continent had moved much more quickly in embracing research degrees. Wilhelm von 

Humboldt is credited with establishing the model for the contemporary doctorate. As 

Minister for Education, he created a doctoral degree that allowed scholars to specialise and 

to use their research to inform teaching. Other countries on the continent quickly adopted 

the Humboldtian model. France established its first doctoral programme in 1810, the 

Netherlands followed in 1815, and Switzerland established its doctorate in 1833.  

 

The early period of the doctorate is often characterised as being free of interference from 

outside the academy (Taylor 2012). Yet it is significant that pressure to institute a research 

degree in the UK was politically, rather than academically, motivated. Simpson (1983) 

identifies how the introduction of a home-grown research degree was a means of diverting 

migrant doctoral researchers away from studying in Germany. Taylor (2018) also points out 

how the First World War led to a realisation that research would be fundamental to the war 

effort and in gaining a competitive edge in the post-war economy. Throughout its first century 

of life, then, the doctorate has always been something of an object of policy. 

 

Bogle (2017) divides the first 100 years of the UK doctorate into four stages. Stage One (1917 

– 1945) was the initiation phase. During this stage the Northern and London-based 

universities followed Oxford’s lead and established doctoral programmes. Numbers rose 
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steadily, with 2345 doctorates being awarded in the 1920s, almost doubling to 4308 in the 

1930s (Simpson 2009).  

 

During Stage Two (1945 – 1970), the number of registrations and awards dipped in the 

aftermath of the Second World War, with only 3069 PhDs conferred in the 1940s (Simpson 

2009). In the following three decades, there was modest growth in the number of 

registrations and awards. However, many of the doctoral degrees started during this period 

were never finished. This was a consequence of the doctorate not yet being a pre-requisite 

for entry into an academic career and expectations that the thesis itself would be a magnum 

opus, making a major contribution to the discipline (Deem and Dowle 2020). 

 

Numbers rose significantly during the Third Stage (1970s – 2003). HESA figures reveal how 

the number of doctorates awarded during this stage increased from 4815 in 1975/76 to 

14,115 in 2000/01. It was also during this stage that concern about completion rates of 

doctoral degrees came to the fore. There was a challenge to the expectation that a doctorate 

ought to be a magnum opus and would, therefore, take as long as was needed to complete. 

To tackle low completion rates, the Winfield Report (Winfield 1987) recommended two 

alternative tracks through the doctorate: i) a knowledge-based doctorate, focussing on the 

scale of the contribution to knowledge and with a longer timescale for completion; and ii) a 

training-based doctorate, supporting the development of research skills and a publication-

worthy thesis. In the end, the knowledge-based doctorate largely vanished, and the training 

model was adopted, though Winfield did not recommend this. The shift to a training model 

prompted universities to alter their regulations during the 1990s so that a thesis was judged 

on what could be submitted within three to four years of full-time study with methods 

training being taken in parallel. 

 

The actions that universities took to improve timely submission and completion came under 

closer scrutiny during this period. The research councils began monitoring institutions’ 

submission rates for funded doctoral researchers, imposing sanctions if an institution failed 

to meet the threshold level (Collinson and Hockey 1995). Completion rates were also 

monitored following the establishment in 1986 of the UK-wide Research Assessment Exercise 
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(RAE), later retitled as the Research Excellent Framework (REF). For each REF cycle, data on 

institutions’ doctoral completions formed part of the assessment criteria (REF 2019).  

 

During the Fourth Stage (2003-present), the number of registrations and awards ballooned. 

According to HESA, there were 112,815 doctoral researchers enrolled in the UK in 2018/19, 

42% of whom came from the EU or further afield, and 29,330 doctorates were awarded that 

year.  

 

During this stage there were also radical changes to the structure and purpose of doctoral 

programmes. The SET for Success review (Roberts 2002) heralded in the era of researcher 

development. The review recognised that opportunities in academe were limited and that 

most doctoral researchers would not find employment in the academy. More recent figures 

corroborate that view. Mellors-Bourne, Metcalfe, and Pollard (2013) found that 56% of 

doctoral researchers were leaving academia within six months of graduation. To better 

prepare doctoral researchers for a range of careers, the Roberts review recommended that 

universities be allocated extra funding to pump prime generic skills training provision. That 

funding has since come to an end, but its legacy continues as UK universities now commonly 

provide skills training as part of their doctoral offer.  

 

It was also during this period that funding models for doctoral programmes shifted towards 

a more cohort-based, training-centred, multi-disciplinary approach. The major research 

councils in the UK now allocate funding through Doctoral Training Partnerships (DTPs) or 

Centres for Doctoral Training (CDTs). Funded schemes operate on a cohort model designed 

to reduce isolation, facilitate the formation of networks, and support better completion rates. 

Doctoral programmes have also become more organised and structured with the 

establishment of institution-wide Graduate Schools, latterly Doctoral Colleges/Schools. 

Doctoral Colleges/Schools oversee progression and provide training, often with a view to 

ensuring timely and successful completion (Smith McGloin and Wynne 2015, Denicolo et al. 

2010). Many universities also participate in multi-institutional Doctoral Training Partnerships, 

yet melding together different organisational cultures is challenging (Deem, Barnes, and 

Clarke 2015). 
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Although late to arrive in the UK, the first 100 years of the doctorate have seen a significant 

expansion in numbers; shifts in its purpose, expectations and delivery; changes to funding 

models; and, an emphasis on reducing timescales for completion. In the next section, I explore 

in more detail why the duration of doctoral programmes and completion rates have become 

a core feature of doctoral education policy.  

 

2.3 The knowledge economy and the ‘race to complete’  

Concerns about high rates of non-completion and lengthy registrations are longstanding 

issues in doctoral education. Almost 60 years ago, Lord Robbins first drew attention to the 

excessive time that doctoral researchers dedicated to preparing a thesis. Robbins worried 

that spending too long on doctoral research would be damaging for research itself and might 

dissuade talented researchers from entering the academy (Robbins 1963).  

 

The issue gained significant visibility during the intervening decades. Completion rates and 

project duration were no longer a ‘hidden crisis’ (Lovitts and Nelson 2000) but became explicit 

policy matters. Some commentators argue that the advent of the knowledge economy was 

responsible for driving a tighter relationship between doctoral education and policy 

(McAlpine 2017, Green and Usher 2003).  

 

The knowledge economy refers to a recognition of the role of knowledge in catalysing 

economic growth. The OECD asserted that the economies of its member states are “more 

strongly dependent on the production, distribution and use of knowledge than ever before” 

(OECD 1996, 9). The knowledge economy prioritises two aspects of knowledge: i) its creation, 

application and dissemination; and ii) the human capital within whom knowledge is embodied 

(Hancock, Hughes, and Walsh 2017). Because universities play an important role in knowledge 

generation and training the future workforce, they are considered vital to the knowledge 

economy (EUA 2009).  

 

Unsurprisingly, doctoral education has continued to become intertwined with the knowledge 

economy discourse. Doctoral researchers are recognised as being especially highly skilled 
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human capital and their research projects contribute to the creation of knowledge (HEFCE 

2003). Balaban (2016) has traced how the conceptualisation of doctoral researchers has 

changed over recent decades. Whilst they were once considered ‘stewards of the discipline’ 

- responsible for the upkeep of their academic field - they are now considered ‘leaders’. As 

leaders, doctoral researchers are perceived to be highly skilled entrepreneurs capable of 

generating new knowledge and converting that knowledge into a viable economic or social 

enterprise (Balaban 2016). They also have a role to play in helping knowledge flow across 

organisations and using their high level problem solving skills (Hancock and Walsh 2016). 

Furthermore, doctoral graduates are well-placed to connect universities and businesses in 

order to create profitable innovations (Garcia-Quevedo, Mas-Verdú, and Polo-Otero 2011). 

 

This conceptualisation of doctoral researchers is often instrumental, focussing on their 

potential for economic utility. It is important to note, however, that not all doctoral 

researchers accept or identify with the knowledge economy discourse (Hancock, Hughes, and 

Walsh 2017). Also, not every doctoral researcher is motivated by career aspirations in 

deciding to undertake a doctoral degree (Guerin, Jayatilaka, and Ranasinghe 2015). Similarly, 

there is an unevenness in how doctoral researchers interact with policy challenges and 

interventions (Ashwin, Deem, and McAlpine 2015).  

 

Nevertheless, the knowledge economy narrative dominates at the policy-level. It is impatient 

for highly skilled doctoral researchers and the potential applications of their research. As a 

result, there has been a much greater emphasis on efficiency within doctoral education. 

Lengthy registrations and non-completion are considered undesirable. As two supervisors put 

it: 

 

“[We work] in a context where the emphasis is placed firmly on successful, timely completion. 

The race to complete is on and contributing to the knowledge economy…must now not only 

be significant but timely too” (Green and Usher 2003, 44)  

 

Within the UK, expectations about the duration of doctoral degrees and completion rates 

have become embedded and reinforced through multiple policy documents. The table below 
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summarises the key policy interventions in, or affecting, the UK doctorate that have cemented 

firm deadlines for thesis submission or encouraged high completion rates. 

 

Year Policy 
1987 Winfield report 
1996  Harris review of postgraduate education 
1999 QAA Code of practice: Section 1: Research degrees 
1999 Bologna declaration introducing three degree cycles: Bachelors, Masters, and 

Doctoral  
2001 RCUK Joint Skills Statement 
2002 Roberts report: Set for Success 
2003 HEFCE: Improving standards in postgraduate research degree programmes 
2004 EU Dublin descriptors – degree level descriptors and European Qualifications 

Framework 
2005  EU Salzburg Principles – a set of principles for innovative doctoral training 
2009 UUK: Promoting the UK doctorate: opportunities and challenges  
2010 ESRC: Doctoral Training Centres  
2010 DBIS: Review of postgraduate education 
2011 EU Salzburg II – refinement of the principles for innovative doctoral training 
2012 HEC: Postgraduate education: an independent enquiry  
2013 QAA: Chapter B11: Research Degrees 
2015 QAA: Characteristics statement: Doctoral degree  
2016 AHRC Doctoral Training Partnerships (DTP2): Call specification 
2018 EPSRC: Centres for doctoral training 
2019 UKRI Training grants: Standard terms and conditions of training grants  

Table 2: Policy interventions in the UK doctorate 

 

The table emphasises just how central concerns about doctoral degree duration and 

completion rates are to policy. The documents in Table 2 cover a range of aspects of doctoral 

education including regulatory frameworks, quality assurance practices, standards, purpose 

of doctoral education, format of delivery, and funding. All of them take into account degree 

duration and completion.  

 

One consequence of the proliferation of policy interventions on the doctorate is that degree 

timescales and completion rates have become metricised and publicly accessible. For 

example, up until its dissolution in 2016, the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
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(HEFCE1) published league tables of UK institutions’ completion rates (HEFCE 2013, 2012, 

2007, 2005), which attracted media attention (Jump 2013, Shepherd 2007). HEFCE paused 

publication of these tables in 2013 owing to some universities gaming their algorithm. 

Similarly, some of the research councils regularly publish their submission rate data (AHRC 

2020).  

 

The heightened surveillance of submission and completion metrics and its public accessibility 

can impact the reputation of a university’s doctoral provision. Consequently, submission and 

completion rates now form a part of the day-to-day performance management of doctoral 

programmes. For example, academic appraisals commonly draw on submission and 

completion rates for individual supervisors, graduating doctoral researchers can be a criterion 

for promotion, and doctoral researchers themselves have to regularly report on their progress 

through progress reviews.  

 

Submission and completion rates are the ubiquitous measure of the efficiency of doctoral 

training in UK universities. In the next section, I consider some perspectives on the use of 

those metrics.   

 

2.4 Perspectives on timely submission and completion 

The use of submission and completion rates as measures of the UK doctorate’s fitness for 

purpose has been criticised in the literature.  

 

In the years following the Winfield and Harris reviews, scholars raised concerns about the 

possible effects of metricising submission and completion rates. On submission rates, 

Collinson and Hockey (1997, 1995) were concerned that constrained timescales for a 

doctorate might result in the submission of a sub-standard thesis in order to meet the four 

year cut off. They argued that this might lead to examiners taking on a proto-supervisory role 

to raise the quality of the thesis to the expected standard.  

 
1 HEFCE was responsible for distributing public money for teaching and research. It closed in 2018 and its 
functions were taken on by the Office for Students (for teaching) and UK Research and Innovation (for 
research) 
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Delamont, Atkinson, and Parry (1997) have critiqued the application of submission rate 

metrics to all doctoral researchers. They argue that the measure is not sensitive to the 

different processes through which research happens. They were particularly scathing about 

attempts to transfer the critical mass model to the social sciences, which they considered 

would be ineffective at increasing submission rates and irrelevant to social sciences 

disciplines. In earlier work, Delamont (1989) also critiqued submission rates for homogenising 

the doctoral researcher population. For Delamont, it assumes that all doctoral researchers 

are in their early 20s, geographically mobile, funded and male. This led to a concern that 

submission rates would discriminate against older, female, less mobile and self-funded 

doctoral researchers - possibly creating barriers to access.  

 

Responsibility to the public purse has also been raised in relation to submission and 

completion rates. In light of the knowledge economy debate, Enders (2004) argues that 

submission and completion rates do not inform funders or the public about what doctoral 

researchers go on to do. Other data are needed to verify the contribution of doctoral 

researchers to the knowledge economy. Collinson and Hockey (1997, 1995) commented that 

submission rates, in particular, do not inform about whether or not a doctoral researcher 

actually went on to achieve their degree, though very few discontinue after submission. They 

also suggest that the measure is of limited value for part-time doctoral researchers. This is 

because part-time researchers tend not to be funded by the public purse and might not be 

driven by purely career or economic motivations in pursuing a doctorate. 

 

More recently, Bossier and Eleftheriou (2015) have raised concerns that more is being asked 

of doctoral researchers. Alongside the demands of a research project and production of a 

thesis, doctoral researchers are required to engage with skills training but firm deadlines for 

thesis submission persist. McCormack (2005) has also shown how the performance-driven 

model of doctoral research portrays non-completion as a failure. She uses interview data to 

show how some researchers have reconstructed their experience of withdrawing from their 

programmes as a positive retelling of their lives. For her participants, the point of withdrawal 

from the degree marked the beginning of a new and successful chapter in their lives. It is 
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sometimes the case that withdrawal from a doctoral degree is for positive reasons, for 

example, getting a dream job, starting a family, or even deciding that research is not a good 

fit for a future career.  

 

The majority of the literature cited in this section is decades old and not all of it is based on 

empirical work. Furthermore, none of the critiques referenced here have been followed up in 

a systematic way to see if their predictions came to pass. Also, the voice of the doctoral 

researchers themselves is largely absent from the debate. This identifies the first research 

gap in the literature on submission and completion rates: 

 

• Research Gap 1: There is a need to update our understanding of the consequences of 

the time pressure associated with the doctorate by drawing on a range of views, 

including doctoral researchers themselves.  

 

Whilst this chapter has focussed on the UK context, the knowledge economy narrative and 

the pressure for timely completion of doctorates apply across the globe. Elsewhere, 

governments have enacted policies to encourage the timely completion of doctorates 

including in the US, Australia, Sweden, Netherlands, Spain and Russia.  

 

Despite being a long-standing and widespread policy matter, timely completion of a doctorate 

is stubbornly difficult to achieve. A recent survey by the European Universities Association 

found that just under half the institutions it surveyed struggled to secure completion of a 

doctorate within the four year, full-time duration agreed under the Salzburg Principles 

(Hasgall et al. 2019). In the next chapter, I explore this in more detail by evaluating the 

literature on the factors that influence thesis submission and completion of a doctorate.   

 

 

 



 
 
 
Chapter 3: A literature review of the factors influencing thesis submission and degree 

completion 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the literature on the factors that influence thesis submission and degree 

completion. I make three key arguments: 

 

First, I argue that there is no magic bullet guaranteeing timely submission and completion of 

a doctorate. Instead, a multitude of factors are involved, including situational and contextual 

factors, and they are considered a ‘multidimensional problem’ (Castello et al. 2017, 1054).  

 

Second, I argue that existing studies tend to be under-theorised or over-rely on education 

socialisation theory as the explanatory model. This paints an overtly socialised and hyper-

structural picture of the doctoral experience, which obscures how different actors exercise 

agency.  

 

Third, I concur with other researchers that the tasks and content of the doctoral experience 

have received scant attention (van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, and Jansen 2019, Devos et al. 

2017, Bastalich 2015). This is an important oversight given that eventual completion is 

dependent on the tasks associated with thesis preparation.   

 

These three arguments apply mainly to the literature that focusses on timely submission and 

completion of doctoral degrees. Throughout this chapter, I occasionally refer to literature on 

the broader doctoral experience to provide context. However, I should make it clear that the 

arguments I make are not directed at that broader literature.   

 

I have structured this literature review using the top-level factors from McAlpine and Norton’s 

(2006) integrative framework for doctoral completion.  Those top-level factors are: i) the 

doctoral researcher; ii) supervision; iii) the department and discipline; and iv) the institution. 

McAlpine and Norton’s (2006) model also includes a fifth factor - society and supra society – 

which I discussed in the previous chapter. 



 
 
 

 27 

 

A summary of this chapter’s main sections and sub-sections is provided in the table overleaf 

to help orientate readers.  

 

 

Section Sub-section 
 

Doctoral researcher • Sociodemographic and contextual 
academic factors 

• Meaning and self-efficacy 
• Work-life balance 

 
Supervision • Supervisory style 

• Intervention vs autonomy 
• Relationship fit 

 
Department and discipline • Academic socialisation 

• Access to communities 
 

Institution • Structural reforms to doctoral 
programmes 
 

Table 3: Literature review structure  

 

3.2 Doctoral researcher 

This section covers the literature on the relationship between doctoral researcher-centric 

factors and submission/completion.  

 

3.2.1 Sociodemographic and contextual academic factors 

A sizable body of literature has used various quantitative methods to explore how doctoral 

researchers’ sociodemographic characteristics (for example, age, gender, and residency) and 

contextual academic factors (for example, registration mode, funding type, prior degree 

classifications, and academic discipline) influence submission and completion.  

 

These studies typically use existing data from student record databases, allowing them to 

report on outcomes for whole cohorts of doctoral researchers. The sample sizes involved tend 
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to be very large meaning that the findings can be reliably generalised to the doctoral 

researcher population.  

 

Regarding sociodemographic characteristics, studies consistently find that younger doctoral 

researchers are more likely than their older peers to submit a thesis by their institutional 

deadline and complete (Wollast et al. 2018, Park 2005, HEFCE 2005, Wright and Cochrane 

2000). International doctoral researchers are also reported to complete in greater proportion 

and at a faster rate than their resident peers (Spronken-Smith, Cameron, and Quigg 2017, 

Jiranek 2010, Rodwell and Neumann 2008, Park 2005) but not in all cases. One Belgian study 

found that Belgian nationals were more likely to complete their doctorate than international 

researchers (Wollast et al. 2018). Outcomes based on gender are inconclusive. Some studies 

found no statistically significant difference in completion rates based on gender (Wollast et 

al. 2018, van de Schoot et al. 2013, Wright and Cochrane 2000, Seagram, Gould, and Pyke 

1998). Others have reported that women take longer to complete their doctorate than men 

(Kyvik and Olsen 2013, Jiranek 2010) and are at a higher risk of non-completion (Castello et 

al. 2017).  

 

Regarding contextual academic factors, part-time doctoral researchers are consistently found 

to be less likely to complete their doctorate when compared to their full-time peers 

(Spronken-Smith, Cameron, and Quigg 2017, Castello et al. 2017, HEFCE 2005, Park 2005) but 

they work at a faster full time equivalent rate (Rodwell and Neumann 2008, Wright and 

Cochrane 2000). Funding status is also found to correlate positively with both submission and 

completion (Wollast et al. 2018, Spronken-Smith, Cameron, and Quigg 2017, van der Haert et 

al. 2013, Lariviere 2013, Jiranek 2010). This is especially so when doctoral researchers are 

funded to focus on their research without requirements to undertake additional duties, such 

as teaching (van der Haert et al. 2013, Valero 2001, Seagram, Gould, and Pyke 1998), and the 

funding package covers the entire duration of the doctoral project (Maloshonok and Terentev 

2018, Wollast et al. 2018, Geven, Skopek, and Triventi 2017).  

 

Prior academic attainment, especially at Master’s level, also influences completion. A high 

Master’s degree classification raises the probability of completion (Wollast et al. 2018, van 
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der Haert et al. 2013, Wao and Onwuegbuzie 2011). Similarly, Wright and Cochrane (2000) 

found that within the science-based subjects, a first class or upper second class honours 

undergraduate degree positively correlated at a statistically significant level with submission 

of the thesis within 4 years.  

 

Discipline of study is also reported to influence both submission and completion rates. 

Typically, STEM researchers have higher completion and submission rates than researchers 

in the social sciences and humanities (Wollast et al. 2018, Spronken-Smith, Cameron, and 

Quigg 2017, van der Haert et al. 2013, Rodwell and Neumann 2008, Park 2005, Seagram, 

Gould, and Pyke 1998, Booth and Satchell 1995). However, it is not made clear by these 

studies whether this relates to how research is carried out in different disciplines or a 

consequence of STEM doctoral researchers tending to be younger.  

 

The findings from these studies give the impression that timely submission of a thesis and 

successful completion are more likely when a doctoral researcher is young, full-time, funded 

to work on research only, has a strong academic record and is researching in STEM. For some 

researchers, sociodemographic and contextual academic factors are conceptualised as risk 

factors. Wollast et al. (2018), for example, found that the accumulation of three more risk 

factors increases the likelihood of non-completion by up to 50%. 

 

However, I argue that the explanatory power of these studies is limited because the variables 

included in statistical models tend to be selected out of convenience – being readily available 

in university registry databases - rather than driven by a clear theoretical position. A closer 

look at some of the results presented in these studies indicates that sociodemographic and 

contextual academic factors offer only a very partial explanation of what leads to timely 

submission and completion. 

 

That limitation is highlighted by van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, and Jansen’s (2019) work.  They 

surveyed over 800 doctoral researchers in the Netherlands. When they included just the 

sociodemographic and contextual academic factors in their regression model, they could 

account for just 11% of the variance in the data. Wright and Cochrane’s (2000) regression 



 
 
 

 30 

model also returned statistically significant, but very low, R2 values for these factors. Similarly, 

Wollast et al. (2018) reported weak effects (Cramer’s V). This is a strong indication that factors 

other than socio-demographic and contextual academic ones have a more important role to 

play in enabling timely submission and degree completion. 

  

Furthermore, these studies do not shed light on the possible reasons why, say, younger 

doctoral researchers complete in greater number than their older counterparts. The 

circumstances and contextual factors that might have a role to play in supporting thesis 

submission and degree completion are largely absent from these studies.  

 

Emerging literature from the discipline of educational psychology has started to move beyond 

the lack of a clear theoretical position in these studies by exploring the role of the concepts 

of meaning and self-efficacy in completion.    

 

3.2.2 Meaning and self-efficacy 

Scholars from the discipline of educational psychology have highlighted how the task and 

content of the doctoral experience have received scant attention (van Rooij, Fokkens-

Bruinsma, and Jansen 2019, Devos et al. 2017). An emerging body of literature has begun to 

address this gap by exploring how doctoral researchers attribute meaning to the tasks they 

engage with, how they experience self-efficacy in relation to doctoral tasks, and how those 

two concepts influence completion.  

 

Devos et al (2017) conducted a novel interview study in Belgium, comparing the experiences 

of completers and non-completers. Their approach offers rich insights into doctoral 

researchers’ experiences, which cannot be gleaned from the studies cited in section 3.2.1 

above. They found that timely completion is enabled when doctoral researchers are working 

on projects that are progressing well, are meaningful, and where the influence of external 

stressors is manageable.  

 

The importance of finding meaning in the project is reinforced by two larger scale studies too. 

Castello et al (2017), for example, surveyed 724 Spanish doctoral researchers. Their 
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qualitative analysis of free text comments highlighted that c.20% of their sample considered 

withdrawing from their project when the work ceased to be meaningful. Similarly, Cantwell 

et al. (2017) surveyed 1390 doctoral researchers in Australia. Their cluster analysis found that 

doctoral researchers fell into three different categories reflecting their level of engagement 

with doctoral tasks: constructively engaged, struggling to engage, and disengaged. The more 

engaged researchers in their sample found meaning in the complexity and difficulty inherent 

in doctoral tasks and believed their project to be achievable. Such a perspective on doctoral 

work stimulates a positive emotional response to day-to-day tasks and is regarded as an 

enabler of progress (Cantwell et al. 2017, Devos et al. 2017).  

 

These studies draw attention to the importance of finding meaning in doctoral tasks and its 

influence on completion. Importantly, Cantwell et al. (2017) did not find that 

sociodemographic and academic contextual factors had a significant effect on levels of 

engagement. This finding further diminishes the significance of some of the studies cited in 

Section 3.2.1. above.  

 

The concept of self-efficacy has also begun to receive attention in relation to doctoral tasks. 

Self-efficacy is broadly conceptualised as a belief that doctoral researchers can mobilise the 

right behaviours and resulting actions to achieve a goal (Bandura 1997). An international 

survey of doctoral researchers (Overall, Deane, and Peterson 2011) reported that research 

self-efficacy encourages intrinsic motivation toward doctoral-related tasks, heightening the 

sense of meaning in doctoral work. Studies from other fields of education have found that 

practices such as making plans and sticking to a consistent writing schedule can lead to timely 

submission and completion (Kiley 2015, Lindsay 2014, Gardner 2010). Nevertheless, self-

efficacy can become stunted when researchers exhibit self-sabotaging behaviours such as 

overcommitting, busyness, perfectionism and procrastination; all of which provide a 

convenient excuse for slow progress (Kearns, Gardiner, and Marshall 2008). 

 

There is much value in investigating the tasks and content of the doctorate, given their 

importance to completion. The educational psychology literature has made useful advances 

into this territory with its focus on meaning and self-efficacy. Perhaps owing to its disciplinary 
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orientation, that literature does not always take into account the effects of situational and 

social factors. For example, it can be difficult in the contemporary higher education climate 

to control external stressors, which Devos et al. (2017) considered to be an important factor 

for completion. Similarly, factors outside the project might conceivably influence how 

doctoral researchers experience meaning and self-efficacy. For example, a doctoral 

researcher’s project might quickly become obsolete in fast-paced disciplines, data collection 

might fail, there might be a change of supervision, and so on.  

 

There is scope, then, for more work to be conducted on the tasks and content of the doctoral 

experience and their effect on timely submission and completion. Work focussing on the 

effects of situational and social factors would be a useful complement to the studies cited in 

this section.  

 

3.2.3 Work-life balance 

The struggle to find a satisfactory work-life balance has also been found to compromise timely 

submission and degree completion. The increasing demands being placed on doctoral 

researchers come from a variety of sources. First, studies outside the UK have found that 

taking on a doctorate alongside extensive work and family commitments can place significant 

strain on doctoral researchers (Maloshonok and Terentev 2018, Castello et al. 2017, van de 

Schoot et al. 2013). The effect of these demands can be exacerbated when the programme 

structure does not provide adequate support for doctoral researchers with additional 

responsibilities, thus increasing the probability of non-completion (Gardner 2008).    

  

Second, the workload associated with the doctoral experience itself has received attention. 

There is concern about the level of expectation placed on doctoral researchers who need to 

engage with a variety of tasks in addition to research activity and thesis preparation (Duke 

and Denicolo 2017, McAlpine 2017). This situation reflects the increasing demands being 

made of the academic labour force more generally (Kyvik 2012). 

 

Van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, and Jansen’s (2019) extensive survey draws our attention to 

the damaging effects of a heavy workload. They found that an unmanageable workload was 
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the most significant factor for reducing satisfaction with the doctorate, slowing progress, and 

increasing the likelihood of non-completion. The increasing demands on doctoral researchers 

are having a sinister effect through the rise in mental health conditions amongst doctoral 

researchers (Levecque et al. 2017). 

 

Third, the terms and conditions of funding packages impact work-life balance and the 

likelihood of timely completion. Whilst having funding increases the likelihood of timely 

completion, doctoral stipends are barely adequate to make ends meet (Deem and Dowle 

2020). A Russian study found that funding inadequacies were forcing doctoral researchers to 

take on additional paid work, which compromised thesis progress (Maloshonok and Terentev 

2018). A Belgian study uncovered how international doctoral researchers are often 

overlooked for the most desirable funding packages, making do with short-term or uncertain 

packages (Laufer and Gorup 2018). However, a good funding package does not necessarily 

protect against the presentation of a mental health condition (Levecque et al. 2017).  

 

Funding duration is also a concern. Where the funding duration is shorter than institutional 

timescales for completion, it risks placing doctoral researchers in a position of financial 

precarity during an unfunded period, which contributes to late stage non-completion (Wollast 

et al. 2018). 

 

Having considered doctoral researcher-centric factors, I will now consider another dimension 

in the doctoral experience: supervision. 

 

3.3 Supervision 

Supervision is a critical factor in any doctoral researcher’s experience. In the UK, doctoral 

researchers are surveyed about their experience via the Postgraduate Research Experience 

Survey (PRES). PRES results repeatedly show that doctoral researchers’ satisfaction with 

supervision influences their confidence in submitting on time (Turner 2015, Bennett and 

Turner 2013, Hodson and Buckley 2011, Kulej and Wells 2009). The importance of supervision 

applies in other countries too. In Spain, for example, the most frequently cited negative 
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experiences in the doctorate concern the doctoral researcher-supervisor relationship 

(Corcelles et al. 2019). 

 

In this section, I explore the research literature on the relationship between supervision and 

timely submission and completion. In general, the literature on doctoral supervision neglects 

the tasks and content of the doctorate and does not consider in detail how supervision is a 

reflective act (Bastalich 2015). 

 

3.3.1 Supervisory Style 

The literature presents a mixed picture of how supervision is carried out. Some studies 

emphasise the reflective nature of supervision, which evolves based on different doctoral 

researchers’ needs at different points in their programme (Gurr 2001). Other studies present 

doctoral supervision as fairly static and determined by structural factors outside the doctoral 

researcher-supervisor interaction.   

 

One example of the latter is the literature on the broader doctoral experience that concerns 

supervisory styles. In a well-cited, but fairly small scale interview study (n=12), supervision is 

theorised as a practice that aligns to five typical styles (Lee 2008): i) a functional approach 

that intends to develop the doctoral researchers’ project management skills with a view to 

submitting a pass-worthy thesis; ii) enculturating practices that intend to integrate the 

doctoral researcher into the broader disciplinary community; iii) a critical thinking approach 

that intends to develop a doctoral researcher’s capacity for questioning, critique, analysis and 

evaluation; iv) emancipatory tactics that are intended to encourage self-development; and v) 

developing a quality relationship that uses emotional intelligence to motivate and nurture.  

 

There is some evidence that the pressure of performance regimes and increased surveillance 

of supervisors’ work is leading supervisors to adopt more functional, directive styles (Halse 

2011, Deuchar 2008, Holligan 2005). The trend toward functionalism is mirrored in more 

recent research (Lindsay 2014, Amunsden and McAlpine 2011). Lindsay (2014), in particular, 

found that doctoral researchers in her sample favoured supervisors adopting a quasi-project 

manager role through chasing doctoral researchers for work and advising when it had reached 
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the quality threshold for submission. Surprisingly, her participants rarely discussed other 

styles identified by Lee (2008), such as critical thinking, which might be constraining the type 

of learning experienced in the doctorate.  

 

The argument for supervisors tending toward a dominant style, possibly as a result of 

increased monitoring of supervisory work, is unconvincing. First, the two studies that make 

this point most emphatically rest on very small sample sizes of 12 supervisors (Lee 2008) and 

8 doctoral researchers (Lindsay 2014) in single institutions. It is curious that the latter study 

was not followed up by a validating study with supervisors. The extent to which these findings 

can be generalised to all supervisors is, therefore, limited. Second, the concept of styles is 

also problematic. As Bastalich (2015) points out, innovation in supervision is contingent on 

the social context. No supervisor has just one style. Indeed, supervisors may call on all the 

styles that Lee (2008) identifies, and others, depending on the situation.  

 

Other studies highlight the importance of reflective practice in supervision. Halse and Malfroy 

(2009), for example, argue for the professionalisation of supervision. They consider doctoral 

researchers’ progress to be enabled when supervisors develop good habits of mind. Such 

habits involve consideration of and responsiveness to a doctoral researcher’s needs, close 

interest in their work, constructive feedback and, most importantly, the capacity to learn from 

experience and apply that learning in new situations. Deuchar (2008) concurs, arguing that 

uncritical adoption of a stylistic approach is unlikely to meet a doctoral researcher’s needs 

and can become a source of tension within the supervisory relationship, frustrating progress. 

The ‘How To’ literature on supervision (Denicolo, Duke, and Reeves 2020, Kamler and 

Thomson 2014, Delamont, Atkinson, and Parry 2004) reinforces this approach by encouraging 

reflection and adaptation to enable timely submission and completion. 

 

Of course, it is not easy to be reflective about supervision. As Kyvik (2012) points out, the 

demands made of academics are rising and time for contemplation might, therefore, be 

squeezed.  
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In summary, some literature argues that there are multiple supervisory styles and the rise of 

accountability regimes is encouraging functionalism as the dominant style. This presents 

supervision as a fairly static practice. Other literature argues for a more reflective approach 

to supervision that changes over time and between doctoral researchers. In both cases, the 

situationally contingent nature of supervision lacks detailed consideration.  

 

3.3.2 Supervisor relationship fit  

The concept of relationship fit has been used to explain timely submission and completion. 

Unfortunately, the literature tends to present fit in a static way – either it exists, or it does 

not – and as having a structuring effect on the doctoral experience. 

  

For example, the likelihood of a productive relationship is thought to be raised when there is 

an alignment between the doctoral researcher’s and supervisors’ academic interests and 

methodological approaches (Valero 2001, Golde 2000).  A misalignment has been found to 

generate tension in the relationship and raise the prospect of non-completion or delayed 

submission (Keefer 2015, Ives and Rowley 2005).   

 

Kyvik and Olsen (2013) suggest that disciplinary norms can affect academic fit. In STEM, they 

argue, supervisors have more of a vested interest in the PhD project because it furthers their 

own research agendas, standing in the field, and co-authoring with doctoral researchers is 

commonplace. In other disciplines, the idea for the project tends to be doctoral researcher-

led meaning that the research topic may only be of tangential interest to the supervisors. This 

raises the possibility of misalignment between academic interests and research approaches, 

which might thwart progress. 

 

Other researchers have presented fit as being dynamic rather than pre-determined. Pyhältö, 

Vekkaila, and Keskinen (2015), for example, surveyed 1184 doctoral researchers and 431 

supervisors in Finland. They found that fit was important for promoting resilience, satisfaction 

and progress. Importantly, they identified that it can be worked at throughout the doctorate.  
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Other studies have highlighted the role of dialogue and trust in establishing fit (Denicolo, 

Duke, and Reeves 2020). An open dialogue encourages doctoral researchers to share 

experiences and to alert supervisors to any difficulties, both academic and personal, that they 

might be experiencing. Research findings encourage supervisors to be attentive to the 

emotional state of their doctoral researchers. This is particularly important for encouraging 

dialogue because doctoral researchers experience complex and shifting emotionality 

throughout their degree (Wisker et al. 2013, Green and Bowden 2012). Where issues can be 

discussed in an open and constructive way, it enables supervisors to take a preventative and 

interventionist approach to facilitate the early identification and resolution of problems 

(Manathunga 2005). Timing is also important. A fit in the relationship between the 

supervisors and doctoral researcher is much more likely if expectations can be discussed, 

documented and negotiated at the outset (Moxham, Dwyer, and Reid-Searl 2013). Trust also 

underpins a good fit between doctoral researchers and their supervisors. Where supervisors 

are trusting of their doctoral researchers it can bolster researcher confidence in their 

approaches and nourish a constructive relationship (Devos et al. 2015). 

 

3.3.3 Intervention vs autonomy 

A classic dilemma in the supervisor literature, which can influence progress, is deciding when 

to intervene in a doctoral researcher’s project and when to step back.  Too much intervention 

can limit the development of a doctoral researcher’s independence and autonomy. Too little 

intervention can leave the doctoral researcher struggling (Gurr 2001, Delamont, Parry, and 

Atkinson 1998). It is not clear from the literature how and when supervisors make decisions 

to intervene. Supervisors’ own experiences of being supervised are sometimes considered 

relevant (Amunsden and McAlpine 2011, Delamont, Parry, and Atkinson 1998). It is also 

possible that the discipline may play a role when, for example, a doctoral researcher’s work 

affects the outcome of a larger research project.  

 

A good example from the broader doctoral research literature of the intervention/non-

intervention dilemma is feedback on work. Delamont, Parry, and Atkinson’s (1998) 

ethnographic research with supervisors shows how supervisors agonised over the extent to 

which they should intervene with the production of the written thesis. If supervisors are too 
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involved, then it might rob the doctoral researcher of the opportunity to take ownership of 

the work. Conversely, if supervisors are too distant, then doctoral researchers might struggle 

to progress with the thesis.  

 

Yet the feedback that supervisors provide on written work is not just a question of frequency 

and quantity. It is complicated by theories of power relations (Guerin and Green 2013, 

Doloriert, Sambrook, and Stewart 2012), which might be wrapped up with gender relations 

and ethnicity, and is linked to doctoral researchers’ identity development and socialisation 

into disciplinary norms (Paré 2011, Crossouard and Pryor 2008).  

 

By focussing on the complexities of feedback in team supervision scenarios, Guerin and Green 

(2013) draw our attention to the effects of power differentials in how doctoral researchers 

respond to feedback. Their interview study showed how supervisors were regarded by 

doctoral researchers as occupying a superior position and were seen as representing the 

disciplinary community. In some cases, this led doctoral researchers to be overly deferential 

or to interpret negative feedback as a personal critique, symbolising exclusion from the 

disciplinary community.  

 

Doloriert, Sambrook, and Stewart (2012) concur with the negative emotions doctoral 

researchers often experience when grappling with the feedback, but their survey found that 

supervisors do not perceive themselves as being as powerful as doctoral researchers think 

they are. The authors are not clear whether this reflects supervisors taking power for granted, 

rather than the absence of a power differential. Interestingly, Doloriert, Sambrook, and 

Stewart (2012) found that the method of feedback delivery influenced how doctoral 

researchers respond. The most common form of feedback delivery - notes and comments on 

written work - was perceived by doctoral researchers to be the least empowering. Doloriert, 

Sambrook, and Stewart (2012) posit that supervisors favour this delivery method because of 

its efficiency, and regard it as a response to the time pressure within the doctorate. However, 

alternative models are not suggested.  
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Paré (2011) and Crossouard and Pryor (2008) conceptualise feedback on writing as a process 

of socialising doctoral researchers into the knowledge, history, values and beliefs of the 

academic discipline. Those researchers draw on the communities of practice theory of 

legitimate peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger 1991) to argue that feedback is a 

mechanism for inducting doctoral researchers into the accepted customs of the discipline. 

Consequently, feedback becomes bound up with doctoral researchers’ sense of identity and 

sense of belonging within an academic community (Paré 2011). Given that so much is at stake 

in the act of giving feedback, it is striking that Doloriert, Sambrook, and Stewart (2012) and 

Paré (2011) have identified how underprepared supervisors feel about giving feedback. In 

Doloriert, Sambrook, and Stewart’s (2012) study, just 31% of the sample had attended 

training about feedback. Consequently, supervisors and doctoral researchers often lack a 

shared technical vocabulary to discuss writing, which leads to vague, confusing and often 

misunderstood feedback on work (Paré 2011). Fortunately, the guidance and advice available 

to supervisors on the topic of feedback is improving (Denicolo, Duke, and Reeves 2019). 

 

Nevertheless, doctoral researchers are not just passive recipients of supervisor feedback and 

nor are they always cowed by power differentials. As Guerin and Green (2013) noted, doctoral 

researchers can still exercise agency in how they respond to feedback by adopting practices 

such as carefully documented responses or by quietly dropping comments with which they 

disagree. 

 

The frequency of supervisory meetings has also been reviewed in the context of intervention 

and autonomy. Doctoral researchers who perceive that they have frequent contact with their 

supervisors were less likely to consider withdrawing from the doctorate indicating that 

frequent supervision protects against non-completion (Pyhältö, Vekkaila, and Keskinen 2015). 

Similarly, regular contact between supervisors and doctoral researchers has been found to 

reduce burnout and combat non-completion (Cornér, Löfström, and Pyhältö 2017). Earlier 

work by Hockey (1997), warns against being too prescriptive about supervision. His research 

with supervisors in the social sciences showed that supervisory contact ebbed and flowed 

throughout the degree. In the earlier stages, supervision is intensive, it is then dialled back in 
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the mid-stage so that doctoral researchers experience autonomy, and intensifies once more 

during the write up.  

 

In summary, the literature has been attentive to the supervisor-doctoral researcher 

relationship and its impact on progress. The focus has so far been on the structural 

dimensions of supervision - style, fit and degree of intervention. These aspects of supervision 

are considered structural because they can have a constraining or enabling effect on doctoral 

researchers’ projects. Some research explored in this section conceptualises supervision to 

be a more dynamic act that centres on reflective practice and adaption of approaches to 

respond to different situations. With the exception of work on feedback, the supervisory 

literature continues the theme of neglecting the tasks and content of the doctorate.   

 

In the following section, I explore another dimension of the doctoral experience: the influence 

of the department and discipline on submission and completion. 

 

3.4 Department and Discipline 

The literature considers the doctoral researcher’s academic department and discipline to be 

important dimensions of the submission and completion conundrum. For Golde (2005), the 

department is the control centre of the doctoral experience because, she argues, it has 

jurisdiction over policies that affect doctoral researchers’ day-to-day life and it is shaped by 

disciplinary norms. Golde’s (2005) argument is now outdated because it does not reflect 

contemporary doctoral education in the UK, which is spatially dispersed (doctoral researchers 

may be supervised across departments, institutions, or organisations).  Also, not all policy 

decisions affecting doctoral researchers are made at the departmental level. Nevertheless, 

the department is still an important centre of activity in the doctoral experience.  

 

3.4.1 Academic socialisation 

The effect of the department and discipline on completion rates has been explored by relying 

heavily on education socialisation theory. In this context, education socialisation, refers to the 

“process through which an individual learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and 

knowledge needed for membership in a given society, group or organization” (Gardner 2010, 
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63). Proponents of an education socialisation approach argue that doctoral completion can 

be explained by gauging the extent to which doctoral researchers adopt the customs and 

practices of their department and discipline (Sinclair, Barnacle, and Cuthbert 2013, Gardner 

2010, Golde 2005, Golde 2000).  

 

The concept of fit is used once more to explain why some doctoral researchers find it difficult 

to socialise into the culture of their department and disciplines. Golde’s (2005) interview 

study in the US describes how non-completion is more likely when there is a poor fit between 

the expectations of the department and the doctoral researcher, and when doctoral 

researchers do not perceive academic life to be compatible with their own life goals. The 

paper conceives that cultures and ways of working in disciplines and departments are fairly 

static. Neither does it consider how those engaged with multi-disciplinary work might 

experience additional hurdles to integration. From this perspective, cultures of disciplines and 

departments exert a structuring effect on the doctoral researcher’s experience, indicating 

that misalignment can be a challenge to timely completion.  

 

The literature also identifies how the presumed tacit nature of research activity impedes 

socialisation. The literature suggests that the rules of the research game are rarely made 

explicit and constitute a hidden curriculum (Jackson 1968). Doctoral researchers are 

challenged to tune their ear to the different expectations made of them and learn how to 

operate to meet those expectations (Delamont, Atkinson, and Parry 2000).  

 

The organisation of research activity within disciplines has been argued to make a difference 

to how tacit knowledge circulates. Delamont, Atkinson and Parry’s (2000) close up 

ethnography revealed how socialisation and the reproduction of knowledge creation 

practices are facilitated in disciplines that operate under group research models, for example, 

lab-based sciences.  

 

In other disciplines, such as social sciences and humanities, where critical mass is less relevant 

(Delamont 1989), socialisation becomes more of a challenge and experiences of isolation are 

more common. At its most constrained, the doctorate is experienced as an autonomous 
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pursuit where the opportunity for intellectual exchange is limited to interactions between the 

doctoral researcher and supervisory team (Keefer 2015). In these disciplines, the three 

structural enablers of socialisation that Weidman and Stein (2003) refer to – participation in 

scholarly activities; peer interactions; supportive departmental environment – are harder to 

come by. 

 

I argue that the ‘tacit nature of research’ argument is now less relevant. Most of the 

references that use this are quite old. Since their publication, many books have attempted to 

make the hidden rules of research much more explicit and transparent (see for example (Rugg 

and Petre 2020, Phillips and Pugh 2015)). Those publications are also intended to have wide 

appeal across disciplines.  

 

Elsewhere, arguments have been made to promote a training-centred approach to doctoral 

education, particularly in the social sciences and humanities. This approach has been argued 

as a means of reducing academic isolation, enabling socialisation, and promoting completion 

(Hockey 1991). Nevertheless, support networks established through training seldom survive 

if the programme is dependent on front-end only formal training in the programme (Pilbeam, 

Lloyd-Jones, and Denyer 2013).   

 

Disciplinary norms are not the only features of departments thought to enable socialisation 

and completion. Other research has pointed out common features amongst departments 

with high completion rates that transcend disciplines such as a collegial environment, active 

involvement of doctoral researchers in departmental activities, concern for doctoral 

researchers’ wellbeing, and supporting researchers in raising concerns or questions (Gardner 

2010, Gardner 2009, Valero 2001). Similarly, departments with low completion rates also 

exhibit common features unrelated to the discipline, for example, negative attitudes toward 

doctoral researchers (Valero 2001), perhaps because not all academics enjoy supervision.  

 

Despite the widespread use of socialisation as an explanatory model for doctoral completions, 

its ongoing usefulness is debated. For some researchers, socialisation is a universalising 

theory that conceptualises doctoral researchers as an homogenous body of full-time, well-
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funded individuals progressing to an academic career (Acker and Haque 2015). It fails, 

therefore, to take account of the experiences of different groups of doctoral researchers, 

particularly minority groups and different ethnic groups (Espinoza 2018, Williams et al. 2016) 

and those with disabilities.  

 

Furthermore, socialisation risks overplaying the role of academic structures, which presents 

doctoral researchers as occupying a rather passive position (Pervan et al. 2015). The  doctoral 

experience becomes characterised as a process of uncritical assimilation into static norms and 

values (Antony 2002). Socialisation is a theory that is guilty of downward conflation (Archer 

1988) because it suggests that the enduring norms of the department and discipline act upon 

and shape the helpless doctoral researcher. It does not, therefore, take into account the 

capacity of doctoral researchers to be active agents in their doctoral education who are 

capable of shaping and influencing their doctoral experience (Hopwood 2010) and who hold 

and act on values of their own. Based on these critiques, socialisation appears to have limited 

explanatory potential for making sense of completion in the contemporary UK doctorate. This 

is because doctoral education is now diverse, spatially dispersed, and multi-purpose. 

 

3.4.2 Access to communities  

Doctoral researchers’ access to different communities has also been considered in relation to 

the department and discipline. Doctoral researchers come into contact with multiple 

communities throughout their doctorate. Those communities might be located within the 

doctoral researcher’s office space, laboratory or department; assemble at conferences; cross 

institutions in the case of Doctoral Training Partnerships (DTPs); materialise in training events 

that cut across disciplines; or be virtual, digital communities (Janta, Lugosi, and Brown 2012).  

 

Access to different communities has been found to enrich the doctoral experience. Corcelles 

et al. (2019) uncovered how the social dimension of the doctorate is considered the most 

rewarding for some doctoral researchers. Their participants emphasised the importance of 

having access to communities to receive expert feedback, communicate research, and 

interact with other researchers. It was the wider research community, outside the immediate 

departmental setting, that was perceived to offer the most value. Similarly, Pilbeam, Lloyd-
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Jones, and Denyer (2013) have highlighted how peer communities provide opportunities for 

research problems to be discussed, progress to be benchmarked, and emotional support to 

be found during difficult periods. Peer communities tend to form quickly, with the strongest 

ties made between doctoral researchers who are studying in the same mode (i.e. full-time or 

part-time) and who enter in the same cohort (Pilbeam and Denyer 2009). Those studies were 

based on data collection from a part-time, professional doctorate and not all doctoral 

programmes operate in cohorts in any real or sustained sense.   

 

Despite the perceived benefits of having access to numerous research communities, the 

literature indicates that not all communities exert a positive influence on timely completion. 

Both Lovitts (2001) and Golde (2000), for example, found that social integration is a positive 

feature of doctoral researchers’ overall experience, but it does not protect against decisions 

to withdraw from a doctorate. Whilst others speak to the positive effects of social integration 

(Corcelles et al. 2019, Pilbeam, Lloyd-Jones, and Denyer 2013, Pilbeam and Denyer 2009), 

there is scant evidence that it has any significant influence on submission and completion.  

 

Integration into academic communities, however, is considered to be a more effective means 

of reinforcing progress and reducing the prospect of non-completion (Devos et al. 2017, 

Lovitts 2001, Golde 2000). Yet PRES results always show that doctoral researchers do not feel 

sufficiently integrated into the academic life of their department (Bennett and Turner 2013) 

and that this can be particularly challenging for international doctoral researchers (Deem and 

Brehony 2000). Castello et al. (2017) support this perspective by using survey data to show 

that difficulty integrating into the immediate academic community (supervisors and 

department) and broader communities (discipline) was the second most frequently cited 

reason for considering withdrawal from a doctoral programme.  

 

Not all groups of doctoral researchers enjoy the same levels of access to academic 

communities. Part-time and international doctoral researchers have been identified as two 

groups that face some of the most difficult challenges in this regard. Part-time doctoral 

researchers, for example, are often based off-campus, struggle to attend on-campus events, 

and find it difficult to build relationships with academic staff because of long periods away 
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from the department, all of which reinforces structural isolation from important communities 

(Gardner 2008, Deem and Brehony 2000).   

 

International doctoral researchers are also disadvantaged. Despite the evidence that 

international doctoral researchers are more likely to submit and complete their doctorate in 

a timely manner, this is not because the odds are stacked in their favour. Laufer and Gorup’s 

(2018) work shows how international doctoral researchers are vulnerable to social exclusion 

owing to their lack of familiarity with both the host nation’s cultures and academic norms. 

The sense of exclusion is further exacerbated when international doctoral researchers 

perceive that academic and social communities are indifferent to their needs (Manathunga 

2005, Deem and Brehony 2000). Difficulties in accessing academic communities can, 

therefore, hamper efforts to submit a thesis by the institutional deadline.  

 

In summary, integration into academic communities is considered an enabler of progress and 

completion of the doctorate. However, not all doctoral researchers have the same levels of 

access to communities, which indicates the presence of social and structural barriers for some 

groups. Traditionally, integration into a given community has been theorised using a 

socialisation framework. Yet integration is a sociological, rather than individualised 

experience. The education socialisation approach has been critiqued for being a universalising 

and reductive theory, which reduces the doctoral experience to identifying, internalising and 

assimilating to pre-existing structural norms. In so doing, it does not take into account the 

spaces in the doctoral experience for the exercise of agency.  

 

I now consider the influence of the institution, or organisation, on submission and 

completion.   

 

3.5 Institution 

Within the contemporary UK higher education landscape, there has been a drive to improve 

the structure and organisation of doctoral education. The desire to reform doctoral education 

stems from concern about low submission and completion rates, marginalisation of doctoral 

researchers compared to undergraduates, and growing global competition for doctoral 
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researchers (Denicolo et al. 2010). In the UK, these reforms have tended to be led at an 

institutional – or even national - rather than departmental level (Smith McGloin and Wynne 

2015, Denicolo et al. 2010). In this section, I consider the impact of greater organisation of 

doctoral education on submission and completion rates.  

 

3.5.1 Structural reforms to doctoral education  

A significant development in UK and European doctoral education is the expansion of distinct 

organisational entities with responsibility for the co-ordination, promotion and 

administration of doctoral programmes (Deem and Dowle 2020). In both the UK and 

European context, these organisational entities have become much more widespread during 

the last decade as universities have taken on institutional-level responsibility for doctoral 

researchers (Hasgall et al. 2019, Smith McGloin and Wynne 2015, Denicolo et al. 2010).  

 

Despite the growth in these organisation entities, there is an unevenness in both their 

responsibilities and structure across and within different Higher Education systems. 

Generally, their principal foci will include one or more of: improving progression, submission 

and completion rates; improving the attractiveness of research degrees to prospective 

applicants; improving the quality of doctoral education and the doctoral researcher 

experience; promoting interdisciplinary work; improving supervision; representing graduate 

issues; increasing the number of doctoral researchers; delivering skills training across 

disciplines; preparing doctoral researchers for a variety of career trajectories; overseeing 

inter-institutional training programmes, for example Doctoral Training Partnerships; and 

managing quality assurance for doctoral programmes, for example monitoring the progress 

of doctoral researchers and managing programme oversight (Baschung 2020, Hasgall et al. 

2019, Smith McGloin and Wynne 2015, Denicolo et al. 2010). 

 

The structure of these organisational entities also differs. In the UK, for example, 83% are 

located at the institutional level, compared to 76% in 2009 and 67% in 2004 (Smith McGloin 

and Wynne 2015). In Europe, the organisation is more mixed with most entities being located 

at the disciplinary level (64%) and/or the faculty level (52%) (Hasgall et al. 2019) but with 

institutional entities being present in some countries too (Baschung 2020, Nyhagen and 
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Baschung 2013). This is indicative of a general ceding of power and control, especially in the 

UK, over how doctoral education is organised away from the department to the institution.    

 

Terminology also differs within and between different Higher Education systems. The 

organisational entities responsible for doctoral education use different terms to refer to 

themselves including, for example, Graduate Schools (which tend also to subsume 

responsibility for Master’s programmes), Doctoral Colleges, Doctoral Schools and Doctoral 

Academies. Following Hasgall et al’s (2019) survey, I will use ‘Doctoral School’ as a catch-all 

term for any organisational entity which has one or more of the responsibilities outlined 

above.  

 

Despite the expansion of Doctoral Schools in the UK, there has been minimal research to date 

into the effectiveness of how they operate, and the impact Doctoral Schools have had on 

doctoral researchers’ progress, submission and eventual completion. With a few exceptions 

(Baschung 2020, Nyhagen and Baschung 2013), the relationship between Doctoral Schools 

and thesis submission and completion lacks clear theorisation. Geven, Skopek, and Triventi 

(2017), for example, have explicitly criticised the research literature on the doctorate for not 

investigating the impact of policy reforms on submission and completion rates. There have, 

however, been some reviews of broader reforms in doctoral education, for example 

Bartholomew’s (2015) review of ESRC’s Centres for Doctoral Training (CDT), though that 

review did not focus on submission and completion rates.  

 

A UK-based exception is a paper by Humphrey, Marshall, and Leonardo (2012), which 

measured the impact of the introduction of three reforms at Newcastle University on 

submission rates using a cohort comparison. Their study found that three aspects of the 

reforms singularly and collectively improved the chances of timely submission: i) submission 

of a Project Approval Form at the start of the PhD, which outlines the project plan and 

objectives; ii) engaging with research training and completing the assessment; and iii) being 

supervised by a team. In combination, these factors increased the probability of timely 

submission from 15% to 70%.  
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Improvements to completion rates have been identified at the institutional and national level 

in other countries. Although not tested empirically, two papers (Spronken-Smith, Cameron, 

and Quigg 2017, Kyvik and Olsen 2013) speculate that improvements might be attributable 

to the tighter organisation and monitoring of doctoral programmes through: admissions 

standards; progress monitoring procedures; submission of a research proposal at an early 

stage of the programme; introduction of skills training; research agreements between 

candidates and supervisors; presence of a Doctoral School overseeing doctoral programmes; 

reduction in the number of papers and word count required for a thesis; and use of 

supervisory teams.  

 

Based on data acquired from the Doctoral School in the highly selective Italian European 

University Institute, Geven, Skopek, and Triventi (2017) examined the effect of two sets of 

reforms on time to degree and overall cohort completion rates. The first set of reforms 

involved structured training in theory and research methods; progress presentations by 

doctoral researchers; interim submission deadlines – research agenda at the end of year one, 

two thesis chapters by the end of year two, and a thesis draft by the end of year three; and a 

hard deadline for submission at the end of year seven. A second tranche of reforms was later 

introduced which shortened the thesis deadline to five years but provided an additional year’s 

funding on the condition that thesis chapters were submitted at progress checkpoints. These 

reforms had a positive effect on time to degree by improving the probability of submission 

within 4 – 6 years. Completion rates also improved by between 10 to 15 percentage points 

after the first wave of reforms and between 9 and 20 percentage points after the second 

wave.  

 

A similar effect was observed at the University of Split Medical School in Croatia after three 

sets of reforms were introduced covering recruitment (use of selection criteria and 

acceptance of interdisciplinary backgrounds); programme regulations (biannual progress 

reviews and assessments); and curriculum (research and transferable skills training, research 

plan requirement). Although still low, these reforms increased completion rates to 29% within 

5 years, compared to 9% and 5% for the School’s other research programmes (Vidak et al. 

2017).  
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Across these studies, a series of reforms had been introduced at the same time, making it 

difficult to disentangle the effects on submission and completion of individual structural 

changes. The studies do not give a clear picture of which reforms are most likely to improve 

submission rates. Also, the quantitative approach taken does not shed light on why some 

reform packages improve submission and completion rates, and correlations are not couched 

within a clear theoretical framework. Nevertheless, these studies indicate that greater 

structuring of doctoral education is having a positive effect on completion rates and reducing 

time to degree.  

 

Caution should be exercised, however, in adopting and implementing these reforms without 

paying due attention to the local context. There are lessons to be learnt in this regard from 

the experience of Russia’s Project 5-100. Maloshonok and Terentev (2018) investigated the 

impact of reforms in Russia to upskill doctoral researchers. They found that completion rates 

were compromised by the introduction of too much training, which left little time for practical 

research experience; limited supervisory capacity to support new cohorts of doctoral 

researchers; lack of funding, leaving doctoral researchers to take on part-time paid work to 

make ends meet; and publication requirements that delayed thesis submission.  

 

There are also invisible effects of institutional reforms, which are not reflected in statistical 

analyses. A good example is the experience of progress reviews. Whilst all of the reforms 

discussed in this section included some form of monitoring of doctoral researcher progress, 

suggesting that it is good practice (Di Pierro 2007, McAlpine and Norton 2006), the ways in 

which this intervention plays out on the ground is much more nuanced. For some doctoral 

researchers, progress reviews are perceived to be of limited benefit and are treated as a 

superficial box ticking exercise (Budd et al. 2018). This might be the effect of social learning, 

which distances the use of reviews from institutional aims (Mewburn et al. 2014). Others have 

observed how the implementation of progress reviews created confusion about its purpose; 

led to problems being deliberately concealed from the prying eyes of Doctoral Schools; and 

is not a transparent reporting mechanism but influenced by gender dynamics (Mewburn et 

al. 2014, Mewburn, Cuthbert, and Tokareva 2014).  
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In summary, there has been a drive to improve the organisational structure of doctoral 

education in the UK and further afield. Reforms have been introduced that tighten admissions 

criteria to doctoral programmes; provide research and other skills training; monitor and 

review doctoral researcher progress, including explicit planning and objective setting; have 

clear deadlines for assessment and thesis submission; and use supervisory teams. 

Increasingly, the introduction of reforms and delivery of training is overseen by an 

institutional, rather than departmental, Doctoral School.  

 

Although the effect of individual reforms is unclear, collectively, the structural organisation 

of doctoral education appears to be reducing time to degree and improving overall 

completion rates. What remains opaque across this literature is the theorising of why these 

reforms are having those effects. Again, a very clear picture of the structures of doctoral 

education is provided, but the associated content and experiences of doctoral researchers, 

supervisors and others in working with these reforms is underexplored.   

 

3.6 Summary of literature and research gaps 

In this chapter, I have evaluated the research literature that has investigated the factors 

influencing thesis submission and completion rates. I have made three key arguments 

throughout: 

 

First, I have argued that there is a multitude of factors that influence submission and 

completion - it is a multidimensional problem (Castello et al. 2017). To help understand the 

multidimensional nature of the issue, I have structured the chapter around McAlpine and 

Norton’s (2006) nested model. Their model provides a useful heuristic for conceptualising the 

top-level factors, namely: doctoral researchers; supervisors; department and discipline; 

institution; and society and supra-society (the last factor was discussed in the previous 

chapter) and acknowledging that they interrelate.  

 

I have also argued that within each top-level factor, there is a further assortment of factors 

that influence the probability of timely submission and eventual completion. Taking 
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supervision as an example, I showed how a combination of the following all influence progress 

through the doctorate: reflexivity about supervisory style; close work with doctoral 

researchers to establish a good fit; and consideration about when to intervene and when to 

allow for autonomy. 

 

Second, I have argued that the existing literature on submission and completions tends to be 

under-theorised. Where theory is used, there is a tendency to rely on education socialisation 

theory, which presents an overly socialised view of the doctoral experience. A good example 

of this is the literature that has explored the influence of the department and discipline on 

submission and completion. That work risks overplaying the role of academic structures. In 

so doing, it presents doctoral researchers as passive agents and reduces the doctoral 

experience to a process of uncritical assimilation into fixed practices.  

  

Furthermore, the balance of the literature is tipped toward an exploration of the structural 

factors that influence submission and completion, leaving the experiences of the key agents 

involved in the doctorate underexplored. (By ‘structural’, I refer to factors external to doctoral 

researchers that enable or constrain their actions. This is discussed in more detail in the next 

chapter). A good example is the literature on structural reforms to doctoral education. That 

work has observed how a range of reforms to the doctorate including admission criteria, 

training, monitoring and review of progress, deadlines, and supervisory teams are having 

positive effects of completion rates. It does not, however, investigate how key agents work 

with those reforms to enable those positive outcomes, nor if there are any unintended 

consequences that might hinder progress.  

 

Third, I have argued that the content and tasks associated with the doctorate have been 

neglected. The literature on doctoral researchers emphasises the multidimensional nature of 

factors affecting submission and completion. It covers which sociodemographic and 

contextual academic factors influence submission and completion, as well as other structural 

factors such as funding and commitments outside the doctorate that impact work-life balance 

and wellbeing. There is also some emerging literature from educational psychology that has 
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explored meaning and self-efficacy from the doctoral researcher perspective. However, there 

is still scant detail about the social and situational content of the doctorate.   

 

This leaves three additional research gaps in the literature:  

 

• Research Gap 2: There is a need to understand more about the content and tasks 

involved in pursuing a doctorate. In so doing, I can enrich our knowledge of how 

doctoral researchers experience learning that enables progress, as well as identify 

some of the hurdles that might inhibit timely submission and completion; 

• Research Gap 3: There is a need to investigate how doctoral researchers, and those 

who support them, respond to the opportunities and challenges within the doctoral 

experience.  In so doing, I can further our knowledge of how the actions of key agents 

within the doctorate enable or constrain progress. Any account of agents’ actions 

must also give due regard to the influence of structural factors. Yet plugging this gap 

will restore some balance to the research literature, which has tended to focus on 

structural, over agentic, accounts of submission and completion.  

• Research Gap 4: The ongoing usefulness of education socialisation theory as an 

explanatory model is limited. There is a need to revitalise our theoretical perspectives 

so that we can better understand the relationship between i) the content and tasks of 

the doctorate; ii) responses of agents to that content; and iii) the structuring of the 

doctoral experience.  

In the next chapter, I draw together insights from four theoretical perspectives (critical events 

in education, threshold concepts, and structure and agency) to provide a conceptual 

framework for this project. The next chapter concludes with the research questions that guide 

the remainder of the study. 



 
 
 
Chapter 4: Reconceptualising the factors that influence submission and completion  

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter reconceptualises the factors that influence timely submission and completion 

into a novel conceptual framework. The framework lays the foundations for an empirical 

enquiry to address the research gaps identified in the previous chapters.  

The chapter has five sections. In Section 4.2, I briefly define ‘conceptual framework’ and 

outline the work it does for this research project. In Section 4.3, I consider the first set of 

concepts used in the conceptual framework: critical events and threshold concepts. In Section 

4.4, I consider how the concepts of structure, agency and reflexivity can be used to inform 

the project. In Section 4.5, I bring the different concepts together into a novel conceptual 

framework. In Section 4.6, I state the research questions that will guide the empirical stage 

of the project.  

4.2 Defining and building a conceptual framework 

The research literature is often unclear about what distinguishes a ‘conceptual framework’ 

from a ‘theoretical framework’. Both terms are often used interchangeably, which can be a 

source of confusion for new researchers (Green 2014). Throughout this chapter, I deliberately 

use the term ‘conceptual framework’, rather than ‘theoretical framework’, because it better 

reflects the type of work that the concepts I use do for my research project. Before outlining 

those concepts, I will first attempt a definition of a ‘conceptual framework’ and explain why 

it is appropriate for this project.  

First, the purpose of a conceptual and theoretical framework differs. A theoretical framework 

is normally used when the purpose of the study is to verify the theory’s explanatory power. 

The theory becomes the focal point of the study and the study’s purpose is to test the theory’s 

validity (Imenda 2014, Rocco and Plakhotnik 2009). A conceptual framework, on the other 

hand, will likely integrate concepts from different theoretical work (Rocco and Plakhotnik 

2009) to investigate a specific research problem in a specific context (Imenda 2014). The 

research problem is the study’s main focus, not the theory. Jabareen (2009) has likened a 

conceptual framework to a ‘plane’ of linked concepts that provides a basis for understanding 
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a research problem, rather than generating causal explanations. Nevertheless, this still 

involves testing data against the concepts. 

Second, there are sometimes differences in methodology. According to Imenda (2014), a 

quantitative research design tends to be favoured when testing theory because it can allow 

for generalisation beyond the immediate research problem, although qualitative approaches 

are sometimes used when the study’s purpose is to test out and elaborate the theory (Rocco 

and Plakhotnik 2009). A conceptual framework, however, normally favours a qualitative or 

mixed methods research design because its focus is on developing an understanding of a 

specific research problem in a specific context (Imenda 2014). There are exceptions, however. 

Based on this distinction, I use the term ‘conceptual framework’ throughout this chapter 

because research on submission and completion rates is under-theorised and the dominant 

theory – education socialisation – is problematic. Consequently, there is no theory of 

submissions and completions that is ripe for testing. My project is better served by linking 

together different concepts into a ‘conceptual framework’. This will help to bring new light to 

understanding timely submission/completion. It will also help to generate new theory that 

could be tested in future studies.  

Before setting out the key features of my conceptual framework, I will briefly explain how it 

evolved throughout the project. Although the structure of my thesis might give the 

impression that my conceptual framework has followed an orderly and linear path through 

the research lifecycle, the reality was a lot messier.  

 

Early in the PhD, I proactively sought a theoretical framework that would give causal 

explanations of doctoral researchers’ progress. I started with socialisation, perhaps as a result 

of its dominance in highly cited papers in my field, but I became disenchanted with its 

limitations. Socialisation was clearly operating as a theoretical framework and various papers 

were testing its validity (see, for example, (Gardner 2010, 2008, 2006)). To my mind, the 

engagement with socialisation was not subject to adequate critique as it ought to be. Its 

explanatory power was being taken for granted and I was uncomfortable with how it 

constrained interpretations of doctoral researchers’ and academics’ agency.  
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I was also reading papers that explored perspectives on the use of submission and completion 

rates as a performance measure. The perspectives in these papers led me to consider the 

suitability of performativity (Usher 2006, Lyotard 1984) as a theoretical framework. 

Performativity theory sent a stark message about the efficiency driver in research and its 

impact on the nature of knowledge production and academic labour. However, it did not help 

me get to grips with how doctoral researchers progress through their degrees. I was also 

resistant to its core ‘do or die’ message, which again presented a hyper-structural view of the 

doctorate, obscuring how individuals exercise agency. I realised that I needed something that 

would balance structural and agentic accounts of human action. 

 

This led me to a third theoretical framework, relational emergence (Elder-Vass 2014, 2010, 

2007, 2005). Emergence theory was attractive because, at the time, I was thinking through 

the multi-dimensional nature of doctoral researchers’ progress toward completion. I was 

conscious that there were lots of factors impinging on the doctoral experience and I needed 

a way of bringing them together and examining how different combinations might lead to 

different outcomes. I was preoccupied with how progress emerged from those different 

factors and emergence offered a theoretical framework for thinking through those 

combinations. Whilst relational emergence was very attractive and neat at the theoretical 

level, once I had collected and analysed my pilot data, I concluded that it was too generic to 

give me any meaningful insights into my research problem.  

 

As I was collecting and analysing the data from the institutional case study, I became 

increasingly aware of the importance of doctoral researchers’, supervisors’ and others’ 

reflections and actions in responding to the situations they encountered. I noticed patterns 

of situations, reflections and responses across the data, which made me think more carefully 

about agency. I was attracted to institutional work theory (Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca 

2010) because it recognised that whilst social structures act on us, we also have agency to 

maintain, disrupt or create new structures. This was enlightening and offered a 

counternarrative to the heavily structured accounts I had been reading.  

 



 
 
 

 56 

However, institutional work theory over-relied on the temporal conceptualisation of agency 

(Emirbayer and Mische 1998). Temporal agency refers to how people act with intention by 

considering past-oriented habitual actions, present-oriented reflections on the matter at 

hand, and future-oriented alternative courses of action. This did not clearly fit my dataset, 

possibly because doctoral researchers’ past experiences rarely prepare them for doctoral 

study (Lovitts 2005), and it is not always obvious if an action will lead to a good outcome. 

Institutional work theory did, however, provide a springboard into other accounts of structure 

and agency and their situationally contingent nature.  

  

I now consider those concepts in more detail.  

 

4.3 Conceptualising the content and tasks of the doctorate 

In the previous chapter, I identified the following research gap concerning the content and 

tasks of the doctorate: 

 

• Research Gap 2: There is a need to understand more about the content and tasks 

involved in pursuing a doctorate. In so doing, I can enrich our knowledge of how 

doctoral researchers experience learning that enables progress, as well as identify 

some of the hurdles that might inhibit timely submission and completion 

 

So far, the tasks and content of the doctorate have predominantly been explored from an 

educational psychology perspective. Scholars have focussed on the relationship between 

timely completion and finding meaning in doctoral-level tasks (Cantwell et al. 2017, Devos et 

al. 2017) and self-efficacy (Overall, Deane, and Peterson 2011). I argued that this perspective 

is very informative, but it does not adequately cover situational and social factors.   

 

A different set of concepts is needed to bring a social perspective on the content and tasks of 

the doctoral experience. In what follows, I combine concepts from critical event (Woods 

1993) and threshold concept (Meyer and Land 2003) theories to achieve that objective.  
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4.3.1 What can ‘critical events’ and ‘threshold concepts’ tell us about the content and tasks of the 

doctorate? 

Critical event theory (Woods 1993) and threshold concept theory (Meyer and Land 2003) 

were conceived decades apart. Despite significant overlap between them, no research, as far 

as I can tell, has linked the two theories.  

 

Both theories, I argue, are appropriate for exploring the content and tasks of a doctorate in a 

way that aligns with the aims of this project. I am interested in how doctoral researchers can 

make progress through their degrees so that they are enabled to submit their thesis by the 

institutional deadline and complete. Critical event and threshold concept theories are both 

concerned with stages of progress. They both provide useful conceptual tools for isolating 

and identifying how learning that underpins progress is experienced, as well as account for 

how structural conditions might enable or constrain that learning. To make this discussion 

less abstract, I will now set out the key concepts associated with each theory.  

 

Starting with critical events, Woods (1993) described how our education is marked by 

infrequent yet profound moments where real learning, beyond the superficial and 

instrumental, occurs. He describes these moments as “flashpoints that illuminate in an 

electrifying instant some key problematic…and which contain, in the same instant, the 

solution” (Woods 1993, 357). These “flashpoints” spring forth, uncontrolled and unplanned 

for, from critical events, that is, integrated and focussed programmes of activity that may last 

for weeks or even years.  

 

Woods (ibid.) characterises these incidents as ‘critical’ because they represent a 

transformative experience for the person. For Woods (ibid.), a transformative experience 

encompasses developing new attitudes towards learning, new understandings of self, new 

relationships with others, and acquiring new knowledge and skills. Through a transformative 

experience, learners exhibit capabilities and achievements of which they never before 

thought themselves capable. Critical incidents also have profound and transformative effects 

on those who support learning. A critical incident can reinforce an educator’s sense of 



 
 
 

 58 

professional identity and protect against the nefarious effects of unpopular policies on their 

work. This effect is achieved by reigniting a sense of joy and pleasure in their profession.  

 

Woods’ (ibid.) conceptualisation of a transformative experience is possibly a symptom of the 

historical context in which his theory developed. Written only a few years after the 

introduction of the National Curriculum and based on constructivist, ethnographic research 

in schools, there were widespread concerns about teachers losing influence over the teaching 

profession and the erosion of morale. Critical event theory provided an antidote to the rigidly 

compartmentalised, assessed and performance managed school regime instigated by the 

1988 Education Reform Act.  

 

Woods’ (ibid.) acknowledgement of how performance management affected teachers’ labour 

is similar to the impact of new managerialism on academic labour (Deem, Hillyard, and Reed 

2007, Deem and Brehony 2005, Deem 1998). Woods (1993) considers what structural 

conditions are needed to enable moments of transformative learning through a six stage 

model: i) conceptualisation: the idea, the vision; ii) preparation and planning: setting aims 

and objectives, recruiting people; iii) divergence:  getting lost in experiment and creativity; iv) 

convergence: selecting the ‘products’ that best serve the enterprise; and v) consolidation: 

writing it up, producing posters, presenting the work; vi) celebration: marking the end of the 

event.  

 

Of course, the freedom for educators to put such a structure in place can be constrained by 

the exigencies of performance regimes. Those regimes swallow up time by emphasising 

instrumental and superficial activity or impression management (Goffman 1990) that may not 

lead to the desired transformative learning (Mewburn et al. 2014, Mewburn, Cuthbert, and 

Tokareva 2014, Ball 2003).  

 

The concept of a transformative educational experience is also at the heart of threshold 

concept theory. In their introduction to the theory, Meyer and Land (2003) describe how 

progress with learning is enabled through transformative moments, which can potentially 
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change a person’s relationship with subject knowledge, or even how they come to view the 

world; they write: 

“A threshold concept can be considered as akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously 

inaccessible way of thinking about something. It represents a transformed way of 

understanding, or interpreting, or viewing something without which the learner cannot 

progress. As a consequence of comprehending a threshold concept there may thus be a 

transformed internal view of subject matter, subject landscape, or even world view” (1). 

Once a student has experienced this transformation, they may be permanently changed. It 

has been suggested that the transformation is irreversible and the learner cannot return to 

the relationship with knowledge that pre-existed the threshold crossing (Kiley 2009, Meyer 

and Land 2003).  

Threshold crossing has received some research attention at doctoral level. Applications of the 

theory at doctoral level have identified that the core concepts and skills that doctoral 

researchers must acquire are not tied to a single discipline. Instead, they are generic features 

of a doctoral education. They are thought to transcend disciplines and be rooted in the 

knowledge creation process.  Researchers have identified some threshold concepts at 

doctoral level, which include:  formulating arguments, theorising (!), situating work within the 

literature, articulating a personal contribution to the relevant field, doing systematic and 

rigorous analysis, and understanding the methodology and methods being worked with (Kiley 

and Wisker 2009, Trafford and Leshem 2009). Other examples might also include autonomy 

and critical thinking. However, those authors do not discuss why those aspects of a doctoral 

education are considered ‘concepts’ rather than ‘abilities’ or ‘skills’. It has been argued that 

it is more accurate to consider threshold crossing as being related the acquisition of clusters 

of abilities or skills that differ from person to person, but is not reducible to the acquisition of 

those abilities or skills (Rowbottom 2007). Nevertheless, Kiley (2009) suggests that threshold 

crossing constitutes a ‘rite of passage’ through the doctorate. Once a threshold is crossed, the 

doctoral researcher’s relationship with knowledge, and perhaps worldview, can be altered.   

Another feature common to both critical event and threshold concept theory is the sense of 

unease and unfamiliarity that is thought to precede a transformative moment. Woods (1993) 
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emphasises that transformative moments are tinged with strangeness, mystery and 

unfamiliarity. Meyer and Land (2003) call this knowledge ‘troublesome’. Wisker and Robinson 

(2009) and Wisker and Bengsten (2019) have likened this experience to the Gothic, where 

normality becomes unsettled, yet the strangeness offers a portal into a different way of 

seeing the world. Whilst these two perspectives embrace strangeness as a part of learning, 

others have warned that such strangeness can derail doctoral researchers’ progress and cause 

them considerable stress (Keefer 2015, Kiley 2009).  

This perspective has much in common with the idea of a disorienting dilemma presented in 

other transformational learning theory (Mezirow 2000). Consistent across these theories is 

the idea that the underlying constructs of the way we view the world have to be challenged 

for transformative learning to occur. This is often a disorienting, troubling and uncomfortable 

moment, but is necessary for learning that is not just instrumental or superficial.  

Doctoral researchers who experience the discomfort associated with this period of acute 

unease and unfamiliarity are said to be in a liminal state. During this period of liminality, 

doctoral researchers can get stuck on a certain point and fail to make progress. Some will 

employ tactics such as mimicry, or ‘faking it until they make it’, but this is not consistent with 

transformative learning and may leave a doctoral researcher unable to progress (Kiley 2009). 

Other doctoral researchers may become more withdrawn and isolated, experiencing a drop 

in confidence, or even a sense of misalignment between themselves and what research 

entails (Keefer 2015).  

Threshold concept and critical event theory overlap in their consideration of transformative 

experiences and how those experiences can be preceded by moments of unease.  However, 

they differ in who identifies what constitutes a threshold concept or critical events. For 

threshold concepts, it is largely supervisors, who are also researchers, who identify them. For 

critical events, it is the individuals who experience them. The person-centric nature of critical 

events makes them particularly useful for this study. Critical event theory goes further than 

threshold concepts theory by considering aspects of a person’s life and educational 

experience other than the relationship with knowledge. Those concepts, which are useful for 



 
 
 

 61 

considering the content of the doctoral experience, are: temporal unconsciousness, 

communitas, and perception of self in relation to others.  

Woods (1993) argues that critical events tend to be accompanied by an experience of 

temporal unconscious. In other words, the experience of time is thought to function 

differently during critical events. Time does not drag or make those involved count down the 

minutes to the cessation of the task. Instead, the work becomes absorbing, and time is 

created where it was not thought to exist. Learners make more of the time available within 

normal working hours, because of how deeply involved and engaged they become. Learners 

will also voluntarily work on a task in their own time, not because they are forced to, but 

because they are so engaged with the activity. Time seems to multiply, and more is 

accomplished than can often happen in routine work.  

Woods (ibid.) also argues that critical events are marked by a relational element he calls 

‘communitas’. Communitas can be a liberating social experience where hierarchies are 

flattened and strong bonds form between individuals.  Woods (ibid.) identifies five key 

features of communitas: i) Group affective ties characterised by camaraderie, affection and 

caring; ii) Discovery of others – breaking down barriers and finding out new things about other 

people; iii) Levelling of hierarchy – gaining a knowledge of a person that transcends social 

roles; iv) Mutual support – support from the group that encourages self-confidence, risk 

taking, and pushing people beyond what they thought themselves capable; v) Expansive – 

people reach out to others based on their skills and potential to contribute rather than look 

inwards.  

A second relational element to critical events concerns the changed sense of self in relation 

to others. Through critical events, learners might be more likely to work and learn from each 

other, experience an improvement in self-image, be less concerned about failure, and gain 

confidence. Respect of each person’s contribution to the group can grow which is thought to 

inspire team members and raise the potential of the group.   

In summary, critical event theory and threshold concept theory share two similar conceptual 

elements: 
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• Transformative experience – new and irreversible relationships with knowledge, 

learning, skills and other people are generated. Once experienced, one’s perception 

of the world is thought to be changed; 

• Unease and unfamiliarity – threshold crossing and experiencing a critical incident are 

likely to be preceded by a period of unease and unfamiliarity. Whilst the sense of 

strangeness can be celebrated and embraced as a part of the learning process, it may 

lead doctoral researchers to experience a state of liminality. 

Three other concepts were identified from critical event theory: 

• Temporal unconsciousness – time burgeons, and more is accomplished, as the 

doctoral researcher becomes absorbed in the task; 

• Communitas – a liberating relational experience where hierarchies are levelled and 

new bonds form; 

• Self in relation to others – the sense of self changes, skills and contributions are 

recognised and there is a sense of collective capability.  

 

These five concepts provide a useful ‘plane’ for understanding the content and tasks of the 

doctorate. They will inform data collection and analysis by providing clues for patterns of 

features to look out for in the data. In so doing, I can piece together the types of critical events 

that occur within the doctorate that present both opportunities and challenges for progress.  

 

Whilst I consider these five concepts as very helpful for my project, I will now respond to some 

of the criticisms of critical event and threshold concept theories.  

 

4.3.2 Criticisms of critical event and threshold concept theories  

Every conceptual framework has its limitations. Whilst I have argued for using a combination 

of concepts from critical event theory and threshold concept theory to investigate the tasks 

and content of the doctorate, it is important to be aware their potential weaknesses. The key 

criticisms considered are: i) applicability to doctoral-level research; ii) issues with 

measurement; and iii) person-centricity.  
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Critical event theory has not been applied to research into the doctoral experience before. 

This might raise questions about the suitability of the theory and its associated concepts for 

making sense of progress at doctoral level. As previously noted, critical event theory has its 

roots in ethnographic research that was conducted in three primary schools. Woods (ibid.)  

wanted to verify if his findings were applicable at a higher educational level, which led him to 

conduct further work in a secondary school. However, he did not conduct fieldwork using this 

theory in higher education.  

 

Nevertheless, I argue that the concepts he draws on are likely to be salient at doctoral level. 

Two of the five concepts (transformative experience and unease/unfamiliarity) overlap with 

threshold concept theory, which has been applied at doctoral level. Threshold concept theory 

has been used to identify some concepts of ‘doctorateness’ that relate to the knowledge 

creation process (Kiley and Wisker 2009, Kiley 2009, Trafford and Leshem 2009). Similarly, 

fieldwork has been undertaken on the doctoral experience to investigate the unease and 

unfamiliarity that precede a threshold crossing moment (Keefer 2015, Wisker and Robinson 

2009, Kiley 2009).  

 

The other three concepts (temporal unconsciousness, communitas, and self in relation to 

others) have not been applied explicitly at doctoral level. They do, however, intersect with 

debates about doctoral education. For instance, the experience of time as compressed, 

strained and accelerated due to heavy academic workloads is attracting attention in the 

literature (van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, and Jansen 2019, Duke and Denicolo 2017, Levecque 

et al. 2017), as discussed in Chapter 3. This sense of time poverty is very different, however, 

to how Woods (1993) conceived it. Yet it does raise interesting empirical questions about the 

scope for slow scholarship (Berg and Seeber 2017) within the doctorate. Furthermore, the 

concepts of self in relation to others and communitas link to debates about the growing 

importance of the role of community in the doctorate (Denicolo, Duke, and Reeves 2020, 

Hopwood 2010) beyond the doctoral researcher-supervisor dyad.  
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In summary, the concepts drawn on in critical event and threshold concept theory have, 

between them, sufficient relevance at doctoral level to warrant their application in this 

project.  

 

The second critique concerns the difficulty with measuring threshold concepts and 

particularly in identifying when somebody has experienced a critical incident. The critique 

stems from definitional problems with threshold concepts. Meyer and Land (2003) have been 

criticised for using tentative language to define critical incidents, for example ‘likely’ and 

‘probably’ (O’Donnell 2010), in their founding paper. This has cast doubt on the ontological 

status of threshold concepts (O’Donnell 2010, Rowbottom 2007). Furthermore, reviews of 

the broader literature on threshold concepts have identified a lack of purpose built tools to 

measure threshold crossing and the poor quality reporting in some papers of the methods 

used to identify threshold concepts, pointing to a possible lack of rigour (Nicola-Richmond et 

al. 2017).  

 

The third critique concerns the person-centric nature of threshold crossing (and experiences 

of critical incidents). In simple terms, what might be a transformative experience for one 

doctoral researcher, might not be for another. This raises questions about whether it is the 

concept/incident that is causing the effect or something else. O’Donnell  (2010), for example, 

suggests that factors such as students’ abilities, motivations for study, and previous 

experiences might exert some influence.  

 

To my mind, the second and third critique are ontological questions that speak to the 

paradigmatic perspective researchers take when investigating the world. I would venture that 

these two critiques are underpinned by positivist perspective that threshold concepts and 

critical incidents exist ‘out there’ and, as such, they can be isolated and measured. Failure to 

do this casts doubt on their existence.  

 

I discuss my own ontological position in more detail in the next chapter. For now, though, I 

will make it known I do not find the person-centric nature of threshold concept/critical event 

theory, or the lack of quantifiable measurements, as problematic as others. If we accept that 
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people are capable of identifying if a moment has been transformative for them, then that 

transformation forms a part of that person’s reality and can be said to have an ontological 

status. Empirical observation of this transformation does not necessarily need to be 

quantified but can be identified through individuals’ own descriptions of their experience. In 

other words, the existence of a critical event is determined by the individual’s own 

experience.   

 

In this section, I have justified the use of concepts from critical event theory and threshold 

concept theory to investigate the tasks and content of the doctoral experience. I now consider 

how individuals respond to the tasks and content with reference to the concepts of structure, 

agency and reflexivity.   

 

4.4 Responding to the challenges and opportunities within the doctorate 

In Chapters 2 and 3, I identified two research gaps, as follows:  

 

• Research Gap 1: There is a need to update our understanding of the consequences of 

the time pressure associated with the doctorate by drawing on a range of views, 

including doctoral researchers themselves. 

 

• Research Gap 3: There is a need to investigate how doctoral researchers, and those 

who support them, respond to the opportunities and challenges within the doctoral 

experience.  In so doing, I can further our knowledge of how the actions of key agents 

within the doctorate enable or constrain progress. Any account of agents’ actions 

must also give due regard to the influence of structural factors. Yet plugging this gap 

will restore some balance to the research literature, which has tended to focus on 

structural, over agentic, accounts of submission and completion. 

To address those gaps, this section draws on theories of structure, agency and reflexivity. I 

bring some conceptual clarity to what I mean by the terms ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ and 

consider the mediating role of ‘reflexivity’. I then review how those concepts have been used 

in relation to the doctorate.  
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 4.4.1 Defining ‘structure’, ‘agency’ and the mediating role of ‘reflexivity’ 

As already discussed, the literature on submission and completions tends to rely on structural 

accounts of human action in explaining how progress is enabled or constrained. In contrast, 

the perspective I take is much more person centric. I do not share the view that doctoral 

researchers (and those that support them) are lumps of clay moulded (or not) into competent 

researchers through a process of socialisation. As Archer (2007) has pointed out, accounts of 

socialisation are exaggerated because they indicate that society gets to us first and 

determines our actions. Instead, Archer (2007) considers human action to be a dialectical 

process that kicks in as soon as we become self-conscious. In making our way through the 

world we weigh up our desired courses of action against the constraints and enablers of our 

social context. Structure and agency both have a role to play. We do not, of course, have 

complete free will to do as we please and assume any role we would like to. Structural factors 

always influence, but do not always determine, our actions (Archer 2003).  

 

In order to better understand the role of structure and agency, a working of definition of each 

concept is needed. Following Ashwin (2012), I have opted for a minimal definition of each 

term to allow them to be recontextualised and elaborated by my research findings. Archer 

(2007, 2003, 2000) is useful here. She defines agency in terms of the degree of governance 

that humans exercise over their own lives. Things do not just happen to us, but each person 

has a ‘constellation of concerns’ out of which we develop concrete courses of action to realise 

those concerns. Humans are active, we initiate actions. Archer (2007) understands these 

actions to be ‘projects’.  

 

Structure, on the other hand, refers to social or cultural factors that are external to us and act 

as constraints or enablers to our projects. These factors may encourage or curtail our 

endeavours, but they are not deterministic. Archer (2003) gives the illustrative example of 

how individuals born within the same social milieu can take different paths in life and go on 

to occupy different roles.   

 

Archer (2012, 2007, 2003) has developed a third concept which is relevant to the discussion 

of structure and agency, namely, reflexivity. Reflexivity operates as a mediator between 
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structure and agency. It refers to our internal conversations, i.e. the conversations we have 

with ourselves that might involve mulling over a problem, planning something, imagining, 

deciding, reliving, prioritising, imaginary conversations with others, budgeting and clarifying 

(Archer 2003). Archer (2007) summarises reflexivity as:  

 

“the mental ability, shared by all normal people, to consider themselves in relation to their 

(social) contexts and vice versa. These deliberations form the bases on which people 

determine future courses of action” (4) 

 

In other words, reflexivity mediates structure and agency. It is through these internal 

conversations that the effects of structural factors are considered, fallibly, and under our own 

descriptions, and courses of action are determined. Reflexivity is not uniform and operates in 

different ways (see Archer 2003 for a discussion of the four types of reflexive).   

 

In summary, agency refers to the projects we embark on. They might be mundane, everyday 

activities or grand life course projects, such as undertaking a doctorate. Structure refers to 

the factors that constrain or enable a project. Reflexivity is a mediator between structure and 

agency that influences our courses of action.  

 

Whilst Archer gives a clear conceptual definition of structure, agency and reflexivity, I need 

to point out a paradigmatic diversion between her conceptualisation of structure and agency 

and the one that is adopted in this thesis.  

 

Archer’s account is informed by a critical realist, stratified model of the social world, which 

imbues people, structures and cultures with emergent properties, which have an ontological 

status. The position adopted in this thesis follows Ashwin (2012) by being more concerned 

with epistemology than ontology. What this means in practice is that structure and agency 

are considered ways of characterising processes that occur as doctoral researchers navigate 

their doctoral experience. The act of characterising a process as structural or agentic is an 

epistemological one that rests with the researcher depending on the focus of their research 

problem. As Ashwin (ibid.) points out, agentic descriptions of processes will focus on how 
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those processes are shaped by the projects of agents. Structural descriptions, on the other 

hand, will focus on examining how a process operates as an enabler or inhibitor of projects.  

 

In applying these concepts to teaching and learning in higher education, it follows that 

different understandings of the same process can be generated by researchers depending on 

whether their focus is on agency or structure. As Ashwin (2008) has argued, in teaching and 

learning interactions, the role played by each actor structures the encounter. What might be 

an agential act for one actor, can be construed as structuring by the other. In the case of the 

doctorate, it is plausible that during a supervision, what the supervisors consider to be agentic 

might have a structuring effect on the doctoral researcher’s experience, for example, the 

‘projects’ they will be dedicating their time to in the week after the supervision. Similarly, 

academics’ views on thesis deadlines and the value of measuring submission and completion 

rates, might affect how they supervise doctoral researchers. These are relevant points for 

addressing Research Gap 1.  

 

Ashwin (ibid.) goes on to argue that by thinking of structure and agency as conceptual lenses 

through which to view teaching and learning processes, our attention is drawn to their 

situationally contingent nature. That is a helpful pointer for the conceptual framework being 

developed in this chapter because it invites us to think through how relationships between 

structure and agency shift over time and between situations. Ashwin’s (2012) appraisal of the 

mainstream higher education literature on the teaching and learning environment resonates 

with my critiques of the overly structured accounts of the doctorate. In both cases, a static 

picture of the learning context emerges, which does not consider the dynamic, changing and 

sometimes unpredictable ways these interactions can play out.  

 

Before considering in more detail how the concepts of structure, agency and reflexivity have 

been applied to the doctorate, I would like to summarise the main points made so far in this 

section.  

 

I referred to Research Gap 1, which concerns views about time pressure in the doctorate, and 

Research Gap 3, which concerns how doctoral researchers, and those who support them, 
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respond to the opportunities and challenges within the doctoral experience. I drew on the 

concepts of agency (our projects and actions), structure (social and cultural factors that 

constrain or enable our projects) and reflexivity (mediation between structure and agency) 

as a conceptual response to those gaps. In so doing, I have been careful to ensure that agency 

is not overlooked as it has tended to be in the literature on the doctorate. I do not prioritise 

ontology in handling these concepts. Instead, I view those concepts as epistemological lenses 

through which researchers view processes at play in teaching and learning interactions. This 

is a helpful perspective because it draws attention to how structure and agency are 

situationally contingent and change over time and between situations.  

 

4.4.2 How have the concepts of structure, agency and reflexivity been applied to the 

doctorate? 

The concepts of structure, agency and reflexivity are seldom used in an explicit way in 

research about the doctorate. This might surprise us because, as Ashwin (2012) argues, using 

those concepts can enrich our understanding of teaching and learning interactions by 

shedding light on how those interactions are shaped by both social and cultural factors 

(structure) and the actions of academics and students (agency). The lack of explicit use of 

structure and agency might be the result of interactions between supervisors and doctoral 

researchers being less visible than those of taught students. It might also be the result of a 

lack of crossover between research on teaching and learning and research on the doctorate.   

 

Whatever the reason, it is curious that research on the doctorate rarely explicitly employs the 

concept of structure, given that it has tended to take a hyper-structural perspective on 

progress. An example of this perspective is the literature on reforms to doctoral education, 

discussed in Chapter 3. That literature reports how a multitude of policy driven changes to 

the doctorate including admission criteria, training, monitoring and review of progress, 

deadlines, and presence of supervisory teams are having positive effects on completion rates. 

It does not, however, investigate how key agents work with those reforms to enable those 

positive outcomes, nor if there are any unintended consequences that might hinder progress.   
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A further example is the literature on supervision. Some aspects of supervision are presented 

in the literature as static and structural, especially the literature on supervisory styles and 

relationship fit. In the former, the rise of accountability and performance management 

regimes is argued to be conditioning supervisors to adopt a more functionalist, quasi-project 

management style (Lee 2008). Concern has been raised that this is reducing the time spent 

on developing other important doctoral-level threshold concepts such as critical thinking. In 

the case of fit, there is a risk that the literature presents the relationship between the doctoral 

researcher and supervisor as pre-determined by disciplinary norms – either there is an 

alignment in academic interests and approaches or there is not, which is not helpful for inter-

disciplinary work.  

 

Despite the dominance of structural accounts of progress at doctoral level, some research 

literature has started to consider the role of agency. Two agentic types emerge: relational 

agency and knowledge-creating agency. Both types are consistent with the preceding 

discussion on structure and agency because they conceptualise agency in relation to the 

social, structural context. In other words, they are concerned about the relationship between 

agency and the social world and there is no artificial separation between them.  

 

Within the doctoral literature, the most common conceptualisation of agency is relational 

agency based on work by Edwards (2011, 2005). Relational agency refers to the capacity of 

an individual in a professional setting to align their thoughts and actions with those of others 

to interpret problems and to respond to those interpretations. It involves recognising other 

people as a resource, eliciting their interpretation to expand the object of focus and to 

negotiate aligned action. In other words, other people offer a different perspective on a 

problem and by considering and responding to those perspectives, new avenues for action 

are opened up. Edwards (ibid.) points out that individuals stand to gain from recognising what 

is important to others and that relational agency is a capacity that can be developed. 

 

Relational agency has been adapted in the research literature on the doctorate, as a way of 

accounting for doctoral researchers’ integration into or isolation from scholarly communities 

(Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012, Hopwood 2010). Relational agency is understood as the capacity 



 
 
 

 71 

of doctoral researchers to work with others to open up ways of responding to complex 

research problems. It involves expanding the object of activity, in this case research, by 

recognising the motives and resources of others, interpreting them, and aligning one’s own 

interpretations with the responses of others involved (Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012).  

 

It offers a refreshing alternative to socialisation theory because it considers both agentic and 

structural components of the doctoral experience. It treats doctoral researchers as active 

agents in their research journeys, capable not just of adapting to the social conditions they 

encounter but also embracing their capacity to construct the context for their own learning 

(Pyhältö and Keskinen, ibid.).  

 

The application of relational agency to the doctorate takes into account the many and varied 

relationships that doctoral researchers cultivate during their doctoral degrees. Those 

relationships are often geographically dispersed and spread across timespans, some pre-

dating the doctoral experience (Hopwood 2010). Relationships are also established across a 

range of different arenas from smaller research groups and office spaces, to departments and 

faculties, to conferences and journals (Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012). Relational agency is 

reported to be exercised in a number of ways, for example: i) serving academic and emotional 

needs; ii) enhancing doctoral researchers’ reflexive capability by influencing their learning, 

emotions and behaviour; iii) providing sites of negotiation and struggle where disciplinary 

norms and managerialist interventions in the doctorate might be resisted or renegotiated 

(Hopwood 2010).  

 

Most significantly for this project, relational agency has been linked to progress through the 

doctorate. Pyhältö and Keskinen (2012) surveyed 669 doctoral researchers from across a 

range of disciplines in the Finnish doctoral system. They found that doctoral researchers with 

a sense of active relational agency in relation to their scholarly communities were much less 

likely to experience negative emotions during the doctorate and were less likely to consider 

withdrawing. A sense of active agency was not found to be linked to a particular discipline nor 

did it correspond to year of the programme. Strikingly, the study found that just one third of 
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the sample (30%) considered themselves to be active agents. This is a concern given the role 

of agency in reinforcing progress and wellbeing through the doctorate.  

 

It is not clear how widely Pyhältö and Keskinen’s (ibid.) findings apply outside the Finnish 

context because there are no comparable studies and their survey instrument has not been 

used or adapted in other countries. Also, Finnish doctoral researchers do not pay fees, the 

system is not always selective at admission, and projects may take a longer time to finish. 

Nevertheless, given the range and diversity of communities with which doctoral researchers 

interact, it is likely that relational agency will have some role to play in aiding our 

understanding of submissions and completions in the UK context. Therefore, I have retained 

it for the conceptual model developed in this chapter. 

 

The second application of agency to the doctorate concerns knowledge creating agency. 

Knowledge creating agency was coined by Hakkarainen et al. (2013) from their interview 

study with 13 doctoral researchers on a high prestige Finnish doctoral programme in 

Medicine or STEM. Hakkarainen et al. (ibid.) recognised the importance of doctoral 

researchers’ interactions with communities on effecting progress and timely completion. 

They investigated individual and collective forms of agency by choosing programmes that 

typified the community approach to research. Of course, this creates an immediate limitation 

concerning the generalisability of their findings given that they were generated from a very 

unique case (two high prestige programmes in Medicine and STEM, in one institution, in one 

country). This could have been partly remedied by also collecting data from a contrasting 

case, where collective research is less prevalent. Their study does, however, provide a rich 

insight into how knowledge creating agency operates within this particular configuration.  

 

There is overlap in this work with the concept of relational agency. Hakkarainen et al. (ibid)  

also found that a collective approach to research expanded the object of study (research 

problem) and linked doctoral researchers’ projects to the efforts of the wider community. 

That community provided a source of inspiration, encouragement and validation of the 

individual doctoral researcher’s work. Their study was, however, based on Medicine and 
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STEM disciplines where a group approach to research is more prevalent than in other 

disciplines (Delamont, Atkinson, and Parry 2000). 

 

The concept of knowledge creating agency extends beyond relational concepts. It also draws 

on Bandura (1997) to highlight how research involves regular setbacks and failures. By 

learning how to recover from those setbacks in meaningful and creative ways, doctoral 

researchers develop a sense of self-efficacy and belief in their competencies, enabling a 

perceived sense of control over the knowledge creation process (Hakkarainen et al. 2013).  

The authors also found that individual self-efficacy is reinforced where a sense of collective 

efficacy, enacted through distributed agency, is perceived to be operating (Hakkarainen et al. 

ibid.). In other words, being part of a prestigious and well-regarded community heightened 

the doctoral researchers’ belief that they too could be a capable researcher.  

 

In summary, research on the doctorate seldom applies the concepts of structure, agency and 

reflexivity in an explicit way. I have shown that much of the literature on the doctorate 

presents a hyper-structural account of progress and that agency has been neglected in all but 

a few studies. Where agency has been considered, it has been done so with reference to 

structural factors and does not create an artificial divide between people and their social 

context. Two types of agency have been identified so far: relational agency and knowledge 

creating agency. Relational agency concerns the capacity of doctoral researchers to work with 

others to respond to complex research problems. Knowledge creating agency concerns how 

doctoral researchers develop a sense of self-efficacy in dealing with setbacks inherent in the 

research process. It is reinforced by access to high performing and well-regarded 

communities.  

 

In the next section, I bring together the concepts discussed hitherto into an integrated 

conceptual model for investigating how doctoral researchers progress to timely completion.  

 

4.5 A conceptual model of doctoral researcher progress 

In Chapter 4, I identified the fourth research gap, as follows:   
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• Research Gap 4: There is a need to revitalise our theoretical perspectives so that we 

can better understand the relationship between i) the content and tasks of the 

doctorate; ii) responses of agents to that content; and iii) the structuring of the 

doctoral experience.  

This section addresses Research Gap 4 by bringing together the different concepts discussed 

so far - critical events, structure, agency and reflexivity - into a coherent and integrated 

conceptual model.  

 

A good way to achieve that goal is through a diagrammatic representation of the conceptual 

model, as follows: 

 

 

 
Figure 1: A conceptual model of progress through the doctorate  

 

Figure 1 combines the concepts discussed so far into a coherent conceptual framework. Its 

purpose is to provide a plane of linked concepts that serves as a basis for understanding how 

progress is enabled, or not, through the doctorate. The model accounts for the situationally 

contingent and dynamic nature of progress. I will now explain the key features of the model 

in detail, and give a worked example based on the literature.  

 

The model begins and ends with three dots to emphasise how this is a continuous, iterative 

process throughout the doctorate. The first box concerns ‘critical events’. These are moments 

in the doctorate that provide opportunities for progress, but they may also involve significant 

challenges for doctoral researchers. Little is known from the literature about the nature of 
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critical events at doctoral level – there is no existing taxonomy to draw on. However, critical 

event and threshold concept theory provide clues about the effects of critical events that we 

can observe empirically. A critical event is likely to involve one or more of: a transformative 

experience; a period of unease and unfamiliarity; an experience of temporal 

unconsciousness; a feeling of communitas; and a change in the sense of self in relation to 

others.  

 

I have chosen to use the term critical events, rather than threshold concepts, because critical 

events are not just concerned with a relationship with knowledge, as threshold concepts are, 

but they reach into other aspects of doctoral researchers’ lives. Those other experiences are 

bound up with how doctoral researchers learn and so are also likely to have an impact on 

progress. Also, in my conceptualisation of critical events, I consider them to be predominantly 

structural, rather than agential. In other words, critical events can enable or constrain courses 

of action.  

 

The next step after critical events is ‘reflexive moment(s)’. When doctoral researchers are 

confronted by a critical event, they must consider possible courses of action to navigate that 

event. This requires reflexivity. Doctoral researchers consider the relationship between 

themselves and their social context, and vice versa, to determine future courses of action.  

 

The reflexive moment then leads to two types of agentic modes: relational agency or 

knowledge creation agency. Relational agency concerns the capacity of doctoral researchers 

to work with others to respond to complex research problems. Knowledge creating agency 

concerns how doctoral researchers develop a sense of self-efficacy in dealing with setbacks 

inherent in the research process. It is reinforced by access to communities.  

 

Both types of agency lead to ‘action’, that is, attempts to realise a project from our 

constellation of concerns.  

 

In some cases, these courses of action will lead to ‘progress’ where the positive effects of 

critical events might be observed, for example, a transformative experience or a change in 
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the sense of self in relation to others. This will then take doctoral researchers on to the next 

‘critical event’ where the process starts again. However, doctoral researchers are now more 

experienced and have moved closer to crossing the threshold of doctorateness. The next 

‘critical event’ may also bear more of the doctoral researchers’ mark since actions in tackling 

prior critical events may well influence how a new critical event is perceived.    

 

In other cases, ‘action’ may not lead to ‘progress’, but instead will lead doctoral researchers 

to experience ‘liminality’. Here, doctoral researchers are likely to be experiencing unease and 

unfamiliarity with the ‘critical event’. They will not yet have crossed the threshold or passed 

through a portal to begin to see things differently. They are likely to experience being stuck, 

they might engage in mimicry of other researchers, they might become withdrawn or 

isolated, experience a lack of confidence, or consider that research is not for them. This is the 

step where progress is slow and timely submission, or even completion of a doctorate, are 

jeopardised. In Figure 1, there is an arrow leading back from ‘liminality’ to ‘reflexive 

moment(s)’. This is because doctoral researchers will need to think differently about how to 

address the ‘critical event’ confronting them if they are to make progress.  

 

To make the example more concrete, I will now revisit the model using a fictitious vignette 

informed by the literature. 

 

Amelia is a full-time student starting the third year of her PhD in Medicine. She is researching 

the effects of a new treatment for an infectious disease, which is being tested in a lab on cells 

collected from patients. Amelia has generated a lot of data through her experiments and is 

now confronted with a ‘critical event’ of how to carry out a systematic and robust analysis of 

her data.  

 

She has several ‘reflexive moments’ in which she deliberates about her analysis. She is 

perplexed by the quantity of data her experiments have generated and she is unsure about 

what statistical method would be most suitable and would lead to a meaningful contribution. 

Unable to decide on how to analyse the data, Amelia resolves to exercise ‘relational agency’ 

by discussing it at her next supervision, hoping that her supervisors will work with her on 
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addressing this complex research problem. She takes ‘action’ by discussing data analysis with 

her supervisors and they suggest some statistical methods that might be useful. However, 

Amelia is still struggling to select a statistical method and gets overwhelmed by the statistical 

reports she is now producing. She finds herself experiencing ‘liminality’. She becomes 

withdrawn and her confidence is knocked.  

 

Despite this setback, Amelia continues to have ‘reflexive moments’ about her analysis. She 

realises that she is stuck and that she is not making any ‘progress’. She decides to exercise 

‘relational agency’ differently, this time by enlisting the help of a statistician who works in 

another group in the department. She takes ‘action’ by arranging a coffee with the statistician 

to talk through her data analysis woes. When asked what question she is trying to answer 

with the data, Amelia realises that she had got so absorbed by the data she had neglected her 

research questions. Following this conversation, Amelia is able to make ‘progress’ by 

returning to her research questions and selecting samples and analytical tools that help her 

to answer those questions. Her view of the research process is transformed. This then leads 

Amelia to the next ‘critical event’ in her project when she has to review her research questions 

to ensure that they are still current and valid before undertaking further analysis.  

 

4.6 Research questions 

This chapter has so far focussed on developing a conceptual framework in response to four 

gaps in the literature. In the final section of this chapter, I focus on stating the research 

questions that will underpin the empirical stage of this project.  

 

As a reminder, the four research gaps are:  

 

• Research Gap 1: There is a need to update our understanding of the consequences of 

the time pressure associated with the doctorate by drawing on a range of views, 

including doctoral researchers themselves. 

• Research Gap 2: There is a need to understand more about the content and tasks 

involved in pursuing a doctorate. In so doing, I can enrich our knowledge of how 



 
 
 

 78 

doctoral researchers experience learning that enables progress, as well as identify 

some of the hurdles that might inhibit timely submission and completion; 

• Research Gap 3: There is a need to investigate how doctoral researchers, and those 

who support them, respond to the opportunities and challenges within the doctoral 

experience.  In so doing, I can further our knowledge of how the actions of key agents 

within the doctorate enable or constrain progress. Any account of agents’ actions 

must also give due regard to the influence of structural factors. Yet plugging this gap 

will restore some balance to the research literature, which has tended to focus on 

structural, over agentic, accounts of submission and completion.  

• Research Gap 4: The ongoing usefulness of education socialisation theory as an 

explanatory model is limited. There is a need to revitalise our theoretical perspectives 

so that we can better understand the relationship between i) the content and tasks of 

the doctorate; ii) responses of agents to that content; and iii) the structuring of the 

doctoral experience.  

In order to address these four research gaps, the remainder of this study will be guided by 

the research questions set out below. Against each question, I have mapped which research 

gaps it seeks to address:  

 

What are the perceptions of key actors2 in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission of a thesis: 

 

i. Critical events in the doctorate? (Research Gaps 2 & 4) 

ii. Doctoral researchers’ and supervisors’ sense of agency? (Research Gaps 3 & 4) 

iii. The major structural elements of doctoral programmes? (Research Gaps 3 & 

4) 

iv. Perceptions of the importance of timely submission? (Research Gaps 1 & 4) 

 

 
2 ‘Key actors’ refers to: doctoral researchers, supervisors, doctoral programme directors and professional 
services staff who support doctoral researchers. 
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The research questions focus on timely submission, rather than timely completion, because 

completion is often affected by factors that are outside the control of key actors. Examples 

include examiner availability for viva voce examinations, administrative hurdles, correction 

periods and so on. Timely submission is also the key performance indicator of choice for the 

UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) organisation and so submission rates receive greater 

attention in the UK than do completion rates.  

 

In this chapter, I have set out the research gaps and developed a conceptual model to address 

those gaps. Both the research gaps and conceptual model have been converted into research 

questions that will underpin the empirical stage of this project. In the next chapter, I set out 

how data will be collected and analysed in order to answer those research questions.   



 
 
 
Chapter 5: Methodology 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I focus on transforming the research questions presented at the end of the 

preceding chapter into a researchable enquiry. I start by considering the research paradigm 

within which this research project operates before moving on to explain, justify and reflect 

on the two stages of data collection and analysis: an institutional case study (Stage One) and 

two validation workshops (Stage Two). 

 

5.2 Construing constructivism 

This project is underpinned by a constructivist orientation. In what follows, I discuss the 

central tenets of constructivism and explain why it is a rich and revelatory paradigm for my 

project. I also share my reflections on working with constructivism to bring to life what I 

consider to be its main affordances and challenges.  

 

5.2.1 What is constructivism? 

At its heart, constructivism is an inclusive research paradigm that seeks to understand 

people’s internal worlds and meanings.  

 

Constructivists take the position that people create their own reality and that each person’s 

sense of reality is unique to them. By striving to understand the world from a person’s 

perspective, researchers are rewarded with unique insights into how and why a person thinks 

and behaves as they do (Denicolo, Long, and Bradley-Cole 2016). Constructivism aligns, 

therefore, with a relativist ontological position. In other words, constructivists resist claims 

that reality is singular, embracing, instead, the idea of multiple realities distinguishable at the 

level of the individual (Denzin and Lincoln 2005). 

 

For constructivists, then, the focus of research inquiry is on the individual’s experience. 

Constructivists hold that each person’s sense of reality is composed of constructs, understood 

as the units that make up the sense of self. People use those constructs when responding to 

new situations. If, for example, a new experience and our constructs appear to align, then our 
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constructs are likely to be reinforced. If, however, there is a misalignment, then the continued 

efficacy of that construct is challenged, and we can respond in ways that either maintain or 

adapt the construct system (Denicolo, Long, and Bradley-Cole 2016). This is important for 

researchers because it strengthens awareness of our own assumptions, opening us up to new 

insights about our research.   

 

Some have criticised constructivism for going too far in its acceptance of multiple realities, or 

even eschewing the idea of reality altogether (See Patton (2002) for a summary of those 

perspectives). Such critiques of constructivism tend to target a radical or extreme version of 

the paradigm. I should clarify that I do not subscribe to radical constructivism or philosophical 

idealism (Crotty 1998). I, too, share concerns about any rejection of the real world ‘out there’. 

My own views align most closely with Personal Construct Psychology (PCP). PCP does not 

resist the idea of a real world but concedes that it is unknowable. Thus, the focus of 

constructivist inquiry is on people and their experiences.   

 

I now consider why constructivism is a particularly rich paradigm for making sense of the 

enablers and inhibitors of progress through the doctorate.  

 

5.2.2 Why is the constructivist paradigm relevant for this research project?  

There is a strong alignment between the conceptual model discussed in the preceding chapter 

and the constructivist paradigm. Constructivism serves as a useful guide for converting the 

conceptual model and resultant research questions into an empirical inquiry. I will argue this 

point more closely with reference to constructivism’s methodological position, and how it 

aligns with the concepts of critical events, structure and agency discussed in the previous 

chapter.  

 

First, constructivism offers a helpful way of identifying critical events in the doctorate. The 

key concepts that I identified from the literature on critical events require that research 

participants reflect on their experiences in order to determine if an event was critical to them 

and their doctoral experience. Without exploring the ways in which research participants 
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attribute meaning to those events, the research would lack the evidence to understand how 

critical events are experienced.  

 

Second, a constructivist approach is consistent with the conceptualisation of structure and 

agency in the previous chapter. Rather than take a critical realist perspective which asserts 

that structural and agentic factors exist ‘out there’ and have unique inherent properties, the 

position adopted here is that structure or agency exist in the eye of the beholder. As stated 

in the previous chapter, the same process might be construed as structural or agentic 

depending on the interest of the researcher. For example, in universities, governance of 

doctoral degrees could be interpreted from a structural perspective – they are codified into 

operational documents and handbooks – or agentic perspectives – how people interact with 

governance mechanisms to realise their projects.  

 

That perspective also extends to research participants who give an account of a structural or 

agentic phenomenon. We will see in Chapter 8, for example, how progress reviews are 

construed by some participants to be enablers of progress, whereas others write them off as 

a bureaucratic waste of time. Furthermore, constructivism, particularly PCP, is non-

deterministic in how it views the actions of people. It maintains that people always have a 

choice in how they respond to a situation, even in the most trying circumstances. 

Constructivism rescues agency, therefore, from overly structured accounts of a phenomenon. 

 

Third, constructivism emphasises the dynamic and continuous process through which people 

interact with the world, and both learn and change as a result. By understanding people’s 

construct system and recognising that it is malleable, it opens up the possibility for 

educational experiences to be transformative. For this project, constructivism helps in getting 

to grips with how doctoral researchers are changed by their experience, and how that change 

can lead to thesis progress.  

 

Fourth, regarding methodology, constructivism is consistent with inductive approaches to 

research design. In other words, it seeks to develop new understandings and new theories of 

a phenomenon through close work with empirical data, rather than test out existing theory 
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(Gill and Johnson 2010). Given the absence of a convincing theory of how doctoral researchers 

progress to timely submission, taking a constructivist-informed, inductive approach to data 

analysis seemed suitable for theory generation.  

 

Having considered why constructivism is useful for this project, I will now share some 

reflections on working with the paradigm.  

 

5.2.3 Affordances and challenges of working with constructivism 

I came to constructivism part-way through my research project. I found that it made the 

process of collecting and analysing data immensely rewarding. In particular, I was struck by 

how fruitful the person-centric approach to data collection was in eliciting deep and rich 

insights into an individual’s take on the doctoral experience.  This had advantages over a 

number of other paradigms.  

 

For example, prior to working with constructivism, I had been thinking about my project from 

a critical realist perspective. I was attracted to critical realism’s neat underpinning philosophy 

and how, at the conceptual level, it sought to identify the structures and mechanisms at work 

in the real world (Bhaskar 2008, Collier 1994).  

 

However, as I began testing interviews, I found it very difficult to say anything convincing 

about how the real world that critical realism referred to operates. I could not gain direct 

access to that world, only the subjective experiences of research participants. I struggled with 

making inferences about the nature of structures, properties and mechanisms in the real 

world from interview data (O'Mahoney and Vincent 2014). I was also concerned that critical 

realism risked decentring the person from the data collection process. I was concerned that 

participants might think I was not interested in them and their experiences, but something 

outside the context of our interaction. This, I felt, might lead to thin, superficial data being 

generated. I later found out that these are not uncommon problems. Other doctoral 

researchers had abandoned critical realism in favour of an interpretivist tradition for similar 

reasons (McLachlan and Garcia 2015) 
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Constructivism offered a solution to my dilemma. Whilst PCP does not reject the idea of a 

reality ‘out there’, it recognises each person’s internal world as a reality. Whilst we can never 

access a person’s reality directly, we have access to people, and they can give the most 

authentic accounts of their unique experiences. Furthermore, constructivism’s person-centric 

approach creates favourable conditions for encouraging participants to share their 

experiences, thoughts, and meanings.  

 

The second benefit of constructivism is its commitment to quality in research. More radical 

forms of constructivism have been criticised for risking an ‘anything goes’ approach. In 

response, constructivists have established clear criteria to ensure that research projects 

adhere to a robust design and that data collection and research outcomes are open to scrutiny 

(Denicolo, Long, and Bradley-Cole 2016, Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Those criteria are:  

 

• Credibility: Commitment to showing how the research design will give access to 

meanings provided by participants. The data need to be credible to those who 

provide it and read about it; 

• Confirmability: Other researchers and/or participants confirm the research’s 

authenticity; 

• Dependability: The methodology is delivered with integrity and transparency; 

• Transferability: The design, methodology, tools and techniques are transferable 

to other settings, with insights provided to help other researchers. Also, findings 

can be transferred to similar contexts for further exploration and confirmation.  

 

As with any research paradigm, constructivism also has its challenges. A common one is the 

paradoxical act of data analysis. Constructivism emphasises the individual and is committed 

to understanding the world from that individual’s perspective. However, as soon as 

researchers analyse data, we bring to bear our own perspectives and experiences.  

 

There are two approaches to managing this challenge. The first is to be conscious of the 

double hermeneutic (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). In other words, recognising that as 

researchers we interpret the participant’s interpretation of their world. Therefore, when we 
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look for patterns of meaning across datasets and interpret those data, we need to be clear 

that we are not presenting a facsimile of a person’s reality. Rather, we are presenting our 

interpretation of their interpretation. For me, reference to the double-hermeneutic provides 

a clear and honest account of what knowledge claims from constructivist research rest on.  

 

The second approach is to closely observe the quality criteria described above. Researchers 

should take care to design credible research and tightly ground data analysis in participants’ 

accounts yet acknowledge that there are varied ways of achieving this. For example, while 

participant accounts are central to the data analysis, it is both the researcher and their 

theories which guide the data analysis. Similarly, thought should be given to the confirmability 

criterion through testing out our interpretations with research participants and/or with 

others who are knowledgeable about the research topic  (Denicolo, Long, and Bradley-Cole 

2016). I discuss how I applied the quality criteria in Section 5.4 later in the Chapter.  

 

A further challenge of constructivism is putting aside our own assumptions as researchers, 

known as ‘bracketing’. Bracketing our own perspectives to help us see how the world from 

our research participants’ perspectives makes conceptual sense, since our aim is to 

understand participants’ experiences. However, the act of bracketing is fraught with 

challenge. In practice, it is not easy to disregard our own construct systems and we may not 

always be conscious of our own assumptions. I had two demanding interviews – discussed in 

Section 5.3.5 – where my own construct system was challenged during the research process.  

 

In the next section, I move on to method by discussing the approaches to data collection and 

analysis.  

 

5.3 Stage one: Institutional case study 

In this section, I provide an explanation and a justification for the first stage of data collection 

and analysis for the project: an institutional case study. I will first clarify my approach to case 

study before considering the methods of data collection and analysis. I will also share my 

reflections on the research process, as well as cover the ethical considerations running 

through my research. Limitations of the approach are also considered.   
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5.3.1 What type of case study research is this project?  

My project focusses on the phenomenon of how doctoral researchers make progress through 

their doctorate so that they are enabled, or not, to submit their thesis on time. I selected the 

case study method because I was aware of its general advantages as summarised in (Cohen, 

Manion, and Morrison 2011). For example, I was attracted to the idea of case study outputs 

being accessible to a range of readers, which I thought would facilitate my project in making 

a difference to practice. I also thought that a major benefit of case study method was that it 

could identify unique features of a phenomenon and embrace surprising insights that might 

be critical to understanding doctoral completions in more detail. These aspects to case study, 

I felt, would be helpful for theory building to counter the often theory-light approaches used 

in the literature. The case study method is also particularly suited to investigating phenomena 

over which the researcher has little control and in which multiple variables are in operation. 

Both those criteria apply for this project: I cannot manipulate events through my research, 

and, in Chapter 3, I showed how progress through the doctorate is a multi-dimensional 

problem.  As with all methods, there are also disadvantages to using case study. The main 

limitations to case study research are issues with sampling within the case and the ability to 

extend findings beyond the case itself. I discuss both of these limitations in more detail in 

Section 5.3.8, including how I attempted to minimise their effects on the project.   

 

Researchers using the case study method also need to be aware that there is no consensus 

on the optimal way to do case study research. Indeed, the term ‘case study’ itself is contested 

in the research methods literature. There are divergent views about the optimal 

epistemological orientations toward case study research; what constitutes a ‘case’; how to 

design a case study; and how to collect, analyse and validate case study data (Yazan 2015). 

Given the variety of approaches available to researchers, I define my approach to case study 

as an: ‘instrumental, interpretive, single-institution case study’. That definition requires some 

unpacking.  

 

The first two terms – ‘instrumental’ and ‘interpretative’ - refer to the purpose of the case 

study. The term ‘instrumental’ is borrowed from Stake (1995).  It describes a scenario in which 
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the phenomenon under investigation is of primary interest to the researcher, with the case 

itself being of secondary interest. In this scenario, the case provides an opportunity to gain 

insight into a particular phenomenon or issue in its real-world context (Stake 2005). My 

project aligns with an instrumental case study because my primary focus is the phenomenon 

of timely submission. The case itself provides the real-world context in which the different 

factors that influence timely submission play out.  

 

The term ‘interpretive’ is borrowed from Merriam (1998). It describes case study research 

where the purpose is to develop conceptual categories for phenomena that lack theorisation. 

In interpretive case study, the data generated are interpreted and conceptualised through 

inductive analysis to create new theory – much like the constructivist approach discussed 

earlier. Interpretive case study chimes with an objective of this research project, which is to 

refresh our theoretical perspective on timely submission.  

 

The third term - ‘single-institution’ - concerns the boundary of the case study. As Hamilton 

and Corbett-Whittier (2014) have noted, a key feature of case study research is to specify 

what the case is by drawing boundaries around it. For this project, the case is a single 

institution, and so this research has adopted a single-case design. Within the single case, there 

are also embedded units of analysis (Yin 2014). Given the constructivist orientation of this 

research project, I consider each participant in the project to be an embedded unit of analysis.  

 

In the next section, I discuss the sampling criteria used for selecting the case and how the 

case study institution was recruited to the project. 

 

5.3.2 Sampling criteria and recruitment of ‘the case’  

Concern about timely submission is widespread in institutions that award doctoral degrees. 

This made the task of selecting a suitable institution for the study difficult because there were 

more than 100 possibilities in the UK.  

 

In order to narrow the options, I applied sampling criteria that would lead me to information 

rich cases (Merriam 1998). Those sampling criteria were:  
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• Holds Research Degree Awarding Powers (RDAP); 

• Offers doctoral programmes in a broad range of subjects; 

• Participates in the Research Excellence Framework (REF); 

• In receipt of UK Research and Innovation funding for doctoral programmes; 

• Has more than 1000 doctoral researchers; 

• Not connected to my workplace through a Doctoral Training Partnership. 

In applying the above criteria, I aimed to maximise the chances of selecting an information 

rich case study. I also wanted to ensure that I had no substantive professional connection 

with the case. I was concerned that a close professional connection might inhibit frank 

conversations, despite assurances about confidentiality.  

I identified two possible institutions for the case study. Access negotiations with the first 

institution became protracted as it was on the cusp of a significant review of its PGR provision. 

In the end, the institution decided that the research project could not be accommodated at 

that time, and negotiations fell through. I accepted the outcome because I was concerned 

that my research would have picked up the anxiety and uncertainty from the restructuring, 

and the findings would have had limited transferability to other institutions.  

I received a very warm response from the next institution I contacted. Through a professional 

contact, I was able to get access to the institutional Director of Doctoral Programmes. Prior 

to a Skype meeting, I supplied a copy of the briefing pack (Appendix 1) so that the Director 

was well-informed about the research project.  The follow-up Skype meeting covered the 

objectives of the project, research design, my needs, possible benefits for the institution, and 

answered her questions. After this meeting, the Pro Vice-Chancellor Education granted 

permission for the institution to participate in my research.  

I then engaged in a form of snowball sampling (Patton 2002) to identify three departments 

willing to host me. The Director put in me in touch with the Graduate Dean from each of the 

institution’s Colleges. I supplied each Dean with the briefing pack and followed up their 

questions by Skype or email, depending on their preference. Through each Graduate Dean, I 

was then able to negotiate access to three Schools covering a range of disciplines. I had a 

Skype or telephone meeting with the Director of PGR for each participating School, again 
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providing the briefing pack to ensure they were well informed about the research and had an 

opportunity to ask questions.  

The three Schools that agreed to participate in the study were: 

• The School of Medicine (Med)  

• The School of Humanities and Social Sciences (HumSoc)   

• The School of Chemistry (Chem)  

It was agreed that I would undertake three data collection visits to the institution. I made 

three, week-long visits to the institution during the summer of 2018.  

In the next section, I discuss how data were collected within the case study design.  

5.3.3. Data collection: documents, rivers of experience and interviews 

I wanted to familiarise myself with each School before going on site so that I understood the 

scale of each School’s doctoral researcher population, what their submission rates were, how 

their doctoral programmes were structured, any key initiatives they had in place, and what 

they perceived as their key strengths and challenges.  

To get acquainted with each School, I had access to the following documentation, some of 

which are public, and others were provided by the institution. 

• School websites 

• Institutional review by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) 

• REF 2014 environment reports 

• Regulations 

• Codes of practice 

• PRES3 results  

• Submission rate data 

• Doctoral programme reviews 

 
3 PRES stands for the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey. It is an annual survey co-ordinated by 
AdvanceHE, which explores doctoral researchers’ experiences of, inter alia, supervision, research culture, 
development of research skills, mental health, and satisfaction with their programme. 
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These documents were useful for orientation. I formed a picture of an institution that had a 

rich history of delivering PhD programmes across a broad spectrum of disciplines; it had an 

impressive track record in research, as evidenced by its performance in REF 2014 and a 

positive QAA report; it had a sizable doctoral researcher population in the 1000s; and it had 

made timely submission of doctorates an institutional key performance indicator. In fact, 

when I visited the institution, a target had been announced to raise submission rates across 

all Schools to 95% of full-time cohorts submitting within 4 years of registration.  

 

I was careful, though, not to draw any firm conclusions about the institution from the 

documents I had read because documents are rarely straightforward reflections of 

educational practices on the ground (McCulloch 2011). Nevertheless, the institution’s focus 

on submission rates made it something of a unique case (Yin 2014), but I thought that would 

be useful for surfacing some of the issues around timely completions that might otherwise be 

hidden.  

 

Regarding submission rates, data per School fell within a range of 25% - 97%. The submission 

rates4 for the three Schools I visited were:  

 

School Submission rate (%) 

Med 89.2 

HumSoc 71.0 

Chem 81.6 

Table 4: Submission rates by School 

 

The three Schools had amongst the highest submission rates compared to cognate disciplines 

in the rest of the institution. At the time of the visit, Med was on an upward trajectory - 95% 

of its most recent cohort had submitted within four years. I was aware that undertaking 

fieldwork in Schools with high submission rates might limit data on the inhibitors of timely 

submission. To minimise this risk, I designed the interviews to solicit both positive and 

 
4 Calculated as the proportion of full-time students submitting within four years of registration averaged 
across three cohorts. 
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negative experiences of progress. I will now discuss those data collection methods in more 

detail. 

 

The main data collection method was semi-structured interviews, including a creative method 

known as ‘rivers of experience’. Given that the research questions are predominantly ‘how’ 

questions, focussed on research participants’ experiences, I decided that interviews would be 

a suitable method. As Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) note, interviews are particularly adept at 

providing insights into research participants’ lived worlds and for exploring ‘how’ and ‘why’ 

research questions.  

 

In deciding who to interview, I followed King’s (2004) advice by including a range of roles in 

the sample.  This provided a variety of insights from individuals who interacted with the 

doctoral experience in different ways.  The following criteria were applied to the purposive 

sample:  

 

Participant type Criteria 
Doctoral researcher • Full-time 

• In second year or above 
• Aim for balance of international/UK 

and gender 
 

Supervisor • Supervised at least two students to 
timely submission 

• Worked at the case study institution 
for at least 3 years 
 

PGR Director • Interview person in post 
 

Administrator 
 

• Interview person in post 
 

Institutional lead for PGR • Interview person in post 
 

Table 5: Interview sampling criteria 

 

The criteria were developed to recruit participants who had enough experience to provide 

detailed, information-rich accounts. Regarding doctoral researchers, I focussed on those 

studying full-time because the measures of submission and completion rates discussed in 
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Chapter 2 tend to focus on full-time doctoral researchers. Also, full-time doctoral researchers 

seemed more likely be more closely connected to the institution than some part-time 

researchers and probably more focused on prompt submission because of funding or visa 

requirements. Doctoral researchers in the second year or above were selected because they 

would likely have had lots of experiences to reflect on. I also wanted to include a mix of 

doctoral researchers in terms of domicile and gender to gain as wide a range of perspectives 

on progress as possible. This would facilitate the identification of common experiences and 

any important differences.  

 

A potential limitation of the sample of doctoral researchers is that I did not interview those 

who actually had or had not submitted on time. I chose this approach because completers, 

and non-completers would have been difficult to recruit, having already left the institution. 

More importantly, they would be disconnected from the current state of affairs in the 

institution and would not have been able to provide up-to-date insights. 

 

The criteria for supervisors were applied to prioritise experience of supervision and familiarity 

with the case. I also interviewed the administrator, PGR Director, and Institutional Lead for 

PGR as they tend to have a grasp of the institutional strategy and policy, and deal with a wide 

range of matters in running doctoral programmes.  

 

A blanket email was sent out by the PGR Director or administrator in each School to recruit 

participants. The email included a copy of the information sheet (see Appendix 2). Doctoral 

researchers were offered a £20 Amazon voucher in return for their participation. There was 

no incentive for other groups (I discuss the use of this incentive in Section 5.3.6). Anybody 

interested in participating was sent a copy of the consent form (see Appendix 3) in advance 

and I arranged a time to interview them. Staff at the institution provided a quiet, comfortable 

and confidential room for me to hold the interviews.  

 

The sample for the institutional case study was as follows: 
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Participant Med (N) HumSoc (N) Chem (N) Total (N) 
Doctoral 
researcher 

5 5 4 14 

Supervisor 
 

4 4 1 9 

PGR Director 
 

0 1 1 2 

Administrator 
 

1 1 0 2 

Institutional Lead 
 

1 0 0 1 

Total 
 

11 11 6 28 

Table 6: Interview sample by School and role 

 

Demographic information about each participant category is summarised below: 

 

 Gender (%) Domicile (%) 
Participant Female Male UK International 
Doctoral 
researcher 

64 36 64 36 

Supervisor 
 

45 55 88 12 

PGR Director 
 

0 100 100 0 

Administrator 
 

50 50 100 0 

Institutional 
lead 
 

100 0 100 0 

Table 7: interview sample demographics 

 

Whilst the sample of participants included a good range of roles and mix of demographic 

characteristics, there are two limitations. First, doctoral researchers identifying as male were 

under-represented, which might be influenced by the choice of discipline in the sample. It is 

always a risk when relying on self-selection methods that the sample may not be as evenly 
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balanced as desired (King, Horrocks, and Brooks 2019). Second, because the sampling strategy 

focussed on recruiting for experience, the sample does not include novice doctoral 

researchers and supervisors, whose experiences may differ from those reported in this thesis.  

 

Moving on from the sampling strategy and actual sample composition, I will now consider the 

interview technique in more detail. 

 

As I had never conducted a semi-structured interview study in my previous academic training, 

I wanted to ensure that I was well prepared before going into the field. I found it helpful to 

bear in mind two principles from Fielding and Thomas (2016) as I prepared for data collection: 

i) that questions should be open ended to capture spontaneous responses and reduce 

interview bias; and ii) that the questioning technique should elicit underlying meaning, 

attitudes and beliefs, rather than superficial description. This advice focussed my attention 

on both the interview guides, and my own interviewing technique.  

 

Regarding interview guides, I actively built in the good practice recommended by other 

scholars (King, Horrocks, and Brooks 2019, Fielding and Thomas 2016, Brinkmann and Kvale 

2015). I ensured that all interviews started with an explanation about the project and covered 

ethical considerations. I used ‘warm up’ questions to help participants feel comfortable and 

to build rapport, and I used ‘warm down’ questions so that participants left feeling positively 

about the encounter. All questions were clear and intelligible to the participant, and only one 

question was asked at a time. I also carefully planned probes to elicit deeper insights. An 

example interview guide is provided in Appendix 4.  

 

In crafting the interview questions, I followed Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) advice to 

organise the interview guides around the research questions, ensuring that the interview 

questions are jargon-free. To create the interview guides, I wrote down the research 

questions, and then brainstormed possible interview questions. I wrote drafts of the 

interview questions and discussed them with my supervisors for feedback. The table below 

shows an example of the outcome of this process. This example shows how I explored 

supervisors’ perceptions of doctoral researchers’ agency:  
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Research question Interview questions for supervisors  
 
What are the perceptions of key actors in 
doctoral education about how doctoral 
researchers’ sense of agency influences 
timely submission?   

 
1. Can you think of a PhD student (or a 

number of PhD students) of yours 
whose progress has really pleased 
you? What was it, do you think, that 
enabled them to make such good 
progress? 

 
2. Similarly, can you think of a PhD 

student (or a number of PhD 
students) of yours whose progress 
has been slow? What was it, do you 
think, that led them to make slow 
progress?  

 
3. What are the attributes you think 

doctoral researchers should possess 
that enable them to make good 
progress with their projects?  
 
Probe: why are those attributes so 
important, do you think? 
 

4. Similarly, based on your experience, 
can you think of any attributes of 
doctoral researchers that might slow 
down progress?  

 
Probe: why do you think those 
attributes slow researcher down?  

 

Figure 2: Generating interview questions 

 

Whilst I was convinced that semi-structured interviews would increase the chances of 

encountering novel insights into timely submission over other types of interview, I was 

concerned that the structure of the interview guides might inadvertently preclude 
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participants from mentioning other salient topics (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011). To 

compensate for this limitation, I decided to include a creative method in the interviews. As 

others have noted, creative methods are useful for minimising the influence of the researcher 

in the interview (Brooks, Lainio, and Lažetić 2019), thus reducing the interviewer effect on the 

data produced.  

 

The creative method I incorporated is known as ‘rivers of experience’, a constructivist 

technique for eliciting perceptions of life experiences. The ‘rivers of experience’ technique 

was first devised by Pope and Denicolo (1990) as a means to understand individuals’ personal 

career journeys. In its earliest incarnation, the method was known as ‘career snakes’ and was 

deeply rooted in constructivist philosophy. The technique was based on the idea that our 

individual construct systems evolve over time and are influenced by past experiences. By 

reflecting on our biographies, our construct systems can be brought to the surface and 

challenged, with emancipatory results for the individual. Denicolo and Pope (2001) observed 

that the ‘career snakes’ method  was particularly adept at enabling participants to identify 

particular incidents that were especially significant in influencing their practice and 

professional identity. Their participants reported that the technique empowered them to 

shake off the negative effects of past influences because those effects were the result of how 

they had interpreted the incident.  

 

Over time, the ‘career snake’ method evolved into the ‘rivers of experience’ method. This was 

due, in part, to some participants having a fear of snakes, but also because the ‘rivers’ 

metaphor seemed to be richer for eliciting and making sense of critical incidents that occur 

along our life journeys (Bradley-Cole and Denicolo 2020).  

 

The method itself is very straightforward for participants to use. It is described in some detail 

in Cabaroglu and Denicolo (2008), but essentially involves research participants drawing a 

winding ‘snake’ or ‘river’ and marking an event that was critical to them against each bend. I 

was struck by how simple and accessible, yet revelatory, the method is. I adapted the method 

for my project by asking doctoral researchers to envisage their doctoral experience as a river 

and against in each bend in the river to mark a significant event that affected their progress 
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– good or bad. Participants were provided with instructions and an example on how to create 

a river of experience in the information sheet. 

 

I was aware of some disadvantages of using creative methods. A common issue, for example, 

is that participants can be put off if they feel they lack artistic ability (Brooks, Lainio, and 

Lažetić 2019). Rivers of experience avoid this problem because the river can be anything from 

a simple, winding line with a brief description of an event to an intricate depiction, drawn in 

fine detail. Researchers using rivers of experience are advised to be conscious of the structure 

imposed by the river metaphor (King, Horrocks, and Brooks 2019). I did not consider this a 

significant issue because the river metaphor was very effective for my topic. It was particularly 

useful for tracking events and changes over time (Burnard 2016); participants really played 

with the metaphor by drawing logs and dams to represent obstructions to progress, smooth 

straights to represent periods of accelerated progress and so on. This is consistent with 

others’ observations about the richness of the river metaphor (Bradley-Cole and Denicolo 

2020, Denicolo and Pope 2001). It also facilitated active participation in the interview, putting 

the participant in the driving seat, and giving them ownership of how their experiences were 

conveyed (Sutcliffe, Burr, and King 2016, Cabaroglu and Denicolo 2008).  

 

With the interview guides drafted, I wanted to test them and my own interview technique 

before commencing the case study. To those ends, I undertook a pilot study at the University 

of Surrey, where I am an employee. 

 

5.3.4 Pilot 

The decision to undertake the pilot study at the University of Surrey was driven by the 

immediate access I had to a suitable pool of participants with whom I could test the interview 

guides and my own interview approach. By collecting pilot data in my own institution, I was 

conscious that people already held a view of me and might be more inclined to provide 

socially desirable answers (Fielding and Thomas 2016). I was particularly concerned about this 

at the time of the pilot because I was employed in the Quality Enhancement and Standards 

department. It was conceivable that staff, in particular, might be hesitant about sharing 
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experiences with me that would not ordinarily find their way into reports and evaluations out 

of concern about possible repercussions.  

 

To address these concerns, I made it clear in the information guide and consent form (see 

Appendix 5) that participation in the interviews was voluntary and all data would be treated 

confidentially. I also committed not to use the data in any publications or outputs from the 

thesis. I repeated this information at the start of each interview and during the interview itself 

if I sensed that a participant was withholding a potential insight.  

 

Recruitment to the pilot was straightforward. I worked with PGR Directors who 

recommended some doctoral researchers and supervisors. I also interviewed the institutional 

lead for PGR at the time and a senior administrator. The pilot study sample comprised the 

following: 

 

Role N 
Doctoral researchers  3 
Supervisors 2 
Institutional lead for PGR 1 
Senior administrator  1 

Table 8: Pilot interview sample  

 

The doctoral researchers I interviewed were based in three departments (English, Sociology 

and Chemistry), both supervisors were based in the English department. The institutional lead 

and senior administrator had a University-wide remit.  

 

To facilitate my own development as a qualitative researcher, I was inspired by work on 

critical self-reflection (see (King, Horrocks, and Brooks 2019) for a good summary). I wanted 

to ensure that I was present, self-aware and thoughtful about the research process. To 

achieve this, I took a series of steps after each interview, as follows: i) during the pilot phase 

I asked for participant feedback about the interview and their thoughts on my approach; ii) I 

wrote down my immediate thoughts about both the content of the interview and how I 

experienced the interview in a research diary; iii) I listened back to the interview recordings 
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several times to get a sense of how the interview worked as a whole and to critique my own 

questioning; iv) I shared transcripts with my supervisors and asked for their feedback.  

 

The following reflections stood out: 

 

Use of a creative method: The pilot interviews indicated that the interview guides were well-

designed. Participants understood the questions, and the open structure of the questions 

allowed my participants to share their own unique experiences. However, I found that the 

questions concerning how doctoral researchers made progress through their doctorate 

required a lot of probing and thoughtful questioning on my part to elicit experiences that 

were rich in detail. I decided after the second interview that I would pilot the ‘rivers of 

experience’ approach. That interview generated data that were more surprising, insightful 

and rich than I had achieved with the semi-structured interview approach alone. I was also 

pleased with the decision to ask participants to create their river of experience prior to the 

interview. It meant that participants had reflected before we met and the interview itself was 

strongly participant-led. Based on the pilot, I changed the design of the case study interviews 

to incorporate rivers of experience.   

 

Changes to interview guides: Perhaps because I was nervous that I would draw a blank in the 

interview, or not know how to prompt or probe responses, I packed a lot into the initial 

guides. They were dense, which made it difficult to move around the guide when participants 

talked about topics in a different order to the guide (which happened in every interview). The 

simplified structure allowed me to keep track more easily of what had been covered and to 

be more present for my participants.  

 

Probing: Probing can be challenging in an interview. I was concerned about closing down talk 

that might be salient to my project or over-probing during less relevant talk. After the second 

interview, I consciously embedded the habit of keeping the research questions in mind. This 

helped me to judge the relevance of interview talk by probing with questions such as: “how 

did that affect your progress?”. This helped to judge if the line of inquiry was relevant, 

allowing me to politely move the talk on if it was not.  
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Managing different professional identities: During the pilot, a participant disclosed some 

advice they had received from a fairly senior academic which, to my mind, was toxic. In the 

interview, I allowed my work identity to emerge and I verbalised a professional judgement 

about the advice the participant had received. This conflict of identity troubled me after the 

interview, and I discussed it in a supervision. The discussion with my supervisors helped me 

to differentiate my work responsibilities from my responsibilities as a researcher. We 

discussed tactics about how to manage this, primarily by using questioning as a way to probe 

how the participant experienced the event, by asking, for example “how did you feel about 

that advice?”.  I later used that approach during a challenging moment in a case study 

interview. 

 

Feedback from participants: After each interview, I asked for feedback from my research 

participants. The feedback I received was positive. Participants reported that they felt at ease 

talking with me and they felt comfortable disclosing personal and sensitive experiences. Many 

participants commented that they liked the loose structure of the interviews and were 

pleased that my style was dextrous enough to follow the flow of the talk, making the 

encounter feel natural and authentic. One participant commented that they liked the way I 

probed and that my questioning technique helped him to think more deeply about the 

matters we were discussing. In fact, during the pilot and the case study interviews, several 

participants asked to have a copy of their transcripts as they appreciated the opportunity to 

tell their story and wanted a memento of their doctoral experience.  

 

In summary, the pilot interviews were worthwhile and I echo the advice of others to pilot 

interview guides before embarking on the main study (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015). As a result 

of the pilot, the research design changed, the interview guides were modified, and I learnt a 

lot about effective interviewing practice.  

 

5.3.5 Reflections on data collection in the case study 

I continued with critical self-reflection during the case study interviews. In what follows, I 

share some of my key reflections:  
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Working with rivers of experience: As noted above, the incorporation of rivers of experience 

into the research design made a significant difference. It allowed for unexpected experiences 

to be shared during the interviews, which enriched the data set. The interviews were also 

more participant-led, which helped with rapport building and comfort with the interaction. 

Some unexpected issues did come up, which I had not encountered in the literature.  

 

For example, when analysing rivers of experience, I did not think the river itself provided 

sufficient data to understand the participant’s experience. I found it helpful to consider both 

the river and the interview transcript in parallel when analysing the interview data. The 

analysis process was facilitated by the approach I took to interviewing. I asked participants to 

talk me through their whole river so that I could get a holistic sense of their journey. Whilst 

participants were talking, I made notes of key points and any questions I had. I then followed 

these up with probes to get deeper insights into their experiences. The combination of the 

river and the detailed interview talk meant that I had a rich understanding of the participant’s 

experience.  

 

I also had one issue when a participant had misunderstood the instruction on the information 

sheet. In the participant information pack, I decided to include an example river of experience 

from an unrelated project on the doctorate. This, I thought, would give participants free rein 

over how they produced their rivers. One participant mistook the example river as being 

relevant to my project and so covered their route to the doctorate, rather than experience 

on the doctorate itself. This generated irrelevant data for the project. In future, I would use 

an example river from the project (with permissions) or one from a totally unrelated project 

to minimise any scope for confusion.  

 

I also had to reflect on how to conduct interviews when participants did not complete a river 

prior to the interview. Fortunately, I had planned for this scenario and had some back-up 

questions built into the interview guide. The back-up questions ensured the interviews were 

still useful, but the interviews that included a river yielded much richer data.  
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Overall, the research design was strengthened by the use of rivers of experience. In 

retrospect, I also regret not asking supervisors to produce a river of experience. I decided not 

to ask them because I was concerned that it might affect recruitment by asking busy people 

to do a task prior to the interview and then give up a further 1.5 – 2 hours to participate in 

the interview.  

 

Adapting interview guides: As with the pilot, I continued to adapt the interview guides as data 

collection progressed. For example, it became clear from participants’ rivers of experience 

and insights from supervisors that the institution had put a focus on progress reviews to 

support timely submission and was investing in its Doctoral School. These appeared to be 

significant to the case study and so I added interview questions to explore them in more 

detail, rather than use the more generic questions about the department and institution.  

 

Would-be interviewers: I had two challenging interviews. The participants had characteristics 

consistent with would-be interviewers (King 2004) in that they asked me direct and 

challenging questions about the research project and me.  

 

In one case, the participant had asked my opinion about deadlines for research degrees and, 

in a very matter of fact way, conveyed that they did not agree with premise of my project. I 

remember feeling that that moment could have derailed the whole interview. However, I 

referred to a lesson learnt from the pilot interview and was able to avoid being drawn into 

giving an opinion on a topic in case it biased the interview. Instead, I responded by probing 

the participant, which led to a very rich conversation about the impact of deadlines. That 

moment from the transcript is reproduced here:   

 

Participant: Can I ask something about your project? 

 

Shane: Of course. 

 

Participant: Because, if I understand it correctly, your whole point is to find out what helps 

students to submit on time.  
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Shane: Yes.  

 

Participant: How do you feel about the whole idea of having a deadline?  

 

Shane: That’s actually something I’d quite like to discuss as a part of this interview with you.  

 

Participant: Because I don’t find this helpful at all. In a way your whole project is based on a 

premise that I don’t really agree with.  

 

Shane: Tell me more about that.  

 

In the second case, I was initially very uncomfortable with a participant’s views about funding 

and any institutional attempts to organise doctoral education. Whilst I did not agree with the 

participant’s romanticised recollection of their ‘sink or swim’ experience of their PhD, they 

did eloquently argue concerns about the effects of performance regimes and progress 

monitoring.  

 

On reflection, I think that my discomfort in these two interviews was because two of my 

identities - researcher and profession – came into conflict, and because one experience 

fundamentally challenged the project’s existence. Professionally, I have had responsibilities 

for structuring doctoral provision and evaluating the University of Surrey’s performance 

against benchmarks. Before collecting data, I had not realised that my own construct system 

meant that I construed deadlines for a doctorate and greater structuring of doctoral 

programmes as generally positive developments. However, the efficacy of this construct 

system was challenged by these two interviews. I think these two experiences were important 

for me because they taught me to acknowledge and challenge my own assumptions.  

 

Sensitive topics: I worked hard at being an effective interviewer and I think this is reflected in 

how open research participants were with me. I found each and every interview a privilege 

and enjoyed spending time learning about my participants’ worlds. This also brought home 
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to me the immense responsibility researchers have to their participants. I felt this most 

acutely when participants revealed deeply personal experiences, for example bereavements, 

illnesses and so on. I never underestimated how important it was to handle those moments 

sensitively and compassionately.  

 

Two interviews stood out in this regard. In both cases, the doctoral researchers had 

experienced very difficult personal circumstances. I found it helpful to give participants time 

to share their experiences at their own pace and at a level they were comfortable with. I also 

made an effort to show that I was actively listening to what was being said and by later 

referring back to specific examples. I also checked that both participants were comfortable 

sharing that information with me. In both cases, I got a sense that they were comfortable with 

this approach from their demeanour. One participant moved from having arms folded and 

making minimal eye contact to physically opening up during the interview. The other 

participant chose to share an amusing story related to her family, which conveyed a sense of 

trust in the encounter.  

  

Unsolicited positive feedback: I was encouraged by the unsolicited positive feedback I 

received from research participants. The majority were really grateful to have had the 

opportunity to participate in the research and to share their stories. There was also a great 

deal of interest in the project and participants were keen to be kept informed as it unfolded. 

As with the pilot, a lot of participants asked for a copy of their transcript because they wanted 

a record of this important moment in their life histories. For me, it was an immense pleasure 

to be able to help participants tell their story. Feedback from one participant really spurred 

me on. This participant was a senior and experienced qualitative researcher in the social 

sciences. After our interview, she complimented my competent interview style, especially the 

clarity of the questions and how well they elicited relevant material from her supervisory 

experiences. She also asked for a copy of the consent form I had developed for use in their 

future research projects. As a newcomer to fieldwork, I was immensely grateful for this 

validation.  
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5.3.6 Ethics  

As discussed above, I felt a strong sense of responsibility to my research participants. I took 

seriously my responsibility to conduct the whole research process in an honest, transparent 

and respectful way. One way I sought to achieve this was through my approach to critical self-

reflection in the research process to ensure that I was present, self-aware and thoughtful 

throughout.  

 

In addition, I also carefully considered how I would build sound ethical practices into my 

research design, namely: informed consent, confidentiality, and consequences of the 

interview (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011). In fact, the process of going through ethical 

review, although slow, was useful, for ensuring that these three elements were built into the 

research.  

 

Regarding informed consent, I developed information sheets about the research that were 

provided at every stage of the recruitment process. Copies of the information sheet for the 

case study institution and individual participants are provided in Appendices 1 and 2. The 

information sheets covered the purpose of the research and its objectives in clear, simple 

language. They also emphasised that participation was voluntary and that the participants 

had the right to withdraw at any time. I also felt it was important that participants understood 

how their data would be treated and what outputs were intended from the project.  

 

The information sheets also provided reassurances about confidentiality and how I would 

take measures to ensure that participants would not be identifiable and linked to any 

quotations from the interviews. All transcribed interviews were carefully combed to remove 

any identifiers and participants have all been given codes that depict their role, departmental 

affiliation and a unique number. I chose to use a code rather than a pseudonym because a 

pseudonym might inadvertently reveal something about a person or might lead to 

misidentification of a participant. After the interview, I asked each participant if they were 

still content for me to use the data we generated. I also offered to send a copy of the 

transcript should they want to check it and suggest amendments. Only two participants got 

back to me with fairly minor typographical errors in the transcriptions.  
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I also thought about consequences of the interview in terms of the participants’ welfare. I 

discussed and reflected throughout on how to handle sensitive matters, particularly in light 

of the rise of mental health presentations in doctoral researchers (Levecque et al. 2017). The 

interview guides were designed with participants’ welfare at the forefront of my mind. That 

is why the interview guide has warm-up and warm-down questions, so that participants left 

my interview in good spirits. I also took some time to consider how I would respond if it came 

to light that somebody was at risk of harm, or at risk of harming themselves. In the end, I 

adopted the protocol recommended by the British Psychological Association. Fortunately, I 

never had to test this during the fieldwork.  

 

It is also worth noting that I provided a £20 Amazon voucher as a thank you to doctoral 

researchers for participating in the research. I was fortunate to have access to a research fund 

in my department, which could be used to fund research materials. I recognise that this fund 

is a privilege and I cannot guarantee that I would be able to fund an incentive in future 

research projects.  

 

Some concerns have been raised about the use of incentives for recruitment purposes, as 

they may encourage people to participate for the wrong reasons. Others view payment as an 

appreciative gesture that shows respect for participants giving up their time (Holloway and 

Jefferson 2012). I thought that was particularly relevant for doctoral researchers who are 

mostly not in receipt of lots of money. I am also sceptical that any doctoral researcher would 

sell their soul for a £20 Amazon voucher. On balance, I think that the value of this incentive 

aligns with the rule of thumb that incentives should not be so enticing as to encourage people 

to do things they would not ordinarily do (King, Horrocks, and Brooks 2019).  

 

I will now move on to discuss the approach to data analysis.  

 

5.3.7 Data analysis: Thematic analysis  

I found data analysis to be a challenging, yet exciting part of the research process. I did not 

think of analysis as a distinct stage in the research project, but rather a continuous reflexive 
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process embedded in the whole project. Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) advice to consider 

data analysis from the outset is sage. I recognised that all decisions taken during the research 

process affect analysis, including the literature consulted, the theoretical concepts used, and 

research questions posed.  

 

Despite being prepared for data analysis, it is still daunting. This really hit home for me when 

I typed up the final transcription and realised that I now had 475 pages of text to interpret. 

To manage the vast quantity of data, I used NVivo12 for Mac. I attended training on the 

software through the CAQDAS network, and found it to be flexible for creating codes, 

retrieving transcripts and developing themes.  

 

Of course, NVivo does not analyse the data for researchers. At the heart of qualitative data 

analysis is the researcher and the analytical approach chosen. I chose to use Thematic Analysis 

(TA) (Braun and Clarke 2019, Braun and Clarke 2013, 2006) to analyse the data because it was 

well-suited to the constructivist paradigm. For example, Braun and Clarke (2019) hint at the 

double-hermeneutic when they describe their approach as centring on stories, creativity and 

meaning making, rather than finding evidence of truth ‘out there’ in the data set. Their 

observations about the importance of reflexivity, the fluidity in developing analytical themes, 

and the messiness in the research process (Braun and Clarke 2013) all resonated with my own 

experience.  

 

In Figure 3 below, I summarise the steps involved in TA: 
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Figure 3: Thematic analysis process 

 

There are three elements to Figure 3. The box at the top represents the literature and theory 

I read alongside data analysis. This was not fixed. As discussed in Chapter 4, I moved around 

theoretical concepts as my interpretations of patterns within the data evolved. The boxes in 

the middle represent the six stages of data analysis (discussed in more detail below). The 

arrows between the six stages convey my reflexivity in the process. I moved between stages 

of data analysis in a fluid and iterative way. Creations of new themes would lead me 

backwards to re-evaluate the foundations of my thematic constructs and forwards to ensure 

they were cogent. The vertical arrows represent the continuous process of comparing and 

contrasting themes with the extant literature to really focus on what was novel about my 

interpretations. 

 

The steps involved in data analysis were as follows: 

 

i) Familiarisation: This involved getting up close and personal with the data. This was achieved 

by noting down thoughts and reflections immediately after an interview, transcribing data, 

reading and re-reading transcriptions, and listening back to the audio files. I generated lots of 

notes of impressions, ideas and leads to follow up.   

 

ii) Coding: This stage involved creating pithy labels for chunks of data guided by the research 

questions. It was carried out inductively, except for the research question concerning critical 
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events. For that question I used a priori codes to help interpret where a critical event might 

have occurred for a participant. In creating codes, I aimed to capture conceptual, as well as 

semantic, aspects of the data. I started by coding broadly – to avoid excluding data that might 

be relevant. I then reviewed the codes to create a more parsimonious set.  

 

iii) Searching for initial themes: The themes I created were my own analytical constructs but 

also influenced by the theoretical concepts I was working with. In identifying themes, I looked 

for coherent and meaningful patterns in the data that addressed the research questions. The 

rivers of experience were helpful with this because each bend on the river marks a critical 

event for that participant. This provided a concise, yet revealing, entry point for identifying 

possible themes.  

 

iv) Reviewing themes: This stage involved checking to see if the themes told a compelling and 

convincing story about the data. I defined the key dimensions of each theme and how they 

related together to begin generating new theoretical insights. The saliency of themes to the 

research questions was kept under review in deciding whether to collapse, split, or abandon 

a theme.  

 

v) Define and name themes: Here I wrote an analytical summary of each theme. I focussed 

on what story the theme told, how it fitted the overall data, and how intelligible the theme 

was.  

vi) Writing up: I found writing to be a very helpful part of polishing and reflecting further on 

the themes. It was through writing that I got new insights into how themes related to each 

other to tell a story about the data and generate new theory for understanding timely 

submission.  

In Appendix 6, I provide an example of the codes and themes created through this process to 

give a more concrete sense of what went on during the data analysis process.  

I now consider the main limitations of my approach to case study research.  
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5.3.8 Limitations  

The two main limitations of the single institution case study concern: i) sampling within the 

case; and ii) issues with generalisability beyond the case. I will consider each of these in turn. 

 

Sampling within the case: I prioritised experience and familiarity with the case study 

institution in my sampling strategy. I wanted to ensure that doctoral researchers and 

supervisors had enough experience in their roles to be able to share rich experiences about 

both the enablers and inhibitors of timely submission. The approach meant that novice 

supervisors and doctoral researchers were excluded from the sample. Consequently, it is not 

clear if the findings from this project reflect the experiences of novice supervisors and novice 

doctoral researchers.  

 

Generalisability: Single case study designs have been critiqued because of the impossibility of 

statistical generalisability of the findings and uncertainty about the transferability of findings 

to contexts outside the case (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011, Merriam 1998). Because I 

intend for the findings from this project to be relevant to all UK universities that award 

doctoral degrees, I needed to address this limitation. I decided that the research would 

benefit from a second stage of data collection involving participants outside the case study 

institution. I adopted two workshop format events to generate new data and share findings 

from the single institutional case study, which would help to make theoretical, if not 

statistical, generalisations. Those events are discussed in more detail in the following section.  

 

However, Stage Two of the research design does not address statistical generalisability. 

Because a qualitative research design had been adopted, the findings cannot be interpreted 

as applicable to the general population. Further statistical testing would be required to make 

such knowledge claims. Nevertheless, this research could raise awareness for others engaged 

in doctoral education in that they can consider the relevance of the results for their context 

and be alerted to previously unconsidered issues. 
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5.4 Stage Two: Validation workshops 

Two workshops were arranged to explore the relevance of the findings beyond the case study 

setting. The first workshop was integrated into the April 2019 UK Council for Graduate 

Education (UKCGE) conference held in Dublin, Ireland. UKCGE is an independent national 

charity that aims to champion and enhance postgraduate education. The UKCGE conference 

was chosen because it brought together a wide range of individuals from numerous 

institutions who are involved in the delivery of doctoral programmes. The overall sample of 

participants who attended my workshop is as follows: 

 

 

 

Role N 
Supervisors 14 
Researcher Developers 5 
Administrative role 12 
Total 31 

Table 9: UKCGE workshop sample  

 

Whilst staff were well represented at the UKCGE event, there were no doctoral researchers 

involved as the organisation is aimed at university staff. This necessitated a second 

validation event, this time held at the Society for Research into Higher Education’s (SRHE) 

London office, at a Postgraduate Issues Network event on 17th May 2019. SRHE is a UK-

based international learned society concerned to advance understanding of higher 

education and has a special section for doctoral and other early stage researchers.  

 

The sample for the workshop was as follows: 

 

Role N 
Doctoral researcher 7 
Supervisor 4 
Administrative role 2 
Total 13 

Table 10: SRHE workshop sample 
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Between them, the two workshops covered a good spread of roles and institutional 

affiliations. The sample was broad enough to test how well findings were transferable to other 

settings and experiences. 

 

5.4.1 Planning the workshops 

In planning both workshops, I had to bear in mind the time available, how to keep the content 

relevant to participants’ practice, and try not to influence data generation by reporting my 

research findings too early. I also had to ensure the research was carried out ethically.  

 

For the UKCGE event, I was conscious that I only had one hour in which to deliver the 

workshop. I decided that to make best of use of the time, I would build the workshop around 

questions of agency and structure. I designed four questions that were written in accessible 

language (see Appendix 7 for the questions). I also decided to ask participants to self-sort into 

groups so that they could consider the question they were most interested in, thus increasing 

the likelihood of richer accounts. A spokesperson for each group then fedback in plenary and 

I facilitated the discussion.  

 

In the publicity for the event, I made it clear that participation would involve making a 

contribution to research. I made sure to emphasise this at the start of the session, covering 

confidentiality, voluntary participation and circulating a consent form, which summarised the 

main points (see Appendix 8 for a copy of the consent form).  

 

For the SRHE event, I had a whole day at my disposal and could communicate with 

participants prior to the event. I decided that it would be viable to incorporate rivers of 

experience from all participants, including staff. The event commenced with sharing rivers of 

experience in groups of the same role, e.g. groups of supervisors, doctoral researcher etc, and 

then feeding back key similarities and differences in groups. The event then went on to 

address the same questions as those posed at the UKCGE event. The day concluded with my 

sharing the project results to date and a discussion of the findings. The information pack that 

was sent to participants prior to attending the event is provided in Appendix 9, along with the 

consent form.  
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5.4.2 Conducting the workshops 

I was fairly new to workshop facilitation prior to holding these events. I recall feeling very 

nervous before each event about whether I could manage large groups, keep the flow of 

conversation going, and keep to time. I was equally anxious about the workshop outcomes, 

particularly if the new data generated did not resonate with my interpretations from the 

institutional case study. Fortunately, I found that many of the skills I had acquired in 

interviewing – building rapport, probing, working with creative methods – all came in useful.  

 

I discovered that I was adept at managing people in a larger group. I put advice about being 

warm, an active listener, personable, and able to put the group at ease into practice (King, 

Horrocks, and Brooks 2019). For example, in the SRHE event, I was aware that participants 

might be sharing very personal and sensitive experiences from their rivers of experience. I 

wanted to ensure that the group had a level of trust and comfort in me, as well as each other, 

before we started. I decided to start the session with a round of introductions, asking each 

participant to share the first record/tape/CD/download they bought. This is a good strategy 

for developing trust, as often the disclosure is just the right level of embarrassing to 

encourage group bonding. The participants seemed to enjoy this icebreaker, and the follow-

on discussions about rivers of experience were deeply revealing.  

 

All my participants appeared to be very respectful of each other. In one event, I got a sense 

when circulating that one participant was dominating the discussion. To manage this, I gently 

intervened on the table to invite other participants into the discussion: “that’s very 

interesting. Does that reflect others’ experiences?”. 

 

As with the pilot interview studies, I asked for feedback from participants to help me gauge 

how effective my workshop facilitation skills were and where I might need to improve. The 

feedback from both events was very positive. Feedback summaries are provided in Appendix 

10. One participant asked permission to run a similar workshop using my format in their own 

institution as part of their suite of supervisor training.  
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5.4.3 Credibility, confirmability, transferability and dependability 

As noted, constructivism applies four criteria to assess the quality of research: credibility, 

confirmability, transferability, and dependability. Stage 2 was designed to maximise each of 

these, whilst compensating for the limitations of the single case study research.  

 

Regarding credibility, I shared my initial findings after new data had been generated at the 

SRHE workshop. Participants confirmed that the findings resonated with their experiences- 

particularly the key features of the theory I had developed: types of critical events, the role 

of institutional structures, and how agency of doctoral researchers and supervisors is enabled 

and constrained. Of course, they did not use that sociological language, but I interpreted their 

experiences as aligning with those concepts in unique ways and tested this through further 

probing.  

 

Regarding confirmability, I compared and contrasted the data from the workshops through 

another round of TA. The workshops generated a further 34 pages of transcript, which I 

analysed using the a priori themes from the institution case study for the purpose of data 

triangulation (Patton 2002). I was particularly interested in any chunks of data that did not fit 

the themes. Most of the data aligned with existing themes, reinforcing my interpretations 

from the case study. Some parts of the transcripts provided new insights. In most cases, those 

insights were interpreted as belonging to the sub-sub-theme level and did not challenge the 

overall integrity of the existing theme structure. Rather, they added a more detailed level of 

nuance.  

 

One passage from the transcript helped me to make sense of some codes from the single 

institution case study. I had a group of codes that seemed to coalesce around a theme, but I 

was unsure how they fitted together. A participant at the UKCGE event unpicked the phrasing 

of one of my questions about how doctoral researchers approach problems. The participant 

pointed out that doctoral researchers sometimes lack a coherent approach. In that moment, 

I understood how the other themes fitted together, which led me to create a new sub-theme 

of ‘liminality’ and to consult a new literature.  
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Regarding transferability, I am aware that my findings cannot be generalised. I do, however, 

think there is evidence from the workshops that the findings have salience outside the single 

institution case study. Having gathered more data from a broad sample, the integrity of my 

analysis held up and the findings resonated with participants who were not affiliated to the 

case study institution.  

 

Finally, regarding dependability, I hope that the detailed, open and reflective discussion in 

this chapter reassures readers that this project has been conducted to a high level of 

transparency and integrity.  

 

In the next four chapters, I present the findings from the project in detail. The themes and 

sub-themes I present are usually accompanied by a single quotation from the data to help 

bring the findings to life. I chose to pick just one quotation or example River of Experience 

that was representative of a wider set of quotations to preserve word count. I would also add 

that when I present the findings, I refer to data collected and analysed in both the institutional 

case study setting and the two validation workshops. As noted above, the approach I took to 

analysing the data from the validation workshops was different to how I analysed the single 

institutional case study data because the latter relied on comparing the new data to the a 

priori themes that I had already developed. I should, therefore, also make it clear that when 

I use a quotation or River of Experience from either validation workshop, I am not giving it 

the same weighting as data generated and analysed as part of the single institutional case 

study. Instead, I use those quotations and Rivers of Experience because they provide a clear, 

accessible and immediate illustration of the more general finding I wish to convey.  

 

The remaining chapters are organised as follows: Chapter 6 considers types of critical events 

in the doctorate and doctoral researcher’s agency. Chapter 7 considers how supervisors 

exercise agency to support timely submission. Chapter 8 considers the main structural 

components of the UK doctorate. Chapter 9 then focusses on contemporary perspectives on 

submission rates. In Chapter 10, I then discuss these findings, including their contributions. 

The themes and quotations presented in the results chapters give a flavour of life in the case 
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study institution, and, I would venture, will be recognisable to readers working in other 

institutions too.  

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

Chapter 6: Critical events and doctoral researcher agency 

 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the results from data analysis concerning two research questions, as 

follows:   

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission of a thesis: 

 

i. Critical events in the doctorate? 

ii. Doctoral researchers’ sense of agency? 

 

In Section 7.2, I present the findings that relate to critical events. In Section 7.3, I then present 

how doctoral researchers respond to those critical events through exercising their agency.   

 

6.2 What are the main critical events in the doctorate? 

The thematic analysis of the data reveals four main types of critical events in the doctorate. 

They are: i) epistemic critical events; ii) temporal critical events; iii) relational critical events; 

and iv) personal critical events. Each type of critical event involves at least two of the concepts 

discussed in Section 4.3.1., and all can lead to doctoral researchers experiencing a 

transformative moment and periods of unease.   

 

The table below summarises each type of critical event and its key features: 
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Theme Sub-themes 
 

Epistemic critical events • Transformative  
• Periods of unease and the unfamiliar 

 
Temporal critical events • Transformative  

• Periods of unease and the unfamiliar 
• Temporal (un)consciousness 

 
Relational critical events • Transformative  

• Community 
• Self in relation to others  
• Periods of unease and the unfamiliar 

 
Personal critical events • Transformative  

• Periods unease and the unfamiliar 
 

Table 11: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question (i) 

 

 

6.2.1 Epistemic critical events 

Epistemic critical events refer to those aspects of the doctoral experience that emerge from 

the practices associated with knowledge creation. In other words, epistemic critical events 

occur during the process of ‘doing’ research. There were lots of examples in the dataset of 

doctoral researchers experiencing transformative moments during epistemic critical events, 

which enabled them to progress with their projects. However, for many doctoral researchers, 

their project experiences were laced with unfamiliarity and uncertainty. The river of 

experience from one doctoral researcher participant captures both those aspects of epistemic 

critical events well: 

 



 
 
 

 119 

 

Figure 4: PGR01-Med’s river of experience 

Some the bends in the river of experience in Figure 4 capture several interesting epistemic 

critical events, which typify many of the feelings of unease and unfamiliarity that participants 

discussed in interviews. For example, this doctoral researcher is aware of ‘the challenges that 

need to be overcome for a successful PhD project’ but she wrestles with the volume of 

difficulties that keep emerging from her experimental work – in this case the  ‘optimisation 

and troubleshooting’ techniques she is using - and she struggles with the unpredictable pace 

of the experimental work: ‘things have slowed down again; feel like I am disappointing 

supervisor’.   
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These epistemic critical events cause her considerable distress, and she has experiences 

consistent with the discussion of liminality in Section 4.3.1. In this case, she questions both 

her capabilities and the decision to do a PhD in the first place: ‘maybe I am not good enough?’, 

‘What am I doing here?’.  

 

Nevertheless, these experiences coalesce into flashpoints in her experience. She experiences 

transformative moments, after which real progress occurs with her project.  In Figure 4, this 

doctoral researcher marks out a point in May 2018 when she overcomes a hurdle by enlisting 

the help of a range of experts. This approach proves successful and she exclaims: ‘I did it! I 

can do it’. As a result of this experience, her confidence grows and her relationship with 

research changes. She begins to view knowledge creation very differently and starts to feel 

much more comfortable with the uncertainty inherent in epistemic critical events. 

 

The transformative moments this doctoral researcher experienced are elaborated further in 

the following interview extract: 

 

As it [the PhD] progressed you start seeing hurdles, you start seeing rocks, you start seeing 

barriers that will be difficult to cross…So, just deciding [what to do] it’s like flipping a coin, you 

don’t know whether it’s right or wrong, you just do it. But it’s frustrating when it doesn’t work 

and when your supervisor is like you need to get it going…It’s good and bad because I’m like 

if he doesn’t have the answers who do I go to? But it also has helped me realise it’s ok not to 

have the answers myself. Because if he doesn’t know whether its right or wrong its ok for me 

not to know if it’s right or wrong. I think that’s helped me realise the PhD is more like a diary 

of lab events rather than you’re actually writing and resulting and reporting and stuff like that. 

So it’s more like these are things we tried, these worked, this didn’t work. 

PGR01 MED 

 

As noted previously, experiences of unease and unfamiliarity that precede a transformative 

moment were consistent with many doctoral researchers’ experiences of epistemic critical 

events. The data indicate that those challenges appear to be fundamental to the doctoral 
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experience. If epistemic critical events were too easy, then they would cease to be critical and 

might rob the doctoral researcher of the opportunity for personal and intellectual growth. 

One supervisor reflects on this below:  

 

But I think a PhD is a step up from doing a degree, in that there’s not a way through that 

should be just getting all the paperwork done on time…Because a PhD should be quite an 

open-ended thing, and there should be struggles, and there should be things you can’t solve 

very quickly. And you think ‘oh, I’ll get this done in a week’, and it takes six months. And if 

you’re not happy with those sorts of problems, you’re not really enjoying the PhD as much as 

you can. 

SUP11-CHEM 

6.2.2 Temporal critical events 

The second type of critical event identified in the data are temporal critical events. Temporal 

critical events refer to the experiences of balancing the many and varied requirements of the 

doctorate. As discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 6, the requirements of a doctoral degree have 

mushroomed in recent decades. The doctoral experience now comprises both the formal, 

codified requirements for conferral of the degree (i.e. completion of a programme of research 

under the guidance of a supervisory team, written up as a thesis and assessed) and 

enrichment requirements to make the most of the experience and invest in personal futures 

(i.e. engaging with a range of value-adding and career enhancing professional development 

opportunities including training, conference presentations, publications, teaching, outreach, 

internships, placements and so on).  

 

The dataset included a lot of examples of the struggle to balance the formal and enrichment 

requirements of a doctorate. Participants commented on how it was technically possible to 

focus solely on the thesis and its submission, but such an approach would be incredibly 

career-limiting and was not considered a realistic prospect. One doctoral researcher, for 

example, was very concerned about how becoming a father and struggling to afford childcare 

had led him to miss out on many enrichment requirements. The impact of this on his future 

weighed heavily on his mind:  
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Networking I haven’t done…I haven’t been able to go to the visiting seminar series here. So 

sort of the networking aspect, it’s just not happened. Publishing papers, probably not going 

to happen until mid-way through next year, if that early. So, yeah, there is a sort of issue there 

and also the other things, training for careers outside of academia, which is also necessary. 

For a number of reasons, I haven’t been able to get involved with that. 

PGR08-HumSoc 

 

Consequently, there was a sense of acute time consciousness expressed by most participants 

across the dataset. Doctoral researchers now find themselves in a pressure cooker-like 

environment where increasing demands are made of their time, which they have to prioritise 

and balance. Confronting temporal critical events is further complicated by the firmer 

regulatory or funder expectations for thesis submission, which enforce tighter deadlines and 

add to the pressure in the doctoral experience and doctoral researchers do not always feel 

empowered to deal with this pressure, one participant said: 

 

it’s not easy to live with this pressure, you know, you feel that your fund will finish soon and 

then you haven’t secured any other funds. And you have to deal with this, with family, with 

your experiments, with daily life, and it’s not easy but…you don’t have any choice. I mean you 

have to just keep doing your experiments …analysing your results and, you know, hope… that 

the University will accept to extend my fund. It’s not easy, it’s not easy, you know. It’s pressure, 

pressure, every day, every day, but no choice, I mean you can do nothing. 

PRG12-Chem 

 

Unsurprisingly, temporal critical events can lead doctoral researchers to experience 

unfamiliarity and unease. Participants attributed this effect to the fact that doctoral 

researchers are in the process of learning about research as they do it. Consequently, they 

have no benchmark for gauging how long certain activities should take, which makes planning 

activities challenging. This was discussed at the SRHE validation workshop:  

 

The challenge is…about how to have realistic expectations. So we want to have them, but 

actually it’s not until you go through it that you realise what is realistic. ‘Are you actually going 
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to write a chapter in that length of time? How long is your analysis going to take you? And it… 

just took a long time, I think. 

SRHE Validation Workshop 

Although rare, there were some examples in the dataset of doctoral researchers experiencing 

time unconsciously, as they became absorbed by their work. In the example below, a doctoral 

researcher describes a critical event from her river of experience when she loses herself in 

data collection and experiences joy in rediscovering a long-forgotten archive:  

 

And then the [archive] data collection that took place over a 5-month period. That was 

probably the most enjoyable part of my PhD because it was so hands-on and finding things 

for the first time. It was big shelves. I had to wear a hard hat, I had to have a torch and some 

of it was literally crawling in the dark finding these books and I just loved it. It was amazing. 

So that was another part… I enjoyed it so much. 

PGR07-HumSoc 

Similarly, learning how to prioritise and balance activity across the doctorate did, in some 

cases, lead to transformative experiences. There were some examples of doctoral researchers 

who made the effort to make time for seeking out development opportunities and new 

experiences. For those doctoral researchers, this approach awakened new skills and opened 

up new career trajectories. This is reflected in the following interview excerpt from a doctoral 

researcher: 

 

I get involved in lots of other stuff so that I’m not just at my desk all day…Sometimes I worry 

that that takes up too much time…But my attitude is like, because I teach…and I teach with 

the Brilliant Club5…I work with teens and this is an opportunity to go in and teach teens about 

[my research] and it would be stupid not to take this opportunity. I’m getting my research out 

there, so if it slows me down on actually working the PhD, it’s something I really enjoy and I 

don’t mind if it takes me an extra year to write up the PhD. I can do other things at the same 

 
5 The Brilliant Club is a UK-based charity that exists to increase the number of pupils from underrepresented 
backgrounds progressing to highly-selective universities. They do this by mobilising the PhD community to 
share its academic expertise with schools.   
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time because I don’t think I would make it if I was just focused on writing constantly, I have to 

mix it up. 

PGR02-Med 

6.2.3 Relational critical events 

The third type of critical event are relational critical events. Relational critical events are 

concerned with fostering productive working relationships with significant others in the 

doctoral experience to enable progress. Examples of significant others include supervisory 

teams, mentors, peers, academics based in their School, researchers met through 

conferences and social media, and so on.  

 

Consistent with the literature discussed in Chapter 3, the relationship between a doctoral 

researcher and their supervisor is critical for supporting progress.  The river of experience that 

follows illuminates the features of relational critical events very well:  
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Figure 5: A doctoral researcher’s river of experience from the SRHE workshop 
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This doctoral researcher experienced a difficult period in her project shortly after her 

supervisor was assigned in September 2015. Her research focus was too close to her day job, 

which, at the time had become very busy. In the end, it ‘absorbed all energy’ and left ‘no 

headspace’ for the doctoral researcher to progress her thesis. Fortunately, both this doctoral 

researcher and her supervisor had focussed on ‘relationship building’, which enabled an open 

and honest conversation when the project hit a stumbling block, as depicted by the mountain 

range and log that act as barriers in the river of experience. The relationship enabled a 

transformative moment because it moved the doctoral researcher to take some time out. 

This gave her some much needed ‘breathing space’ to refresh her project objectives and reset 

her perception of the doctorate. She now aims to ‘demonstrate you can research and 

contribute. Not change the world’.  

 

As noted, doctoral researchers can engage with a wide network of people during their 

doctorates. Those networks can become a rich source of help and guidance to enable 

progress. The data showed how some doctoral researchers can experience a change in how 

they perceive their community, or communities, and their role within these. The data showed 

how, for some doctoral researchers, a sense of belonging emerges, hierarchies are flattened, 

and they experience a growth in confidence in the value of their contributions. Such moments 

can, of course, be preceded by a period of unease or unfamiliarity. These features of relational 

critical events are reflected in the account below from a doctoral researcher. Here, she 

discusses a relational critical event when she was representing her project team with very 

senior industry partners interested in commercialising her research: 

 

I was the only female.  It was all older men that have worked in the chemical industry for 40 

years.  ‘Hello, I’m a second year PhD student’. But once we got started, I thought ‘I’ve got as 

much place in this meeting as any of them. I know more about this project than they do 

because I’m the one that’s been working on it’.  At first I felt a bit nervous, but once we started 

discussing the project I didn’t really feel nervous anymore because I know this project well, if 

not better than anybody else here.  It’s little things like that.  Those experiences have really 
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helped me.  It might initially take you out of your comfort zone, but you need to get out of 

your comfort zone in order to develop. 

PGR13-Chem  

 

Relational critical events can also change the perception that doctoral researchers hold of 

themselves in relation to others. As in the doctoral researcher’s experience above, the 

changing sense of self can be very positive and reinforce confidence and belonging to a 

community. However, at the SRHE validation event, participants noted that certain 

assumptions appear to be made about doctoral researchers at an institutional level. Those 

assumptions can lead some groups of doctoral researchers to feel marginalised when they do 

not perceive themselves to align with those assumptions: 

 

We also all experienced some kind of sense of marginality whether that was being a doctoral 

student in the first place, being part time versus being full time, being of a different age or 

career stage, changing disciplines, feeling somehow kind of exterior to various things which 

ties into experiences of unsupportive institutional processes or institutional assumptions 

about what PhD students are, what they want, where they’re going that we didn’t necessarily 

always feel applied to us. 

SRHE Validation Workshop 

 

6.2.4 Personal critical events  

The fourth type of critical event are personal critical events. Personal critical events concern 

how doctoral researchers’ personal lives and doctorates are interwoven - each blends with 

and affects the experience of the other. Given that doctoral researchers tend to be older, it is 

much more likely that they will be experiencing the multifaceted complexities of adult life. Of 

course, big life events might derail progress, but they can also precede transformative 

moments.  The river of experience shared below is a particularly informative example of this: 
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Figure 6: A doctoral researcher’s river of experience from the SRHE workshop 

 

This doctoral researcher’s experience of the doctorate has been accompanied by several 

significant life events. They include disruptive moves between cities and countries, a transfer 

from full-time to part-time status, three job changes, and a bereavement, which is 

heartbreakingly described on the river of experience as the ‘denier of Dad death and despair’. 

But these experiences do not quash her spirit. Instead, she comes through these distressing 

moments and makes progress with her thesis. Her river of experience depicts how some of 

these periods of unease in her personal life are followed by fulfilling experiences in her 
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doctoral work, such as the ‘smooth straight of fieldwork’, the ‘plunge pool of conference 

presentation invigoration’ and the ‘plentiful distributaries of data saturation and 

triangulation’.   

 

In a further example below, another doctoral researcher discusses how the doctorate 

reinforced her bond with her family. In this example, the doctoral researcher experienced a 

number of setbacks with her experimental work, which precipitated several periods of acute 

self-doubt accompanied by bouts of depression and anxiety. For this doctoral researcher, her 

family became important cheerleaders who kept her going when she was experiencing 

unfamiliar challenges with her doctorate. It was her family’s continued support and 

encouragement that sustained her through the low points:  

 

I can definitely say that I don’t think I would have gone half as far as I have if my mum hadn’t 

[short pause] She’s been, what would I call it? Aggressive encouragement (laughs)…The fact 

that I don’t want to fail for them either. That’s been a huge thing as well. Because my parents 

invested part time and money in my education, I can’t fail because it’s a waste. So I want to 

make them proud and keep going. 

PGR04-MED 

 

The data highlight that doctoral research does not take place in a vacuum but is bound up 

with doctoral researchers’ lives and identities. It is not uncommon for doctoral researchers to 

experience challenges, difficulties and moments of joy in their personal lives, which affect 

how they relate to their doctoral research. Whilst many of these experiences create new 

obstacles to overcome, in negotiating changes of circumstances, doctoral researchers achieve 

inspiring feats that bring pride and joy to others. This is eloquently captured in the reflections 

of a supervisor below: 

 

I think supervising PhD students has been one of the most pleasurable things of my career and 

continues to be. I love it. And I feel really proud of the work that the students produce, often 

in adverse circumstances, they win through, you know. My student who has just submitted, 
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and she’s done it part time, she’s got a new baby and I’m just so proud that she finished it and 

it’s excellent.  

SUP09-HumSoc 

 

Having presented the four main types of critical event in the doctorate, I will now consider 

how doctoral researchers might respond to those critical events. I do this by considering how 

doctoral researchers exercise their agency in ways that can both enable and constrain 

progress.  

 

6.3 How does doctoral researcher’s sense of agency influence timely submission?  

The thematic analysis of the data reveals four broad ways in which doctoral researchers 

exercise agency to navigate critical events. They are: i) epistemic-oriented agency; ii) self-

efficacy-oriented agency; iii) relational agency. A fourth theme, liminality, was also identified.  

 

The table below summarises each theme and its corresponding sub-themes: 

 

Theme Sub-themes 
 

Epistemic-oriented agency • Deliberating about inputs 
• Deliberating about the knowledge 

creation process 
• Deliberating about the bigger picture 

 
Self-efficacy-oriented agency • Ownership 

• Time management 
• Work ethic 
• Self-care 

 
Relational agency • Academic relationships 

• Affective relationships 
 

Liminality  • Lack of coherent approach 
• Lack of ownership 
• Over-reliance on others 
• Lack of reflection 
• Lack of self-confidence and self-belief 

 
Table 12: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question (ii) – doctoral researchers 
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6.3.1 Epistemic-oriented agency 

Epistemic-oriented agency refers to how doctoral researchers exercise agency in order to 

navigate epistemic critical events. It is characterised by a process of reflexive deliberation. 

This involves deliberation about the inputs to their research projects; deliberation about the 

knowledge creation process; and deliberation about the bigger picture of their projects. I now 

explore each of these sub-themes in more detail. 

 

6.3.1.1 Deliberating about inputs 

The data analysis showed how doctoral researchers encounter many inputs into their doctoral 

research as it unfolds. Inputs include the existing literature, guidance from other researchers, 

discussions with peers, critiques from assessors at progress reviews, feedback from 

supervisors, and so on. Here, I focus on the example of feedback from supervisors to show 

how doctoral researchers might exercise their epistemic-oriented agency by deliberating 

about and acting on inputs into their research projects.  

 

The interview talk about one type of input – feedback - is insightful because it captures the 

many and varied responses of doctoral researchers to feedback. The analysis indicates that 

doctoral researchers’ relationship with feedback exists on a spectrum with unreflective 

acceptance of feedback at one extreme and bullish disregard at the other. Neither of these 

extreme responses is supportive of progress towards timely submission. In the except below, 

a supervisor discusses her concerns about doctoral researchers who take feedback personally 

and are overly defensive:  

 

you’ll go through the feedback and every point you make, they’ll give you a defence of why 

they’ve done it that way or whatever. That’s the massive alarm bell for me. If I’m giving 

comments and they’ll say, “Oh well, I decided to put that reference in because of…” “I decided 

not to put any more references in there because of…” I just think, oh, you’re not getting this 

at all. So I think there’s a continuum for seeing the comments as so much about criticising you, 

which isn’t what they’re intending to do at all, that you need to defend yourself against them 

and actually not take them on board and put them into your writing at all.  
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SUP06-HumSoc 

 

At the other end of the spectrum, concerns were raised about doctoral researchers who 

blindly follow what their supervisors say without reflecting on their feedback and responding 

to it in a more considered way. For supervisors, this risked transferring ownership of the 

project from the doctoral researcher to the supervisor and demonstrated a lack of reflexivity, 

as one supervisor comments:  

 

he really struggled with the conceptualisation of the project and in the end, I found myself sort 

of... I felt that I was stepping over the mark in the advice I was giving, I was actually giving 

him a framework, giving him a methodology, telling him what to do and it was almost... a kind 

of painting by numbers exercise. I’d made the picture and he was filling it in. I felt uneasy 

about that and actually in the end he had a lot of problems, health problems and other familial 

problems and he eventually went back…he hadn’t finished it 

SUP09-HumSoc 

 

Nevertheless, there were many examples in the data of doctoral researchers exercising 

epistemic-oriented agency to make sense of the feedback they received. In such cases, 

doctoral researchers’ deliberations about and responses to feedback were nuanced and 

evolving. Doctoral researchers discussed how they came to liken feedback to a critical friend 

who was offering suggestions and ideas on how to improve the work. When doctoral 

researchers had developed this relationship with feedback, it reinforced their sense of agency 

because they “know what to do with [the feedback]” [PGR06-HumSoc]. The account below 

from a doctoral researcher captures the evolving process of deliberating about feedback: 

 

I sent it [my work] to her and a postdoc in my group and they both did feedback and…when 

there’s like track changes and it was like that whole thing at the side and I was like wow. And 

what’s funny is I changed some of the things which she’d put in and sent back to her again 

and she was like’ change this to this’; what I’d originally written. So I was like OK so actually 

you’re making suggestions but I don’t have to change it because actually it didn’t really make 

much sense to me to change some of the stuff…so that was quite a thing as well. And also I 
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think like reading it, noting as they go along something that may make sense later on where I 

actually covered the thing, so putting it in twice doesn’t make sense if you know what I mean. 

So, yeah, it was quite interesting getting that feedback because some of it was useful, some 

of it I was like so what I wrote in the first place was actually fine  

PGR05-MED 

 

6.3.1.2 Deliberating about the knowledge creation process 

The data analysis also showed how doctoral researchers exercised epistemic-oriented agency 

by deliberating about the knowledge creation process. As previously noted, the doctorate is 

the first time that many doctoral researchers will experience a large research project and their 

prior academic training is rarely adequate preparation for it. Consequently, much of the 

doctorate is characterised by learning as you go. This results in some tasks taking longer than 

expected as doctoral researchers have to learn the ropes, as well as execute the task. This is 

reflected in the extract below from a doctoral researcher: 

 

I think…you’re just expected to do things at a faster rate than people can when they’re just 

learning how to do something. So I think that’s part of the problem. And I think that’s quite 

hard to say to like your supervisor. I can’t actually do that thing that you asked me to do by 

that time. 

PGR05-MED 

 

Whilst deliberating about the knowledge creation process can be slow, the data captured 

many examples of how doctoral researchers exercise agency to handle it better. One tactic 

discussed by doctoral researchers involved allowing yourself to be surprised by what you find 

and following where the research process takes you: 

 

it was just looking at the data…it was kind of more of a case of just following what the data 

was showing…So yes, it was kind of a joint decision just to try and focus more on just following 

what the results said. And I guess that’s the nature of a PhD or any sort of research project 

really, is that you can have aims at the start and things don’t always work out as you expect 

but that isn’t always a bad thing and I just think you’ve got to follow what the results say. 
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PGR03-MED 

 

A similar tactic was also discussed by doctoral researchers in the humanities for whom the 

act of thesis writing became the medium through which their thoughts, ideas and overall 

arguments were clarified:  

 

it was me who made all the sort of the major decisions about the thesis, which is good and 

right. I sort of think it did involve a bit of just flailing around for a bit until things took shape. I 

don’t really know how I dealt with it to be honest. I just kept on doing things until it all started 

to take a bit of a clearer shape, and kept on hammering at it until it all made sense.  

PGR08-HumSoc 

 

Spending time on problem solving activities is another way that doctoral researchers 

deliberated about the knowledge creation process. Doctoral researchers described many 

epistemic critical events where they had to think through problems as they arose and trial 

different approaches to find a solution. This is a highly reflexive activity that involves taking a 

step back from the task at hand, thinking through the different factors impinging on the 

problem, and working them through systematically. One supervisor regarded this as a 

doctoral threshold concept:  

 

But there are people who will never be able to take one step back and really think about what 

they are doing, what the experiment tells them, how you could interpret the results, what the 

issues with the experiment is. Is that actually the best way to do it? Are there any controls that 

are missing? Can you interpret the results in a completely different way and then based on the 

results, what’s the next logical thing to do? And some people have that right from the 

beginning and some people develop that during their PhD and some people never get it. It’s 

just that everyone is different. But you need that kind of independent thinking. 

SUP03-MED 

 

The data also showed that doctoral researchers deliberated about the knowledge creation 

process by recording and reflecting on the decisions they made throughout their projects. 
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Those reflections could enable doctoral researchers to justify and defend their work more 

convincingly. This is an evaluative mental activity through which doctoral researchers become 

aware of the benefits and drawbacks of their decisions, yet it leaves them well placed to 

present a convincing, evidence-based rationale for taking a certain path. In the account 

below, a doctoral researcher reflects on how the difficulties she encountered with her project 

have left her with a deeper understanding of the eventual trajectory her research took:  

 

But I think initially it was a bit terrifying, not knowing what to do, but I think if anything they 

[supervisors] just made me just think a bit more. Which I’m also glad about, because I also 

know people that don’t really have to think about what they’re doing and just do X, Y and Z 

because they’ve been told to…But at least like I have to think about what I was doing a bit. 

And everything I’ve done experimentally, I can justify as why I’ve done it. Because like I thought 

about doing it. So I think it would have been nicer to have it all happen a bit quicker, especially 

in my first year, but I think now I’m not necessarily in a worse position for it. 

PGR11-CHEM 

 

6.3.1.3 Deliberating about the bigger picture 

The data also showed how epistemic-oriented agency is enacted by doctoral researchers 

making deliberate efforts to link their everyday tasks to the broader objectives of their 

research project. By deliberating about the bigger picture of their research, doctoral 

researchers can be enabled to grasp the wider relevance and implications of their findings. 

This is reflected in a doctoral researcher’s account of a typical supervision:  

 

it’ll be like ‘well, what does it mean?’ So I’ll explain some like complicated thing and he’ll be 

like ‘yeah, but what does it mean?’ And I’ll be like that’s a good point. So when you’re like ‘it 

seems like older children have a worse reaction time or whatever’, he’ll be like ‘well, why is 

that important?’ So it is good to be challenged in that way. 

PGR05-MED 
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Across the data set, participants highlighted the importance of writing for making sense of 

their research. Yet writing is a very complex task that is emotionally charged, as one doctoral 

researcher notes:  

 

I’m working more slowly than I should and a lot of that’s to do with me and sort of my general 

panic about writing any words ever.  

PGR09-HumSoc 

 

Writing, therefore, requires doctoral researchers to exercise agency in multiple ways to get 

words down on a page. Doctoral researchers discussed various methods for facilitating writing 

including snack writing, that is using small allocation of time to write a few paragraphs; 

feasting, which involves dedicating large chunks of time to writing; creating slide decks to 

summarise the main arguments of each thesis chapter; and accepting the first drafts of work 

will require a lot of editing. Many doctoral researcher participants discussed how trying to 

write perfectly from the outset was an impediment to progressing with writing. Doctoral 

researchers discussed how allowing themselves to write imperfect and messy first drafts 

could enable them to manage some of the emotion and self-doubt associated with doctoral-

level writing:   

 

And they tell you as well from the very start, “Just make sure you start writing as soon as you 

can,” but it’s easier said than done…I think you have to learn that actually sometimes you have 

to do something that’s not great and it’s not going to be great, but you just have to do it 

anyway...And even looking back…with this chapter especially, which was going…I was very 

grateful for it because I think at that time I needed just some space to do some stuff and see 

how it works, and it didn’t work out, but the process of it was really, really useful anyway. I 

just kind of brought it back and did something else and it worked. It was a very, very useful 

experience 

PGR06 Hum-Soc 
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6.3.2 Self-efficacy-oriented agency 

Self-efficacy-oriented agency refers to how doctoral researchers exercise agency in order to 

navigate temporal critical events. The key features of self-efficacy-oriented agency are 

approaches to time management; sense of ownership of the research; and self-care 

management. Self-efficacy-oriented agency was found to be strengthened when doctoral 

researchers have a strong sense of self-belief in their competencies as a researcher.  

 

6.3.2.1 Time management 

As noted in Section 6.2.2, the contemporary doctoral experience comprises much more than 

just the research project and a thesis. Across the dataset, doctoral researchers expressed how 

the need to pro-actively prioritise the different demands on their time was a source of stress 

and anxiety. To balance those competing demands, participants emphasised the importance 

of time management. For my participants, time management was viewed as critical to 

managing the formal requirements of their doctorate (thesis and research) alongside the 

enrichment career-enhancing activities with which they engage. One supervisor shares his 

reflections on the centrality of time management: 

 

I think probably more than in the past, the student’s ability to organise their lives because 

these days doing a PhD, in recent years, involves doing a lot of activities outside the PhD of all 

different kinds, from teaching to publication and even placements. So they have to be 

incredibly organised, they have to have that ability to organise their time, time management, 

I hate that phrase, but organising their time in the most productive sort of way, which isn’t at 

the detriment to the core of what they’re doing, which is the PhD. 

SUP08-HumSoc 

 

However, exercising self-efficacy-oriented agency is not straightforward. If doctoral 

researchers are too rigid about how they manage their time, then it straightjackets the 

research project and converts a potentially transformative educational experience into an 

instrumental one, as one supervisor notes:  
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But then of course PhDs are about getting tangled up in things sometimes, so they need to be 

able to let go and get lost sometimes and let that happen and not panic about it.  

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

The data indicate that time management is a delicate art in the doctorate. It involves the 

conscious prioritisation of different activities. That prioritisation was thought to influence 

future possible careers, and so time management was treated seriously by participants.   

Consequently, doctoral researchers discussed a number of tactics that they used to organise 

their time. Full-time researchers, in particular, advocated for treating the doctorate like a full-

time job and working a standard 9 to 5 day, although that is not possible for all activities, for 

example, fieldwork. Elsewhere, doctoral researchers used multiple tools to aid planning 

including daily to-do lists, Gantt charts, and planning apps. Those tactics helped to break 

down the doctorate into smaller, more manageable stages.  

 

At the SRHE validation event, one group described how careful time management helped to 

impose a structure on a largely fluid and unstructured process: 

 

I think one of the key things which helped is actually taking a work approach to it so a nine to 

five approach...And having a bit of structure I suppose really, trying to put a structure around 

something which is very ongoing and difficult. And no one’s going to give you that structure 

so you kind of have to do that for yourself.  

SRHE Validation Event  

 

6.3.2.2 Ownership 

Self-efficacy-oriented agency can be strengthened when doctoral researchers have a sense of 

ownership over the research project. For my research participants, the sense of ownership 

tends to be characterised by a recognition that the research project belongs to the doctoral 

researcher and that it is ultimately their responsibility to take it forward. The idea of 

ownership was discussed in detail at the SRHE validation event. In particular, one group 

discussed how perceiving that ownership rests with the supervisor, rather than with the 

doctoral researcher, can constrain self-efficacy-oriented agency. There are sometimes 
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tensions involved in ownership though, especially in STEM where the supervisor tends to also 

be the Principal Investigator on a project and is accountable to funders. Of course, the stage 

of the thesis can also be an influencing factor, but the group emphasised that the faster the 

doctoral researcher accepts responsibility for at least their part of the project, the more likely 

they are to submit on time:  

 

One of those issues is the ownership of research and one of the common features of these 

rivers [of experience] is who owns the research and how quickly that ownership takes place. 

So when students come in thinking, ‘ah, it’s my supervisor or my research centre’s research’, 

that’s fine, if you believe that, but in reality your supervisor will think, ‘no, it’s your research 

and you have to control this and the quicker you actually identify that you’re the owner of the 

research I think the better it is’. The better outcomes I’ve seen are the people who quickly 

identify themselves as the owner of the research. 

SRHE Validation Event 

 

Participants also perceived that a good sense of ownership of the work enabled self-efficacy-

oriented agency to be practised in a number of ways. For example, supervisors and 

professional services participants discussed how doctoral researchers with a strong sense of 

ownership exhibited a positive work ethic by, for example, being present on campus, treating 

the doctorate like a full-time job, contributing to the life of department by being a 

representative, presenting work and so on. Of course, this is not always possible for part-time 

doctoral researchers, who may live away from campus and have commitments that prevent 

them from accessing campus-based events. A supervisor discusses the importance of work 

ethic in the excerpt below:  

 

So, it’s not always obvious how these things are going to pan out, but quite often, you know, 

a trait that is obvious, that really gets exposed in practical research, is work ethic. If someone 

doesn’t have a consistent good work ethic, they’ll get found out quite quickly. I’m pretty 

relaxed with people, as long as they put the effort in, and all that kind of stuff, but I think, 

quite often, a student will start to struggle if they’re not committing themselves to it and not 
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putting in the hours. I’m not saying extreme hours, I’m just saying normal, standard working 

hours, but it has to be a consistent effort week after week.  

SUP12-Chem 

 

Passion for the research was also thought to be a good indicator of ownership. Supervisors, 

in particular, discussed how doctoral researchers who spoke passionately about their work 

tended to be more motivated to confront and overcome problems. Such passion can also help 

to sustain doctoral researchers through periods of uncertainty, as one supervisor comments:  

 

If you can see that it lights their eyes up when they’re talking about their subject matter. I’ve 

got a very good student at the moment, unfortunately she’s not supervised by me but I’m her 

mentor. And she’s doing her PhD on [topic] and it’s just fascinating what she’s doing. And you 

can see she’s really committed to improving and you just think yeah, bloody hell, this is great. 

And it’s, you know, she’s had papers accepted, she’s given oral presentations at conferences, 

she loves it and I feel very blessed to have her as my mentee really and see her come on like 

that.  

SUP09 HumSoc 

 

6.3.2.3 Selfcare management  

Across the dataset, participants emphasised the importance of prioritising self-care during 

the doctorate. This was seen as essential for protecting wellbeing and mental health. 

Participants in this project were very aware of the increasing concerns about doctoral 

researchers’ mental health and they recognised that some aspects of the doctoral experience 

might trigger episodes of anxiety and/or depression. The features of the doctoral experience 

they referred to included: constant critique, long periods of uncertainty, feelings of not 

belonging, acute time pressures, precarious job prospects, and the constraints of the funding 

regime (discussed in more detail in Chapter 9).   

 

Doctoral researchers, in particular, reflected on the importance of self-care for helping to 

protect against issues with wellbeing and mental health. They often discussed the benefits of 

building in downtime to their schedules. By taking some time away from their projects, 
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doctoral researchers perceived that they could maintain a healthier work life balance, 

avoiding burnout, and manage some of the symptoms of stress and anxiety. For many 

doctoral researchers, giving themselves permission to take time off from their doctorate 

required a forceful exercise of agency in ways that sometimes went against the prevailing 

culture. In the following interview excerpt, a doctoral researcher describes how the culture 

in her lab made some people feel guilty for working standard hours: 

 

There are people who are like ‘I’ve been in the lab this weekend I didn’t get out till half seven 

last night’. I’m like that’s the not the way to live your life… There’s definitely some people in 

the lab that make you feel extremely bad that you go home at 4 or 5 o’ clock and they’re there 

still. But then there’s other people who do go home and then they enjoy their life; like ‘bye. 

See you tomorrow’.  

PGR04-MED 

 

Participants also discussed how taking breaks from their research helped them to resolve 

some research-related problems. In the example below, a doctoral researcher talks about 

how watching the film ‘Thor’ in the cinema inspired a solution to lab-based problem:  

 

So we were kind of at a standstill and we had no idea how to make it better because we’ve 

exhausted all our options…And it just wasn’t working and we went to watch Thor and there’s 

this like scene in Thor…he’s there, he said that I take my hammer and I spin it really really 

really fast and that gave me the ability to fly. At that moment, I don’t know what happened, 

a lightbulb just went off, maybe I should just spin the virus and the cells together and it will 

increase the efficiency at which the virus entered the cells and that was the moment. That was 

the breakthrough. As simple as that. 

PGR01-MED 

 

How doctoral researchers used the physical workspace available to them was also perceived 

to be important to self-care practices. Participants discussed, for example, how having a 

designated space for doing research helped to draw a boundary around the doctorate. 

Participants discussed how this prevents the doctorate from bleeding into other aspects of 



 
 
 

 142 

life. For part-time researchers, it also helped to curb feelings of guilt because it helped others 

to recognise that when in their doctoral space, there is implicit permission to be a doctoral 

researcher and do research. Of course, though, not all doctoral researchers have access to a 

private space. The potential for designated space to help with self-care is discussed in the 

excerpt below from the SRHE validation event:  

 

having a space at home, an office space, so somewhere which is very defined for you to do 

this work or we were talking about having an office space where you do this. And how difficult 

it can be to actually prevent it seeping into other aspects of your life if you don’t have that 

space really. It's not necessarily something you’re going to sit down and do when you’re 

watching TV or when you’re doing something essential with other people. So how do you 

prevent that happening if you don’t have a space where you can do this. 

SRHE Validation event 

 

The data also suggest that self-belief is an important feature of self-care and underpins self-

efficacy-oriented agency. Despite its importance, the data indicate that self-belief is very hard 

to maintain during a doctorate. Participants enumerated many examples of when they were 

lacking in self-belief. Those examples included blaming themselves for projects not 

progressing, questioning the value of their work, feeling inadequate compared to others, 

doubting their abilities, and so on. The following excerpt depicts the emptiness a doctoral 

researcher felt during a moment when his self-belief was slipping away: 

 

It was just so many things piling up together. I didn’t think I was getting on well. I didn’t think 

I was doing well with my work. I felt I was really behind and I didn’t feel I could progress. I 

didn’t feel I could actually produce a thesis out of the whole thing. I didn’t think it was 

worthwhile. I didn’t think there was anything in my work that was actually worth pursuing. 

PGR06-HumSoc 

 

When doctoral researchers find themselves in this liminal space, when their self-belief is at a 

low ebb, it can be very difficult for them to come through it and make progress with the thesis. 

In some cases, doctoral researchers found that accessing professional help from a counselling 
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service was very beneficial. In some very serious episodes, doctoral researchers shared with 

me how they had been prescribed medication to manage the symptoms of depression and 

anxiety. Other doctoral researchers managed in different ways to quieten their doubts, lean 

into the discomfort, and persevere. Some doctoral researchers accepted the uncertainty and 

doubt coursing through the doctoral experience, but made a concerted effort to bracket it 

off, place it to one side, and continue. Although this approach did not always deliver a swift 

resolution, it could sometimes be a significant, transformative moment. In some cases, 

doctoral researchers recognised that after coming through a trying period, they found a more 

satisfactory equilibrium with their research and made progress. One doctoral researcher 

describes her experience of this:  

 

So I might have like ten ideas but in reality I have only enough reagents to do one. Maybe two. 

So that’s frustration coming in, then it leads to ‘maybe it’s not for me, I’m worried, maybe 

somebody else should do my project’, things like that. Then you finally do it, you get it done 

and you’re like yay I can do it, I was worried for no reason. 

PGR01-MED 

 

6.3.3 Relational agency 

The third theme, relational agency, refers to how doctoral researchers learn how to work with 

significant others in the doctoral experience to navigate both relational and personal critical 

events. The key features of relational agency are fostering productive working relationships 

with other academics, and industrial partners, where relevant, and nurturing personal 

relationships. 

 

6.3.3.1 Academic relationships 

The data analysis substantiated the importance of the relationship between the doctoral 

researcher and their supervisors to enable progress with the research project. Doctoral 

researchers discussed how their relational agency was enabled when they felt empowered to 

articulate their needs honestly, without fear of judgement. Whilst this might appear a 

straightforward thing to do, the data highlighted some common barriers to open 

communication between doctoral researchers and their supervisors. Examples of barriers 
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included: a fear that voicing a perceived issue with supervision might damage the 

relationship; power imbalances in the relationship that might leave the doctoral researcher 

in a vulnerable position if they speak up about concerns; and a reluctance to reveal knowledge 

gaps or weaknesses in case supervisors consider the doctoral researcher not to be up to the 

task.  

 

Despite the potential difficulties in holding open conversations, there was evidence in the 

dataset of the effectiveness of such conversations.  When doctoral researchers could 

communicate their needs to supervisors, it was perceived to help supervisors better 

understand what their doctoral researcher is experiencing and to make constructive 

suggestions. In the excerpt below, an international doctoral researcher reflects on how open 

discussions with his supervisors helped him to get the advice he needed to improve his work:  

 

You reach a point ‘oh I haven’t got anything’; you think ‘oh that’s a waste of time to do nothing 

and I have to do more and more’. I think that’s normal, that’s perfectly normal… probably the 

best way is to sit down with their supervisors and say ‘look…I need more support up at this 

point, this point, this point’. Or probably you know, supervisors they can you know, identify 

the weaknesses, or the strengths…the most important thing is the weaknesses because they 

have to improve their skills on specific areas. So I think that’s the best way, sit with the 

supervisors, discuss their weaknesses and try to improve. 

PGR12-Chem 

 

Participants also discussed how relational agency could be enacted through the use of more 

formal techniques such as documenting the discussions and outcomes of supervisory 

meetings. It was standard practice in the case study institution for doctoral researchers to 

write minutes of each supervision meeting. This was perceived to be an enabler of progress 

because it helped to ensure that both supervisors and doctoral researchers had a common 

understanding of the project’s direction. One doctoral researcher described how her record 

of meetings prevented going over old ground and retrying unsuccessful approaches with the 

project:  
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So I write like [notes], and which my supervisor sees, he’s noticed that I’ve done two different 

colours. So my thoughts are in like blue for example and his thoughts or input are in red so 

when he asks me a question so ‘how come we didn’t do this?’, I can just flick back and say ‘oh 

last time you mentioned this’, and he has seen this, and now he doesn’t even have to wait for 

me to say ‘oh I said that last’ and he’s like ‘oh damn it, I said that last time, I can see that 

there’. 

PGR01-MED 

 

Doctoral researchers also exercised their relational agency in very shrewd ways by acting on 

their supervisors’ strengths and weaknesses. Some doctoral researchers spotted how these 

could be exploited to further their own agendas and support their own progress. In the 

example below, a doctoral researcher reflects on how she used her supervisors in different 

ways to meet her different needs: 

 

I’ve got better at manipulating their strengths and weaknesses…I know things that she’ll do 

and he’ll do, and I try to play that to my advantage…I think with (laughs) it sounds bad really. 

I know that…he doesn’t take as much kind of detailed interest. If you ask him something he’ll 

be like, ‘yeah, that’s fine’. Whereas she’ll go into in depth, looking at things. So if I need like 

funding to go to a conference I usually go to him because he’ll just sign off the form without 

reading it. 

PGR07-HumSoc 

 

Of course, supervisors are not the only researchers that doctoral researchers encounter. They 

will also interact with a wide network of people who can provide input, guidance and 

suggestions about their doctoral work. Examples of typical interactions noted in the dataset 

include postdocs, researchers within the institution where the doctoral researcher is based, 

researchers across doctoral training partnerships, researchers in industry, researchers 

working within the field but based at different institutions, acquaintances made during a 

conference, mentors, and so on. These networks are a rich source of support for doctoral 

researchers, but doctoral researchers need to be able to exercise their relational agency so 

that they know how to identify and approach other researchers.  
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In STEM disciplines, the structure of the research group facilitates access to other researchers 

who can help to resolve day-to-day issues and to pass on knowledge to new doctoral 

researchers. This approach was most evident in the Medicine and Chemistry Schools where, 

typically, doctoral researchers would be based in a lab and have access to postdoctoral 

researchers. Doctoral researchers commented on how they felt much more comfortable 

asking ‘silly questions’ of postdoctoral researchers because they were much closer in terms 

of career stage. Access to knowledgeable postdocs was perceived to be quite an efficient 

method for resolving problems with research, as one participant comments: 

 

the post doc we’ve got on our project, he’s like a lot friendlier. Like he’s the sort of person I 

could just say, I know it sounds silly, but it’s probably more of a safe environment in a sense, 

like I could say something stupid to him and it would be fine. He’d say, “Oh, that’s stupid”, or, 

“That’s great.” So I think that’s actually good, so like he’d definitely be my first point of call 

and he’s a very helpful person to have around. 

PGR11-Chem 

 

Whilst there are benefits to the group research approach, the model does not translate easily 

into non lab-based disciplines. This is primarily due to different funding models and funding 

availability, academic traditions, and projects being doctoral researcher-led rather than 

supervisor-led. Nevertheless, there were numerous alternative opportunities for researchers 

to interact, for example, seminars, thesis writing groups, presentations of work in progress, 

and peer mentoring relationships. However, the data indicate that doctoral researchers need 

to be very pro-active in recognising and taking advantage of an opportunity that will support 

their progress when it presents itself. In the example below, a supervisor describes how one 

of his doctoral researchers failed to exercise her relational agency to learn from an expert in 

a statistical method that was causing her difficulty: 

 

So we were in a seminar, the guy who we want to do the statistical analysis is right there in 

front of us giving the talk. She’s sitting in the front row. All you have to do is go up to him 

afterwards…We got to the end of the seminar, out of there like a flash. I’m thinking what? So 
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then when I saw her later on and I said you know that doctor so and so was at the thing and 

you could’ve asked him ‘oh yeah I forgot’. What are you forgetting? The guy’s giving a seminar 

about statistics and that’s where you’re stuck in your project and you forgot 

SUP02-MED 

 

The data also showed how the exercise of relational agency to form connections with other 

doctoral researchers could be a facilitator of academic progress. Relational agency has the 

potential to increase the peer networks that doctoral researchers have access to, which 

enable peer learning. Participants pointed to the value of peer networks in helping newer 

doctoral researchers get an understanding of effective practices for managing their research 

and expectations. Peers are also a rich source of knowledge and experience who can provide 

help in tackling a problem, as one supervisor commented: 

 

And so, what I say in my introduction is look if you’re going to ask a professor about a 

technique it will be really difficult because it’s always hard to get hold of them. But if you can 

go and ask one of your fellow students how to do this particular technique, it’s fantastic. So 

you should talk to each other all the time. 

SUP02-MED 

 

Participants also discussed how peer networks are useful for benchmarking progress. Often, 

it was through conversations with their peers that doctoral researchers recognised how much 

they had learnt, as one doctoral researcher said: 

 

I remember very clearly after the first year going, “I really don’t know what’s going on.” I 

certainly didn’t. I’d only just collected my data. I didn’t have any clue of which direction my 

thesis might go. So I still felt like, oh, I really don’t know what’s going on. But you have a new 

student start and you think, actually, you know, they ask all those questions and I can answer 

them, so probably I have learnt something in the process. 

PGR06-HumSoc 
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6.3.3.2 Affective relationships  

In addition to academic relationships, relational agency can also be used to nurture 

relationships with those who provide much needed emotional support during the doctorate. 

Participants frequently commented on how it is helpful for doctoral researchers to maintain 

a circle of friends and supporters with whom the good moments can be shared, and who can 

provide a shoulder to cry on during difficult times, creating a shared agency for enabling 

doctoral researchers to submit on time. Of course, many academic relationships can grow 

into friendships and perform a dual role and so there is some overlap between affective and 

academic relationships. 

 

Nevertheless, participants discussed how they tended to seek emotional support from their 

relationships outside the research environment. These relationships could act as a form of 

distraction from research, allowing doctoral researchers to switch off from the demands of 

their doctorates. The people involved in those relationships tended not to be researchers. By 

being positioned outside the research environment, they were perceived to help doctoral 

researchers maintain a healthy sense of perspective about their work. Ultimately, these 

relationships can remind doctoral researchers that they are not defined by their research: 

 

my other housemates…don’t do PhDs and they just have jobs and I think sometimes that’s 

quite nice to just go home to and have like someone who is also not doing research. I think 

sometimes when you spend so much time with other PhD students, you all stress and then you 

stress each other out and then you get more stressed and more stress. So sometimes it’s nice 

to have someone who has no stresses, or as much as they can be. Not nice, but they can be 

like, “Oh, just don’t stress.” I think sometimes that’s good, to surround people who aren’t – 

who also don’t just really know what you’re doing, which is quite nice, so you don’t have to 

talk about it. 

PGR11-Chem 

 

Affective relationships are also a means of emotional support. Recourse to individuals who 

can provide sympathy and encouragement can help to arm doctoral researchers with the 

emotional fortitude to sustain them through difficult times. In the example below, a doctoral 
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researcher briefly describes how the encouragement from her family helped her to overcome 

a liminal moment in her doctorate: 

 

that’s always been very intimidating to work with people like that but then when I go home 

and tell my mum that she’s like ‘well surely you feel privileged to work with these people’. And 

I’m like ‘No. Because I don’t think I should be there’. And she’s like ‘but you are there. You 

should just enjoy working with these really intelligent people who do really good stuff’. 

PGR04-MED 

 

6.3.4 Liminality  

Interlaced with the other themes described throughout this chapter are liminal moments. As 

discussed in Section 6.2, all critical events involve periods of unease and unfamiliarity. 

Similarly, the ways in which doctoral researchers exercise the three different types of agency 

can be accompanied by moments where self-belief and self-confidence are lacking. The data 

also show how liminal moments can manifest in other ways, for example, through the 

perceived absence of a coherent approach to research, an over-reliance on others to solve 

problems, a lack of ownership, and unreflective perseverance with approaches.   

 

Some doctoral researchers who experience liminality might find that they are regularly stuck 

on problems and struggle to exercise epistemic-oriented agency, self-efficacy-oriented 

agency, or relational agency in ways that enable progress. They tend to over-rely on their 

supervisors for instruction and direction and have difficulty moving the project forward, as 

one supervisor comments:   

 

When they completely depend on you telling them what to do. That’s a technician’s job. So I 

can write a protocol for someone and they do the experiment and they give me the data and 

I analyse it and some people just don’t manage to do that. 

SUP03-MED 

 

Similarly, liminality was also evident in a lack of ownership for what happens in the project. 

Blame was a common feature. Lack of progress will likely be attributed to events outside the 
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control of the doctoral researcher or the finger pointed at the supervisor, as one supervisor 

comments:  

 

they simply will not accept that the fault lies with them. You know, it has to be somewhere 

else, it has to be the way they’re being supervised, or it has to be the way they’re being treated 

or that it’s not sufficient. You know, pieces of kit have broken down. There’s always some other 

reason or factor for the poor, kind of, level of performance.  

SUP12-Chem 

 

A further characteristic of liminality is unreflective perseverance with fruitless approaches 

because they might be comfortable and familiar. Several examples were provided including 

reading research literature without evaluating it, continuing with experiments when they will 

not work, not taking feedback on board, being sloppy with research or time management. 

The ‘carry on regardless’ approach can be very damaging for progress because it eats up time 

without delivering any further value or benefit for the project.  

 

Of course, liminality is rarely a permanent state and it can often precede transformative 

moments when doctoral researchers make significant breakthroughs with their projects. 

Liminality should not be used as a means to write-off a doctoral researcher, but rather as an 

invitation to ask questions and enquire about what might be underpinning it. Those enquiries 

might help to pinpoint the source of the doctoral researcher’s struggles – the critical event 

they are dealing with – and help with scaffolding them in that moment to exercise agency.  

 

In the next chapter, I discuss how supervisors can exercise their agency to help doctoral 

researchers submit on time. Before that, I summarise the key findings from this chapter. 

 

6.4 Summary of findings 

• Through a thematic analysis of the data, four main types of critical events in the 

doctorate were identified. They are: epistemic critical events, temporal critical events, 

relational critical events, and personal critical events 
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• Critical events can present opportunities for transformative and agentic experiences 

that might enable progress. They can also present challenging moments for doctoral 

researchers when periods of unease and unfamiliarity are experienced. Whether a 

doctoral researcher’s progress is enabled or constrained partly depends on how the 

doctoral researcher exercises agency.  

• Three main types of agency were identified: i) epistemic-oriented agency, which tends 

to be directed towards navigating epistemic critical events; ii) self-efficacy-oriented 

agency, which tends to be directed towards navigating temporal critical events; and 

iii) relational agency, which tends to be directed towards navigating relational and 

personal critical events.  

• Another theme was also identified – liminality. Liminality describes doctoral 

researchers who feel marginal, are stuck and whose progress is slow or lacking. It is 

linked to the periods of unease and unfamiliarity sometimes experienced during 

critical events. 

 



 
 
 
 

Chapter 7: Supervisor agency 

 

7.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the results from data analysis concerning the following research 

question:   

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission of a thesis: 

 

ii. Supervisors’ sense of agency? 

 

In Section 7.2, I give a brief overview of the findings. In the remaining sections, I unpack each 

theme in detail and provide examples from the dataset to substantiate my analytical 

constructs.  

 

7.2 Overview of findings 

The thematic analysis of the data reveals that supervisors exercise agency according to the 

same pattern as doctoral researchers. The same agentic modes were identified through data 

analysis, namely: i) epistemic-oriented agency; ii) self-efficacy-oriented agency; and iii) 

relational agency.  

 

The following table summarises each theme and its corresponding sub-themes: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 153 

Theme Sub-themes 
 

Epistemic-oriented agency • Developing reflexive researchers 
• Unblocking stuck researchers 
• Intellectual investment in project 
 

Self-efficacy-oriented agency • Planning and regular review 
• Prioritising activity 
• Making use of support networks 
 

Relational agency • Reflecting on the relationship and 
adapting approach 

• Regular contact 
• Empowering openness  
• Rediscovering joy in research 
 

Table 13: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question (ii) - supervisors 

 

7.3 Epistemic-oriented agency 

Epistemic-oriented agency concerns the intentional actions that supervisors take to help their 

doctoral researchers navigate epistemic critical events. It involves deliberate attempts to help 

doctoral researchers to deliberate about the inputs into their projects, the knowledge 

creation process and see the bigger picture, as well as overcome moments of liminality. The 

main features of epistemic-oriented agency are: developing reflexive researchers; unblocking 

stuck researchers; and supervisors’ intellectual investment in the project.  

 

7.3.1 Developing reflexive researchers 

One of the ways in which supervisors exercised their epistemic-oriented agency was through 

a process of constructive questioning. Participants discussed how constructive questioning 

was thought to encourage ongoing reflections by doctoral researchers about inputs into their 

projects, the knowledge creation process and seeing the bigger picture. Typically, 

constructive questioning involved asking ‘why’ questions to draw out the decision-making 

process and accustom doctoral researchers to explaining their approach to research. 

Supervisor participants were cognisant of the need to temper questions so that they are 

commensurate with the research stage, starting gently in the early stages and gradually 

increasing the intensity of the questioning.  
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Supervisors discussed how the intended outcome of constructive questioning is to help their 

doctoral researchers clarify muddled thinking about their research. It can, therefore, be a 

good tactic for helping doctoral researchers who are experiencing a moment of liminality. In 

the interview excerpt below, a supervisor describes how he will use constructive questioning 

to help an overwhelmed doctoral researcher:  

 

It’s basically to reset him…he’s got a lot of data and he’s thinking what statistical method shall 

I use and blah, I got to do all these comparisons, and he’s just overwhelmed with it. And so I 

have to take him back to think of ‘what question are you asking’. ‘Are you comparing A with 

B?’ Because what you’ve just shown me is that you’re comparing A to Z with all combinations 

in between. But, actually, you only want to compare A with B and A with D. So how can you 

do that with the stats that you’ve got?  

SUP02-MED 

 

Doctoral researcher participants also commented on the benefits of constructive questioning.  

They discussed how constructive questioning can sometimes push doctoral researchers 

outside their comfort zone, but they were aware of how it could also enable them to develop 

their own epistemic-oriented agency. As one doctoral researcher notes:  

 

They always give me the opportunity to say what I think is happening, to talk through the 

results. They always give me the chance to say where I think we should go next. And 

sometimes they’re almost like mini-vivas, like they put me on the spot a few times and they 

ask questions I might just have in a viva, that kind of thing. So, yes I found that helpful to be 

fair, even though at the time it kind of feels like, “Why are they asking me this?” I guess, 

sometimes it’s cruel to be kind. I guess, they put you on the spot, but it does help the way you 

think and the way you progress as well. 

PGR03-MED 

 

Another feature of epistemic-oriented agency was to request regular written outputs from 

doctoral researchers. Supervisors across all disciplines discussed the benefits of seeing regular 
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written pieces from their doctoral researchers.  They discussed, for example, how regular 

writing provides a tangible measure of progress because doctoral researchers can see the 

word count climb and thesis chapters appear. Supervisor participants also observed how 

regular writing provided them with a window onto how their doctoral researchers were 

thinking, which facilitated the identification of any research-related issues. As one supervisor 

comments: 

 

I get them writing straight away because I want to diagnose what’s going right, can they write, 

what needs to be done and so they write their plan and then we decide together what they’re 

going to start writing. And often it’s a chapter in the middle of the thesis, so start in the middle 

and have a 5,000 word draft of that central chapter and then work from there. 

SUP09-HumSoc 

 

Participants also discussed how the act of giving feedback was an important feature of 

supervisors’ epistemic-oriented agency.  Supervisor participants were very reflective about 

how they gave feedback. Most were conscious of the need to make deliberate efforts to help 

their doctoral researchers engage differently with feedback at doctoral level, and not just rely 

on written comments. They mentioned how feedback is different during a taught degree, 

when whole cohorts would be working on the same assessment and students typically give in 

only their best work, not a rough draft, and they can discuss grades and comments with their 

peers. At doctoral level, the circumstances in which feedback is delivered change. Every 

doctoral researcher is working on a unique project with its own idiosyncratic challenges and 

work is not graded numerically.  

  

To help their doctoral researchers establish a new relationship with feedback, supervisors 

discussed the importance of having conversations with doctoral researchers about feedback 

to avoid an agentic disconnect between giving feedback (supervisor) and responding to 

feedback (doctoral researchers). Through those conversations, the differences between 

feedback at taught and doctoral levels are highlighted and supervisors’ expectations about 

how the doctoral researcher should engage with their feedback are clarified.   
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One supervisor gave a very insightful account of how she prioritised discussions about 

feedback with her doctoral researchers. For this supervisor, she hoped that her feedback 

would help her doctoral researchers to be more critically self-aware. She conceptualised 

doctoral researchers’ responses to feedback as existing on a spectrum, with passive 

acceptance at one extreme and defensiveness at the other. Whenever she became aware of 

doctoral researchers exhibiting behaviours consistent with either extreme, she would 

intervene. Her interventions typically involved a conversation about the act of feedback, 

covering its purpose and intended outcomes. She would also discuss the importance of 

depersonalising feedback so that it is always directed at the work, not the individual. The 

following excerpt captures the essence of her approach: 

 

I remember one particular student at one point, I said, “Okay, we need to really change the 

way we’re doing supervisions. When I’m giving you comments, I’m not telling you my view. 

I’m giving you advice. And I’m not telling you that you’ve done something wrong.” So I went 

right back to the basics on, “What’s this feedback about? It’s not about us having a contest. 

It’s about you getting some new input into your writing.” And it made for much shorter 

supervisions because it literally meant the student wasn’t spending loads of time trying to 

defend what was there so that they could stay the same and not improve and not change. So 

yeah, I think getting them to that stage is sometimes about completely taking everything 

apart and just going “right, why am I giving you feedback? It’s not because I like to do it 

[laughter], and it’s not because I think you’ve got anything wrong. It’s because I’m invested in 

making your work more effective.” So I think those sorts of conversations can be really helpful 

in trying to think what’s this process about.  

SUP06-HumSoc  

 

As discussed in Chapter 3, supervisor participants in my study also experienced the classic 

supervisor dilemma of when to exercise agency through action and when to exercise agency 

through inaction. Deciding on when to intervene and when not to was thought to involve a 

risk assessment. Supervisors were aware that too much intervention risks leaving the doctoral 

researcher overly dependent on them and less likely to develop the skillset of an independent 

researcher. On the other hand, too little intervention can leave the doctoral researcher 
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floundering. In the extract below, a doctoral researcher explains how her supervisor’s 

intervention was critical for enabling the research project to progress:  

 

I’d say the time pressures all came from my supervisors. They were the ones constantly 

reminding me, you’ve only got three years, crack on, get this done by this date. So it was more 

from them than from me. Because I’m kind of a laid back person, I would have coasted along 

and to now, when I’ve got 5 months left and gone ‘oh crap!’. Whereas now I’ve been out of 

the lab since September last year. I’ve just been doing data analysis and writing my thesis. So 

to be fair having them going ‘you need to do this by this date and this date’ has been really 

helpful. 

PGR04-MED  

 

7.3.2 Unblocking stuck researchers 

The sub-theme of unblocking stuck researchers describes how supervisors exercise epistemic-

oriented agency to help doctoral researchers overcome moments of liminality.   

 

The data indicate that a common stumbling block for doctoral researchers is not having a 

clear idea of the standard of a doctoral-level thesis. Supervisor participants acknowledged the 

importance of taking deliberate action to help their doctoral researchers gain an 

understanding of thesis requirements. To achieve this, supervisors felt an onus to give their 

doctoral researchers a frame of reference for judging what is enough for a thesis. Part of this 

intervention from supervisors involves deliberate action to scope out what should be included 

in the thesis, whilst recognising that research is a fluid activity and there are always more 

avenues to explore. In the quotation below, a supervisor discusses how he helps his doctoral 

researchers to frame their contribution in the context of the fluidity of research: 

 

Because some people say ‘Well, I’m not going to finish until I’ve got this problem solved’. And 

you say ‘Well you’re never going to solve the problem, there’s always going to be loose ends, 

and you’re always going to write at the end of the chapter ‘Well we could have done this, and 

if I had more time, I would have done this’. But what we’ve found so far is … and state what 

your results are’.  



 
 
 

 158 

SUP11-Chem  

 

Supervisor participants also recognised the importance of prioritising and dedicating enough 

time for their doctoral researchers. Supervisor participants lamented how it can be difficult 

to make time for their doctoral researchers owing to the multiple pressures they are under. 

They were very aware, however, that by not dedicating enough time to their doctoral 

researchers, a problem could fester, a doctoral researcher could spend too long stuck in a 

liminal moment, and project timescales might dilate. One supervisor reflects on the challenge 

inherent in making enough time for doctoral researchers: 

 

The only times that has not worked well is when I was trying to do it too quick. Because you’ve 

got a diary, and I’ve got a lecture to do, and you think oh I’ve got ten minutes, I’ll just talk to 

them for that ten minutes, and then I’ll go and do my lecture. And you think oh my time 

management has been really good, but they feel short changed, because you’ve not taken the 

time to do it properly. And that’s the only time I’ve had problems with students who have said 

that this supervisor isn’t any good 

SUP11-Chem 

 

Supervisor participants also indicated that a little humility can go a long way. Supervisors 

discussed how it was important to acknowledge their own limitations and to pro-actively seek 

out the expertise of others to plug those gaps. Feedback from progress review panels was 

one such opportunity for soliciting feedback from other academics (discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 8), although lots of examples of other informal interactions were described in the 

data.  

 

Though stories of supervisors rejecting feedback from other researchers were shared, other 

supervisors were diligent in seeking out and considering others’ points of view. For some 

supervisors, feedback from other researchers was a useful reminder that a doctoral-level 

project is time-bound. Many supervisors were excitedly engaged with their doctoral 

researchers’ projects, and progress review panels were helpful for keeping a focus on the final 

output – the thesis. In the example below, a supervisor describes how the review process can 
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make a contribution to shaping the thesis and keeping both the doctoral researcher and 

supervisor on track: 

 

The whole thing has actually been useful. Having a structure, as a supervisor, to sit down with 

a student and think about so what are your three chapters? It’s actually pretty useful. Not 

many supervisors do it that way and you have to force them…They put them [doctoral 

researchers] on various projects and just let them play in the lab and some things work and 

some things don’t work. But there’s a difference between having just someone in the lab and 

someone who needs to write up a thesis and defend it. Because these people they also have 

to do all the boring control experiments and justify why they did this and why they did that, 

and so they have to write that up in a chapter even if it’s completely unpublishable because 

it’s just boring negative data and controls. And so for a student it’s a completely different way 

of working. And as a PI, of course, you want to focus on the exciting bits that result in an 

exciting paper. And it’s a bit annoying then that you have to focus on all the boring details to 

fill the empty holes to make it into a thesis. So it’s a completely different process. 

SUP03-MED 

 

7.3.3 Intellectual investment in the project  

The thematic analysis also showed that epistemic-oriented agency can be facilitated when 

supervisors have an intellectual investment in the doctoral researchers’ project. Participants 

discussed how this investment helped to keep them motivated to support the project and 

how it could spark their own intellectual passions. This is reflected in the account below from 

a supervisor who compares his experiences of supervising ‘inherited’ projects and ones he 

selected himself:   

 

Well, I think there has to be a shared intellectual interest for a start. Sometimes you can find 

yourself supervising somebody whose work you’re maybe not that concerned about and you 

may not even be an expert in the field. I’ve had that experience myself with a couple of 

students, who also were given to me by other colleagues, as it were, when they left. Which 

was fine, up to a point, but not at all ideal. So I think having that shared common interest is 



 
 
 

 160 

what leads to the excitement and the pleasure of the project, really. If you can share that, 

that’s good. 

SUP08-HumSoc 

 

It is likely that that a shared interest in the project is more difficult to achieve in social sciences 

and humanities disciplines because the project itself tends to be generated by the doctoral 

researcher. This means that a shared interest is not always in the gift of an individual 

supervisor. However, intellectual investment in the project can enable supervisors to help 

their doctoral researchers navigate epistemic critical events more easily. This is because they 

tend to be more deeply engaged with the work and have a stake in it. A deeper familiarity 

with the research project enables supervisors to quickly understand the nature of the 

problems their doctoral researchers face and help them work towards a resolution. This is 

reflected in the following comment from a supervisor:  

 

I have to be totally intellectually embedded in their projects so I know. I mean it's a problem 

when they say, ‘oh the experiment’s not worked’ and then you've got ten people in the lab and 

it's like, ‘oh which experiment?’. But it's to get back on top of things within a couple of 

sentences and then be able to just talk about the nitty-gritty.  

SUP05-MED 

 

7.4 Self-efficacy-oriented agency  

The second type of agency identified by my thematic analysis is self-efficacy-oriented agency. 

The dataset suggests that supervisors exercise self-efficacy-oriented agency to help their 

doctoral researchers navigate temporal critical events. As discussed in Chapter 6, doctoral 

researchers can experience considerable pressure when trying to balance the formal 

requirements of the doctorate against the many enrichment requirements. Supervisors have 

a very important role to play in enabling their doctoral researchers to manage those 

pressures.  

 

The data suggest that self-efficacy-oriented agency is most effective when supervisors i) 

support their doctoral researchers with planning their activities and they keep those plans 
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under constant review, and ii) when they help their doctoral researchers with prioritising 

activity within the broader doctoral experience. Self-efficacy-oriented agency was also 

thought to deliver more efficient benefits when iii) supervisors made good use of the support 

networks available to them.  

 

7.4.1 Planning and regular review 

One of the ways in which supervisors exercise self-efficacy-oriented agency is by helping their 

doctoral researchers to plan the overall approach to their research project and to keep that 

plan under regular review. Participants discussed how planning research was much easier 

when there was a common understanding of expectations about the timing of outputs.  

Participants discussed how those timings need to be realistic and viable. Many doctoral 

researchers described how unfeasible timescales can become a source of stress and anxiety 

for them, as in the example below:  

 

We see the end goal, there’s a rocky path, like there’s only one path to go towards him but for 

me, when I see it, I can see the rocks and like the hurdles and the rapids and everything 

whereas he can only see the finish line…So…the deadline that he sees, I don’t see it yet. I do 

think it’s gonna happen before the end of my second year but not as fast as he thinks it’s 

gonna happen. I think he’s just running in months, like weeks, and I’m running on months kind 

of. So like he has a speedboat, I have like a paddle  

PGR01-MED 

 

The data showed some evidence that realistic planning of activity is helped when supervisors 

have some understanding of how their doctoral researchers approach work. In the example 

below, a doctoral researcher discusses her mixed feelings regarding her supervisor’s 

emphasis on deadlines. On the one hand, the doctoral researcher perceived the demands to 

represent a lack of trust, but, on the other hand, she acknowledges her own tendency to 

procrastinate: 

 

I think we work quite differently so I think my supervisor is very much sit down, just get it done 

where I procrastinate, panic. Eventually get it done. So, sort of managing that difference and 
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now she’s pushing me to do it because she knows my general mode of working is not really 

feasible in the long term. Sometimes there can be a little bit of power struggle and it’s like ‘I’ll 

send you the thing when I’ve written it. Why can’t you just trust me to write it?’ But then at 

the same time, she’s completely right not to trust me to write it, sometimes. 

PGR09-HumSoc 

 

Supervisor participants also thought that making the effort to plan the project at a very early 

stage was beneficial. At the case study institution, there is a requirement for a project plan to 

be completed within the first three months of a doctoral researcher registering for the 

degree. Supervisor participants used this requirement to encourage their doctoral 

researchers to pin down the focus of the thesis early on and to create a framework for the 

project. In the example below, a supervisor attributes the non-completion of a PhD to a lack 

of planning: 

 

Within the first three months they have to re-write their project plan in quite a lot of detail 

and often that means a total re-write because the proposal and the plan often are very 

different. So getting that right at an early stage is really important, I learnt that from my 

experience with this student who never actually finished because I inherited him…from a 

colleague who retired and they hadn’t really sat down at the beginning of the project to plan 

it, it was all very woolly and diffuse from the start. And that was fatal really for the project. 

SUP08-HumSoc  

 

Though project planning had become more institutionalised at the case study institution, 

supervisor participants emphasised the importance of not being too rigid with plans. Because 

research rarely goes to plan, it is important to be flexible with plans and adapt them in 

response to new situations. Participants discussed how plans could change daily depending 

on how experiments or fieldwork were panning out. Supervisor participants also discussed 

how they frequently questioned doctoral researchers’ plans to prevent them from wasting 

time on activities that did not advance the overall project, as in the example below:  
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it was my supervisors that were like ‘this isn’t working, you need to stop doing this and we 

need to do something else’. Whereas I would have just kept going at it until it worked with 

dogged determination. So definitely my supervisors were like ‘if it doesn’t work by this date, 

that’s it, we’ll cast it aside and do something else’…It wasn’t a nice feeling cause it felt like I’d 

failed but at the same time it was a waste of my time to keep going at it. It was good that they 

had got me to stop and move on. 

PGR04-MED 

 

Some supervisor participants, mainly in STEM, discussed how planning a doctoral researcher’s 

activity around the structure of the thesis could help doctoral researchers to link their day-

to-day activities to the bigger picture. In the example below, a supervisor discusses how she 

ensures that her doctoral researchers are clear about the project objectives and how she 

encourages them to map their research activities against a chapter in the thesis:  

 

They know what the end product is going to look like, or in my head what it’s going to look 

like, so that they’ve got an opportunity to claim it from the start. So the first thing is making 

sure…that the student knows that that first year programme of work is geared towards that 

first probationary review, that they will have sufficient content for that probationary review, 

but at whatever meeting I have with the student, then the content that they bring, as in 

results, is mapped onto a specific chapter, so that they can see what they’re doing is 

completely relevant and will be included within the thesis. 

SUP04-MED 

   

7.4.2 Prioritising activity within the broader doctoral experience  

Another feature of self-efficacy-oriented agency is the actions that supervisors take to help 

their doctoral researchers balance the competing demands of the broader doctoral 

experience.  

 

Generally, supervisor participants in the study were aware of the range of opportunities 

available to doctoral researchers, but they had a variety of opinions about the enrichment 

requirements. Stories were shared of some supervisors actively discouraging doctoral 
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researchers from taking up opportunities. Others discussed the importance of playing an 

active role in helping doctoral researchers to select the best training opportunities for them. 

The latter approach tended to be the most helpful for enabling progress with the thesis 

because doctoral researchers could make judicious choices about which activities to engage 

with. This can be a helpful approach for keeping a healthy balance of activity within the 

broader doctoral experience, as one supervisor describes:   

 

One of my PhD students at the moment… I’ve just had to say to him you can’t spend your 

whole PhD on all of these other wonderful things; the PhD needs to be the central thing that 

you’re doing. Cause he’s intellectually interested, competent and intelligent, he gets involved 

in a lot of other projects. And then I get the constant stream of emails saying ‘oh I need another 

couple of weeks, I’ve been really busy doing this’. I have had to be firmer and say you need to 

pick one of these extra things and really spend a year now on your thesis and finish on time. 

But I think again that there’s a sense of having a PhD is not enough to have an academic job, 

certainly, so you have to do conferences, organising, public engagement, publishing, which 

some students are doing but the PhD is slipping further back as a priority as a result of that. 

It’s a definite problem. 

SUP10-HumSoc 

 

Supervisor participants also discussed how they can help doctoral researchers prioritise 

activity better when they can develop the doctoral researcher’s capacity for self-evaluation 

of their skills. Again, constructive questioning was thought to be useful for aiding their 

doctoral researchers in identifying the skills that they had already developed to an advanced 

level and those that would benefit from further development. Supervisor participants also 

discussed the importance of taking a long-term view about skills development and 

encouraging doctoral researchers to spread their training over the duration of the doctorate, 

as one supervisor reflects:  

 

If they want to do a few courses, that’s fine. But I also slightly worry when I see people…and 

they’ve got a list of so many courses and you kind of think, do you really need to do all these? 

And do you need to all that now? Can’t that one wait until you’re in your third year? They’re 
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just like ‘I wanna learn, I wanna learn I wanna learn’. And it doesn’t quite work like that. I 

think when people go on courses they’re often quite disappointed because it wasn’t quite what 

they wanted, didn’t match their needs, wasn’t the right level or something.  

SUP01-MED 

 

A common concern amongst supervisors in helping their doctoral researchers to balance the 

competing demands on their time was the doctoral researcher’s mental health. Supervisors 

tended to be aware of the increase in pressures on doctoral researchers and the uncertainty 

about their future careers. Consequently, supervisors sometimes took an active role in 

encouraging their doctoral researchers to take regular breaks and build in time away from the 

doctorate, as in the example below: 

 

Like he often talks about holiday. Like one time he, I was so burned out and he’s like, and I was 

talking to him about the project and he’s looking online for places for me to go for a holiday. 

PGR01-MED 

 

The data also indicate that supervisors can help their doctoral researchers to select the right 

training for them when they consider what their doctoral researchers’ career goals are. 

Doctoral researcher participants appreciated their supervisors’ advice when it was perceived 

to be supportive of their career ambitions.  Conversely, when supervisors were not aware of, 

or ignored, doctoral researchers’ career intentions, it could become a source of tension in the 

relationship. This excerpt below shows how a doctoral researcher and her supervisor clashed 

because of a difference of opinion about post-PhD careers:   

 

She’s sort of gone through university and come straight into an academic job and I’ve come 

to the conclusion that I don’t want that. But she is like thesis, thesis, thesis, publish, publish, 

publish and I’m sort of like, teaching, outreach. Let’s do this because this is where I’m going... 

If I can do both that would be good. I don’t think she’s quite accepted that once I’m done with 

this, I think I’m off. 

PGR09-HumSoc 
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As previously noted, there were reports of some supervisors deliberately preventing their 

doctoral researchers from accessing training. In other cases, there were reports of supervisors 

being laissez-faire about it. Either approach was perceived to be potentially damaging for the 

doctoral researcher’s career post-doctorate, as one administrator notes:   

 

In one area of the school, I’ve had several students who were told, work on your thesis, don’t 

be publishing anything, just concentrate on getting it done and then they go to apply for 

academic jobs and because they haven’t had anything published, they’re screwed. Or they go, 

what’s this? I say that’s the [Doctoral School] programme, have you not been using it? Oh no. 

ADM02-HumSoc 

 

7.4.3 Making use of support networks 

The data also suggest that supervisors can exercise self-efficacy-oriented agency more 

effectively when they make use of the support networks available to them. The data show 

how this can be a very efficient way for dealing with issues because supervisors could call on 

a range of experienced colleagues. In fact, the case study institution had a good support 

network in place for supervisors. Supervisor participants often mentioned the support offered 

by the Postgraduate Research Director in each School, as well as the dedicated support 

provided by an administrator. The local network provided an expedient route through which 

academic and pastoral problems could be addressed. The value of having dedicated 

administrative support was highlighted by a supervisor as being a critical factor in contributing 

to one School’s very good submission rates:  

 

We have very good administrative support in the shape of [administrator] who…is just very 

sharp and is fantastic really, and everyone is lucky, including students, that she is as she is. I 

think well my job would be ten times more difficult and onerous if it weren’t for her, that’s for 

sure. And I think the students obviously benefit from it in all sorts of ways because she supports 

them in lots of different respects. 

SUP08-HumSoc 
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Whilst the supervisor participants acknowledged the benefits of using support networks, 

there were reports of lots of supervisors not taking advantage of this support. The data 

indicated that supervisors may choose not to seek out support because it might be perceived 

as an admission of failure and undermine their status. In the excerpt below, a supervisor 

compares his willingness to use support networks but questions whether all supervisors 

would be as comfortable doing so: 

 

Personally I've really good relationships with the PGR office…I would just drop them an email 

and I've got one student, the first one that I'm a little worried about at the moment and I'm 

going to see how the next report goes and I might end up just chatting to them a bit more 

about it...And now, does everyone do that? Does everyone feel they can?...They should do. 

SUP05-MED 

 

7.5 Relational agency  

Another way in which supervisors exercise agency is through relation agency. Relational 

agency concerns the deliberate actions that supervisors take to foster productive working 

relationships with their doctoral researchers, whilst respecting professional boundaries. 

Relational agency can encourage progress by helping doctoral researchers to navigate both 

relational and personal critical incidents.   

 

7.5.1 Reflecting on the relationship and adapting approach 

Consistent with the literature discussed in Chapter 3, relational agency tended to be most 

effective when supervisors reflect on the relationship with their doctoral researchers and 

adapt their approach accordingly. A good starting point is to ensure that there is a common 

understanding about what to expect from the relationship at the outset. This is particularly 

important now that team supervision is common practice in UK universities. Doctoral 

researchers need to understand what they can expect from each of their supervisors and 

what each supervisor’s role is with respect to the project. Supervisor participants discussed 

the importance of holding open conversations so that expectations could be stated explicitly 

and, where expectations were not aligned, a compromise position could be reached:  
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We also did that, sit down, and I said what I thought a supervisor should do, and whether a 

meeting of ten minutes was as valuable as a meeting of an hour, in my opinion…and then she 

told me what she thought a supervisor would do. And then we came to some sort of median 

ground. 

SUP11-Chem 

 

Supervisor participants also commented on how being reflective and adaptive about the 

relationship was facilitated when they felt they could get along with their doctoral researcher. 

Supervisor participants discussed how this heightened their level of personal investment in 

the individual and motivated them to make the doctoral experience productive and satisfying. 

In the excerpt below, a doctoral researcher reflects on the benefits of her supervisors’ person-

centric approach: 

 

When I was looking for my PhD a lot of people said to me not only do you look for a project 

you are interested in, you also look for supervisors you can work with. I can say really that’s 

been one of the bigger issues than what you research, is how you get on with your supervisors 

and the relationship that you have with them. Cause I have needed them when personal things 

have happened and, you know, but then I’ve also needed them to give me a good kick up the 

arse and then I’ve also needed that ‘oh, everything will be ok’ kind of thing. So I’ve needed all 

of that really and from both of them I’ve gotten that.  

PGR04-MED 

 

7.5.2 Regular contact 

Supervisors’ relational agency was thought to be enabled by maintaining regular contact with 

doctoral researchers. This was perceived to be a helpful mechanism for keeping effective 

oversight of both the research project and the activities with which the doctoral researcher 

is engaged. Regular contact was also thought to generate a sense of rhythm and momentum 

throughout the research project and nurture a productive working relationship between the 

supervisor and the doctoral researcher. Of course, contact with supervisors has a different 

rhythm in lab-based projects where the doctoral researcher and supervisor may see each 

other daily. In the arts, humanities and social sciences, supervisions tend to take place at pre-
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arranged times. Both approaches can be beneficial as long as expectations are clear and 

aligned.   

 

It was a requirement at the case study institution that all supervisions are formally logged, 

and the frequency of engagement is monitored at progress reviews. Whilst not all supervisors 

responded positively to the institutional surveillance of their interactions with doctoral 

researchers, others were sympathetic to a regularised meeting frequency for supporting 

progress. One supervisor commented on how documenting meetings was useful for checking 

doctoral researchers have understood the discussion and that there is clarity about follow up 

actions: 

 

I think I probably used to do it before it was an institutional requirement, get the students to 

do a summary of the meeting and to feed back that summary to me. So it’s actually just 

changed, the way we officially are doing it now. So the way I always used to do it was the 

student would straight away after the meeting write up a log of the meeting, what we talked 

about, in as much detail as they want to, what they’re doing next, so it’s down on a piece of 

paper, when they’re next meeting, those kinds of things. And then they would send it to me 

and I would edit it if necessary. Again I think this is fairly standard practice but I think it makes 

a really big difference. And it’s another thing that, had I encountered it probably as a student, 

I would have thought, oh, what a waste of time, but as a supervisor I can see it’s immensely 

valuable in making sure we’re all on the same page. It keeps it in my mind as well, which is 

nice. 

SUP06-HumSoc  

 

Similarly, supervisors exercised relational agency by prioritising time and space for their 

doctoral researchers. This tended to involve making themselves available between formal 

meetings for quick fixes and to discuss any urgent matters. This approach was considered 

valuable for keeping a sense of momentum and for creating a structure in which a productive 

working relationship could flourish:  
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I basically have the philosophy they can…come and talk to me. If I’m in the office they can 

come and talk to me about anything that’s on their mind really. So we have a formal meeting 

every week. But then apart from that they can come and talk to me and we’ll try and sort 

something out. I don’t want it to sort of be festering, I don’t want an issue festering. 

SUP02-MED 

 

7.5.3 Empowering openness 

Another aspect of relational agency is the actions that supervisors take to empower their 

doctoral researchers to be open and disclose issues that are on their mind. Owing to power 

differentials in the relationship, it can sometimes be challenging for doctoral researchers to 

be open about issues that they might be experiencing, especially if they relate to the 

supervisory relationship. Also, the relationship changes over the course of the doctorate.  The 

data show that supervisors exercise relational agency through a variety of strategies to create 

the right conditions to empower doctoral researchers to discuss problems openly. Some 

examples include simple acknowledgment of the difficulties associated with a project so that 

progress-related issues are depersonalised; taking an interest in doctoral researchers and 

seeking to understand more about them; and making sure any agreed action in response to 

a problem is followed up. The positive effects of relational agency are captured in the example 

below: 

 

Sort of the first few months of my project…the PhD was quite daunting, I had a period of 

mental ill health. I’d had depression for a while before that and it sort of precipitated quite a 

bad time of it…To say that supervisors were very supportive when I did reveal it to them, so 

no worries there…I feel like I can be open with them. I don’t conceal things from them, I don’t 

feel like I need to keep things from them, I think if I’m struggling or if I need to take a bit longer 

to do things I can just tell them and it’s fine. 

PGR08-HumSoc 

 

Supervisor participants also commented about how they should be aware of their own 

limitations and not overstep their professional boundaries. This is particularly important for 
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recognising when the doctoral researcher would benefit from more specialised support from 

trained individuals, as in the example below:  

 

now I think about it, several of my students, I have said, “Oh, do you think maybe you should 

have a chat with somebody from the counselling service?” And they have without exception 

taken that up and found it really positive…I think actually there’s quite a good system for 

supporting students in that respect here outside the schools, which I think is probably right. 

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

7.5.4 Rediscovering joy in research 

The data also indicate that relational agency is strengthened when supervisors adopt 

strategies that help their doctoral researchers to rediscover the joy of research. Some 

supervisor participants discussed how they made a concerted effort to talk openly about the 

positive aspects of research, without downplaying the very real challenges involved. One 

supervisor, for example, had enlisted the help of an enthusiastic alumnus to share his positive 

experiences of the doctorate during the induction. Other supervisors discussed how they 

encouraged their doctoral researchers to focus on the positive aspects of the doctorate such 

as the thrill of discovery, the excitement of developing new ideas, and doing interesting work. 

Many supervisors considered these aspects of the doctorate to be potentially transformative. 

Supervisors found it easier to help doctoral researchers find joy in their work when they were 

reminded of why supervision itself can be so rewarding. As one supervisor describes: 

 

I like seeing them change in their academic abilities, their outlook on life and stuff like that. I 

like seeing them, I like to see what they can produce. I like the friendships that it can come 

with…Even the supervisory teams they can be quite… a good way to kind of link with 

colleagues as well in a supportive atmosphere. Yeah, it’s good. 

SUP02-MED 

 

7.6 Summary of findings  

• The data analysis showed that supervisor agency followed the same pattern as 

doctoral researcher agency.   
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• Through a thematic analysis of the data, three types of supervisor agency were 

identified: i) epistemic-oriented agency; ii) self-efficacy-oriented agency; and iii) 

relational agency.    

• As with doctoral researchers, epistemic-oriented agency tends to be directed towards 

helping doctoral researchers navigate epistemic critical events. Self-efficacy-oriented 

agency tends to be directed towards helping doctoral researchers navigate temporal 

critical events. And relational agency tends to be directed towards helping doctoral 

researchers navigate relational and personal critical events.  

 

In the next chapter I consider the effects on timely submission of two structural processes 

within the doctorate: Progress reviews and Doctoral Schools.  
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Chapter 8: Structural components of doctorates 

 

8.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the results from data analysis concerning the research question:   

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

iii. The major structural elements of doctoral programmes? 

 

The chapter is divided into two sections: Section 8.2 focusses on progress reviews and Section 

8.3 focusses on Doctoral Schools.  

 

8.2 How do progress reviews influence timely submission? 

In this section, I present the results concerning how progress reviews can influence progress 

towards timely submission. However, before presenting the findings, I would like to clarify 

what I mean by ‘progress review’ and describe how the review system operated at the case 

study institution.  

 

In the UK, all universities are required by the Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA) Quality Code 

to have clearly defined procedures for monitoring the progress of doctoral researchers. The 

main purpose of a progress review, as described by the QAA, is to maximise the likelihood of 

the doctoral researcher completing their degree within an appropriate timescale. The 

requirement for a progress review process is common to all UK institutions, but there is 

variation in how different institutions choose to implement it.    

 

At the case study institution, there was a very rigorous approach to progress monitoring and 

a significant amount of staff and doctoral researcher time was dedicated to the process. For 

full-time doctoral researchers, progress is monitored on a six-monthly basis. The first progress 

review of each year focusses on a skills analysis and an update to the research plan. The 

second progress review is much more formal. It requires that doctoral researchers submit 
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examples of written work, which are reviewed by an independent, expert panel. Doctoral 

researchers are required to undergo progress reviews until they submit their thesis or leave 

the programme.  

 

Participants at the validation workshops reported that their institutions also have progress 

review processes in place. Consistent with QAA requirements, all participants reported that 

their institution had at least an annual progress review mechanism in place that involved 

academics who were not part of the supervisory team. A common feature of the review 

protocol in participants’ institutions was an ‘upgrade’ or ‘transfer’ examination as in some 

universities incoming doctoral researchers are initially registered as MPhil students and must 

undergo a mini viva to upgrade to PhD, or a ‘confirmation’ when registered for the doctoral 

award from the outset. This examination usually takes place somewhere between one year 

and two years after commencing full time study and requires doctoral researchers to submit 

written work and have an oral examination. 

 

The thematic analysis showed that progress reviews can, to some degree, enable doctoral 

researchers to submit their thesis by the institutional deadline. They were not without issues 

though. I now look in detail at how progress review structures influence progress.  

 

8.2.1 Overview of findings 

Through a thematic analysis of the data, I identified three broad themes that capture the 

different ways in which progress reviews influence progress towards timely submission. 

Those themes are: i) enabling progress; ii) perceptions of usefulness of reviews; and iii) 

barriers to transparency. Each theme, and its sub-themes, are summarised in the table below: 
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Theme Sub-themes 
 

Enabling progress • Identifying problems from critical events 
• Supporting doctoral researchers’ 

epistemic and self-efficacy-oriented 
agency 

• Supporting supervisors’ relational and 
epistemic-oriented agency 

 
Perceptions of the usefulness of reviews  • Acting on issues 

• How reviews are described 
• Variation in review panels 

 
Barriers to transparent reporting • Concealment of issues 

• Covert conversations about progress 
 

Table 14: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question (iii) – progress reviews 

 

8.2.2 Enabling progress 

The theme of ‘enabling progress’ uncovers some of the ways in which progress reviews can 

help doctoral researchers to deal with a critical event by enabling both their and their 

supervisors’ sense of agency. The sub-themes give detailed accounts of how progress reviews 

can: i) identify problems from critical events; ii) support doctoral researchers’ epistemic and 

self-efficacy-oriented agency; and iii) support supervisors’ relational and epistemic-oriented 

agency.  

 

8.2.2.1 Identifying problems from critical events 

The data analysis revealed that progress reviews can be an effective structure for identifying 

some of the difficulties that doctoral researchers might be experiencing. There was evidence 

in the dataset that the review process can pick up on some of challenges that relate to all four 

types of critical event discussed in Chapter 6. Conversations with panel members were 

thought to be particularly adept at surfacing some the problems a doctoral researcher may 

be grappling with. A supervisor who had lots of experience serving as a panel member 

commented:     
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we pick up some cases where there are issues…with the relationship with the supervisor and 

the students, issues with the design of the project, technical issues that they are using a 

method that just doesn’t work and they would be better to get some training somewhere else. 

Yes, it’s mainly sub-optimal supervision and design of the project, I think that’s what happens 

quite often. 

SUP03-Med 

 

The frequency of progress reviews was also perceived to be a helpful factor in enabling 

progress. At the case study institution, progress reviews took place every six months, which 

was perceived by to be about right. Holding progress reviews at six monthly intervals was 

perceived to enable the identification of problems before they escalate and stall the doctoral 

researcher’s progress. As one supervisor describes: 

 

it does flag cases where people may come to struggle, even before they are really struggling. 

So I think it’s effective in that it does spot things that may be afoot and gives a way to ask the 

student how they’re going really. And I think I’ve been quite surprised, having not been 

involved with PGR monitoring and then suddenly being involved with it, at how constructive 

that process is actually. 

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

At the UKCGE validation workshop, participants commented on how progress reviews 

required a degree of honesty and candour for them to be maximally beneficial. Participants 

discussed how it was useful for panel members to have some experience and retain a degree 

of scepticism about what might be formally reported and what might really be happening on 

the ground. Participants at the workshop also pointed out that progress review panel 

members need to take a holistic view of the doctoral researcher, and not treat the review as 

a shallow technical exercise. One participant said: 

 

we felt that progress reviews were helpful, if they were done in a genuine and honest way. We 

talked about them being good check points for issues, identifying early warnings signs for 
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problems. The timing and frequency was really important and they should be a holistic review, 

not just about what's written down but thinking about the other things that go on. 

UKCGE Validation Workshop  

 

8.2.2.2 Supporting doctoral researchers’ epistemic and self-efficacy-oriented agency 

The data analysis also shone a light on how progress reviews can support doctoral researchers 

in navigating critical events. There was evidence in the dataset of how progress reviews could 

enable doctoral researchers in exercising both epistemic-oriented agency and self-efficacy-

oriented agency.  

  

Participants perceived that the additional feedback from panel members external to the 

supervisory team provided a useful input into the development of the project. The feedback 

was considered to provide a useful, outside perspective, which can help doctoral researchers 

deliberate about the bigger picture of their research, as well as the knowledge creation 

process. In the following excerpt, a supervisor describes the potential value of the external 

voice: 

 

I think good students engage with that review process and use it to their advantage, and I 

certainly try and advise my students to see it as a way of them getting a load of extra feedback 

from an independent person. So don’t see it as a kind of check-up and monitoring, actually see 

it as, “Oh great, somebody else is going to sit down and read my work in detail, brilliant, I get 

more comments, be able to take those on board.” And I again try and scaffold them to see 

that as that’s another voice which you can do what you want to do with and use critically 

yourself.  

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

The data also showed how the interaction between doctoral researchers and their panel 

members can support doctoral researchers in making sense of the knowledge creation 

process. The data show how the critical questioning from panel members encourage doctoral 

researchers to justify and defend their work, which is also helpful preparation for the final 

viva voce examination. For many doctoral researchers, the questioning at progress reviews 



 
 
 

 178 

was marked on their rivers of experience as an important moment for their progress. Whilst 

supportive, the questioning from panel members could be dislocating, creating some 

uncertainty, because it prompted doctoral researchers to re-evaluate their work and think 

more deeply about what they had done and why, as one doctoral researcher comments:  

 

I think it’s a nice way to be questioned on your results, because especially like with your 

supervisor, they’ll question you but…they know what you’re doing, you know what you’re 

doing, they know where it’s come from. Whereas these people don’t know why you’ve 

necessarily gone to this, how you’ve come to these conclusions and things like that and they 

will ask the questions. Or from a different point of view, like well, “Why would you do it this 

way? Why would you do it another way?” Which the answer can’t be, “Because I’ve been told 

to”. 

PGR11-Chem 

 

Some participants commented on how the progress review had resulted in significant, but 

helpful, changes to the research project design. Some of the examples given in the interviews 

included adapting experimental protocols, shifting the focus of the thesis, altering the 

theoretical approach, recruiting a different sample of participants and so on. By identifying 

potential weaknesses with the project, the progress review process helps to encourage 

doctoral researchers to exercise their epistemic-oriented agency by considering alternative 

approaches. It can also lead doctoral researchers to experience a sense of unease and 

liminality and so it is important that feedback is constructive (see Section 8.2.3.3 for a 

discussion about how panel members discharge their responsibilities when serving on 

panels). One doctoral researcher had her progress review two days prior to the interview. The 

excerpt below captures how she was processing the feedback to inform the direction of the 

project: 

 

my independent reader…asked me ‘what is the main thing?’ It’s quite a big project. Big. Lots 

of different big ideas that I’m struggling to sort of narrow and to manage into one cohesive, 

coherent project…My independent reader suggested maybe focussing on one time period. I’ve 

got like a ten-year time period. I’m talking a sort of history plays written in that time period. 
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History plays I’ve divided into three sorts of dynasties. He’s suggested maybe look at one of 

those three. 

PGR09-HumSoc 

 

Participants also commented on how progress reviews can be very helpful for supporting the 

development of self-efficacy-oriented agency. 

 

Self-efficacy-oriented agency was perceived to be strengthened when the progress review 

added to a doctoral researcher’s sense of self-belief. For example, doctoral researchers were 

very appreciative when independent panel members provided authentic, positive feedback. 

For doctoral researchers, this was considered to be a motivating and validating experience. It 

can also be very reassuring, especially in light of the many uncertainties in a doctoral 

candidature. In the interview excerpt below, a doctoral researcher reflects on how positive 

comments at a progress review encouraged her: 

 

If it goes good you end up feeling more pleased because I got really good feedback after my 

[progress review] viva and it was nice to have that. When I have meeting with [main 

supervisor] sometimes he will be like good job, this is really good work, but I get on really well 

with [main supervisor] and we know each other quite well now. The good thing about the 

progression monitoring is they have an academic that you don’t know personally saying this 

is nice work, good job and I think that everything is on track. It’s good for the external 

validation 

SUP13-Chem 

 

Some participants also commented on how the requirement to submit work forced them to 

plan their time better. At the case study institution, for example, there is a requirement for a 

substantial piece of written work to be submitted for a progress review, which encourages 

doctoral researchers to organise their time more carefully to meet the review submission 

deadline. Doctoral researchers who tend to work very last minute found this to be particularly 

useful because it jump-started the thesis writing process. In the excerpt below, a doctoral 
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researcher describes how his first annual review helped him to realise that he needed to plan 

writing activity more carefully to meet deadlines:   

 

So I think the first annual review was really helpful in the sense of I had to write something, 

because up until this point I’d written loads of field notes, loads and loads and loads of field 

notes, but it’s not really a thesis… And I’m a very last minute person…I wait ages. I need 

deadlines. So there was a deadline that came up and I had to submit a substantial piece of 

writing, and I was really scared. I can’t do it. I didn’t take that much time. I should have worked 

much more and started much earlier. 

PGR06-HumSoc 

 

Progress reviews were also perceived to support the time management aspect of self-

efficacy-oriented agency in other ways. It was apparent from the interviews and validation 

workshops that supervisors are aware of the need help doctoral researchers balance the 

formal and enrichment requirements of the doctorate. Progress reviews were sometimes 

perceived to be an opportunity where doctoral researchers’ prospective commitments could 

be openly discussed and evaluated. Guidance could also be offered if a doctoral researcher is 

at risk of overcommitting and neglecting the thesis and research. As one participant at the 

SRHE validation workshop noted:  

 

in my department, for instance, we have lots of students doing teaching as well and there are 

periods when they are very busy so the thesis is not going very well because they’re marking 

or whatever. And there is always this tension between, and it’s great that they get all the 

experience, but ultimately they have to get the PhD that should be at the core so I think we 

end up in saying there has to be a balance 

SRHE Validation Workshop  

 

8.2.2.3 Supporting supervisors’ relational and epistemic-oriented agency  

The data analysis also identified some of the ways that progress reviews can support 

supervisors in exercising epistemic-oriented agency and relational agency. Supervisor 

participants frequently commented on the benefits of progress reviews for epistemic-
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oriented agency. They mentioned, for example, how feedback from the independent panel 

member was particularly useful as a source of advice on using a specific method and for 

providing constructive suggestions on new directions for the work. In the example below, a 

supervisor describes how an encounter at a panel helped her to exercise epistemic-oriented 

agency because it led her doctoral researcher to include a new theoretical approach: 

 

there was an incident last year when a colleague came in and did a panel with one of my 

students and said…have you thought this approach and these ideas have got a much more 

wider application and would be actually quite useful in my area which was critical theory. I 

never thought of that because I’m not coming from that angle, you know. 

SUP09-HumSoc 

 

Supervisor participants also discussed how progress reviews can provide an opportunity to 

reflect on the broader relationship with the doctoral researcher, thus enabling their relational 

agency. In some cases, the progress review can be a useful reminder that doctoral 

candidature is finite, and that doctoral researchers’ needs will likely differ from the needs of 

a supervisor. As one supervisor comments:  

 

it can be a bit of a pain because it’s paperwork and they make you think, but that’s actually a 

really good thing because you have to think about what you want to do with that student. 

Cause it’s kind of easy to have someone in the lab just doing their stuff but this appraisal 

system forces you to think about things like the structure of a thesis, to think about progress, 

is it really going well the whole relationship with the student? And that’s actually really useful. 

SUP03-Med 

 

In summary, there is evidence from the dataset that progress reviews can be useful enablers 

of progress. They can achieve this by identifying challenges within critical events and helping 

doctoral researchers and supervisors to exercise agency to overcome those challenges. 

Nevertheless, the data also indicate that certain conditions are required for progress reviews 

to function optimally. I consider those conditions in the next two sections.   
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8.2.3 Perceptions of usefulness of reviews  

The data analysis indicates that the effectiveness of progress reviews in supporting timely 

submission depends on: i) acting on issues; ii) how reviews are described; and iii) minimal 

variation in review panels. 

 

8.2.3.1 Acting on issues 

Participants discussed how they were less inclined to engage with the progress review process 

when it failed to respond to the issues they raised. At the SRHE Validation Event, one 

supervisor described how he had raised significant concerns about a doctoral researcher’s 

progress, which were then ignored:  

 

But when I make a further recommendation like that in an annual report, they can just simply 

reject it without calling me in to say ‘would you explain a little further? Justify your statement’. 

Then the whole system loses credibility. 

SRHE Validation Workshop 

 

When issues that have been formally raised are ignored or dismissed, it undermines the 

credibility of the progress review process. This might lead to the progress review process 

being written off by supervisors and their doctoral researchers as a pointless exercise that 

makes no difference to supporting progress.   

 

However, there was evidence in the interviews of how following-up on issues can encourage 

a more positive discourse about the progress review process. This was reflected in an 

interview with a doctoral researcher who commented on a conversation she had had with 

one of her peers. This doctoral researcher had invested a lot of effort in her progress review, 

which was followed up by an email from the PGR Director and an invitation to discuss her 

concerns in more detail. Her colleague was surprised to hear this as he was under the 

impression that nobody read or acted on progress reviews, which explained why he did not 

take the process seriously:  
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I got an email after I wrote down my concerns in my progress monitoring, which was nice, but 

my friend he didn’t write down his feedback in that way because he just thought it was a 

checklist so he just did it quickly. So when I told him they actually emailed me saying this this 

he said ‘they actually read it?’ And I am like ‘yeah, they do’. So it’s just if I didn’t do that I 

would have never gotten that email and that wouldn’t have been passed on to my friend. 

PGR01-MED 

 

At the case study institution, there was a considerable administrative effort invested in 

supporting progress reviews. This was perceived to be effective because review forms were 

carefully read, and any identified issues were logged and responded to. For example, the 

Schools participating in the study used action plans, learning agreements, and traffic light 

systems to ensure that a structured follow up approach was in place. Consequently, follow-

up actions were much more visible, which helped to convince both doctoral researchers and 

their supervisors of the value of progress reviews.  

 

8.2.3.2 How reviews are described 

The data analysis also indicated that people’s engagement with progress reviews can be 

influenced by the language used to describe them. I found it curious how participants tended 

to use dichotomous language to describe progress reviews. On the one hand, participants 

wanted to emphasise the supportive nature of the progress reviews using phrases like: “It’s 

not about checking up on you. It’s about supporting you” [SUP06-HumSoc], or even describing 

them in familial terms: “I think everyone’s just seen, like, the family unit” [ADM01-Med]. On 

the other hand, participants pointed out the more punitive side of progress reviews based on 

its powers to exclude doctoral researchers, or transfer them to a lower degree: “the review 

panel actually has real teeth” [SUP12-Chem]; “I’ve been involved in…sitting on exclusion 

panels which are not very enjoyable for anyone” [SUP10-HumSoc]; “You probably have that 

sort of torture where you are for them” [SUP08-HumSoc]. 

 

Some participants also used dismissive language to describe progress reviews, primarily to 

highlight perceptions of the review process as being a bureaucratic, time wasting exercise. 

Examples of this perception include: “I felt like, again, just not clarity on. So like in my annual 
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review last year they were like, this isn’t really what we’re looking for” [PGR10-HumSoc]; 

“[it’s] heavy handed” [SUP07-HumSoc]; “box-ticking” [PGR07-HumSoc]. Consistent with this 

view, one participant at the SRHE Validation Workshop pointed out how the overt 

bureaucracy was perceived as a lack of trust in supervisors. 

 

Data from the UKCGE Validation Workshop were particularly enlightening for describing how 

the language used to describe the progress review process influences how people engage 

with it. Participants highlighted that the review is most effective when understood as a 

process, with clarity about what is expected at each stage. Part of setting expectations is to 

use honest language to describe what the review process is for. This entails acknowledging 

its less appealing aspects – surveillance of supervisor performance, managing poor progress 

– as well as embracing how it can be a constructive mechanism for supporting progress:  

 

We talked about the language around review and how…the expectations of the reviews are 

managed and that being an important component of it. So is it ‘monitoring’ or are they called 

‘review’, are they seen as ‘supportive’ or ‘surveillance’? That sort of thing. And how is the 

student bought into that and has the supervisor bought in? So we thought that was an 

important part of it. That links then to the consequences of the review. Can you call them 

supportive if there is a definite point to where you're choosing whether a student remains on 

a course or whether they go from a PhD to a Master’s Degree within that?  

UKCGE Validation Workshop 

 

8.2.3.3 Variation in panel members 

The data also indicate that a positive progress review experience is partly dependent on who 

sits on the panel and reviews the doctoral researcher’s work. Whilst many panel members 

take a constructive approach by carefully reading documentation, offering balanced 

feedback, and engaging in a scholarly discussion about the work, this was not always the case. 

PGR Directors, in particular, expressed concern about how little influence they have over 

panel members, which can undermine their efforts to operate a constructive review process.  
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Across all Schools in the case study institution, there were reports of inconsistencies and 

variation amongst panel members. At one extreme, there were stories of panel members 

being very laissez-faire, barely engaging with the doctoral researcher, their supervisors, or 

the material submitted for review. These interactions left doctoral researchers feeling short 

changed and questioning the purpose of the review. At the other extreme, there were reports 

of panel members being overzealous in carrying out their role and grilling researchers to the 

point that it damaged their confidence. I make some recommendations in Chapter 11 about 

how this might be overcome.  

 

Neither approach was perceived to be particularly effective for enabling progress. In the 

excerpt below, a supervisor voices his frustration about the variability of panel members:  

 

It comes down to colleagues over whom I have no control when it comes down to what they 

do or say in the context of an annual review…it’s open to misuse, I think, too. Some people can 

be a bit heavy handed about it, you know. And they can use it in the wrong way which 

demoralises the student and so on. 

SUP08-HumSoc 

 

The variation in panel members was also recognised by a doctoral researcher who had had a 

particularly tough progress review. Her experience left her confused about the credibility of 

the feedback because she was aware that some of her peers had had a much easier 

experience in their progress reviews. This led her to contemplate whether her work was 

below the expected standard or if it the feedback was the result of a particularly harsh panel 

member:  

 

a lot of people I know had completely fine ones [progress reviews] so that was quite annoying 

cause I was like why was mine so tough? And I didn’t know if it was tough because what I’d 

written was really bad or because the people were tougher than other people’s appraisers, 

you know. 

PGR05-Med 
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8.2.4 Barriers to transparent reporting  

As noted in an earlier section, progress reviews can be most beneficial when discussions are 

open and candid. However, the data analysis revealed that there are very real barriers to 

transparent reporting during a progress review. Those barriers are explored through two sub-

themes, as follows: i) deliberate concealment of issues; and ii) covert conversations about 

progress. The presence of these barriers can limit the effectiveness of progress reviews in 

supporting timely submission.  

 

8.2.4.1 Deliberate concealment of issues 

The data reveal that progress reviews can be quite an ineffective mechanism for identifying 

issues with supervision. At the case study institution, doctoral researchers are invited to 

comment on the relationship with their supervisors and state any concerns in the paperwork. 

The validation workshops also revealed that this is fairly common practice in other institutions 

too. However, doctoral researchers reported that they found it very problematic to raise 

concerns about supervisors using this mechanism, and so they deliberately concealed issues.  

 

Both doctoral researcher and supervisor participants acknowledged that transparent 

reporting of issues is unlikely because supervisors see the review paperwork. Doctoral 

researchers, in particular, were fearful of the possible repercussions if they wrote down that 

there was an issue with their supervision. As one doctoral researcher (who had been 

experiencing problems with her supervisor) explained: 

 

well firstly there’s something you fill in during the annual review about is everything OK? Do I 

have a problem with the supervisors? But you do it when the supervisor’s in the room and I 

think well I’m clearly not gonna say I’ve got a problem with them…If they’re in the room, very 

few people are gonna say actually I’ve got a problem here. So that seems really weird to me. 

Surely that could be done anonymously. 

PGR07-HumSoc 

 

The data analysis also revealed that doctoral researchers tended to be sceptical about the 

confidentiality of any issues they raise. Whilst reassurances are given about opportunities to 
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raise problems in confidence, doctoral researchers do not always feel empowered to speak 

up because they perceive that all academic staff are part of the same group and could, 

potentially, close ranks on them, as one supervisor mentions:  

 

As I said the students don’t often find they can tell the panel what’s really going on because 

they think their supervisors and the panel are in the same club. 

SUP02-Med 

 

One supervisor participant’s experience of being an independent review panel member is 

interesting because he uncovered a particularly difficult situation. In this case, a doctoral 

researcher had been leant on by her supervisor not to report any concerns in her progress 

review. Once this was out in the open, the doctoral researcher reported three years of a torrid 

relationship with her supervisor, which led to a formal investigation. This case draws attention 

to the power imbalances between doctoral researchers and staff, which can create a barrier 

to transparent reporting:   

 

we had a third year student again both sides excellent supervisor, excellent student. Mutual 

love fest. Get to third year and you know you’ve talked about all this, are things alright? And 

the student slightly hesitated and to be fair to my other panel member he picked up and said 

I saw you hesitate a bit there, is there any issues you need to tell us about? Yes, major issues, 

I think my supervisor is this this and this, and I’ve got issues with this this and this. But you 

haven’t written any of this down. I couldn’t write any of it down because my supervisor was 

watching me write my report and told me I had to write excellent. 

SUP02-Med 

 

There were also examples in the data of supervisors concealing progress issues for well-

intentioned reasons. For example, there were reports of supervisors hiding progress-related 

issues from panel members and omitting it from paperwork because they did not want to risk 

discouraging or demotivating their doctoral researcher. Whilst this action is seemingly 

benevolent, it can leave problems unchecked, which might later derail the doctoral 

researcher. As one supervisor commented: 



 
 
 

 188 

 

Quite often supervisors will write fairly positive things in there and then they’ll come and see 

you and ‘oh this student’s not doing so well’. And you look back at the progress review and 

actually you’ve given them Bs and the occasional C, it doesn’t look too bad. ‘Yeah, well I was 

just trying to be encouraging’. 

SUP01-Med 

 

There were also reports that more overt institutional scrutiny of the supervisory role 

encourages some supervisors to conceal progress-related issues. It was reported that some 

supervisors did not want to risk a black mark against their name or be prevented from taking 

on new doctoral researchers and so would decide not to report problems. There is, however, 

nothing in the case study institution’s regulations to substantiate this concern, but the 

folklore persisted and was influencing supervisors’ actions. Other supervisors felt that 

reporting their doctoral researcher’s poor progress would negatively affect their standing in 

the academic community. They perceived that a struggling doctoral researcher would reflect 

badly on their competencies as a supervisor and might undermine their reputation as an 

academic expert, as one supervisor remarked: 

 

we have to perform, a lot of our stuff is about performing a role of being the expert in a public 

sphere, in front of students, or in front of colleagues, I’m the expert in this research, so it is a 

bit of an act and I think they carry that on you know with nothing’s wrong here, nothing’s 

wrong here. 

SUP01-Med 

 

8.2.4.2 Covert conversations about progress 

The data also revealed reports of some supervisors using an informal route to raise issues, 

rather than use the formal paperwork. Participants gave examples of supervisors providing 

fairly neutral, or even positive, comments about their doctoral researcher’s progress on 

review paperwork and then following this up with a discrete conversation with the 

independent panel member to highlight their real concerns.  
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In other cases, supervisors who had served as panel members reported how they found those 

covert conversations more insightful than the formal paperwork. Some supervisor 

participants commented that it could be a helpful guide as to which doctoral researchers need 

the most help and what the real issues are, as reflected in the comment below: 

 

they’re usually run with academics in a similar field, so you would know each other, and we 

might have offices quite close. And even informally then, they may tell me what they think of 

the student. So, there’ll be a formal document that gives me a report on the viva, but that is a 

public formal document. But, there’s always informal contact between us, that helps us to 

make sure we pick up people that need extra help. 

SUP11-Chem 

 

Having presented the results on progress reviews, I will consider how another structural 

element in the doctoral experience, Doctoral Schools, were perceived to influence timely 

submission.  

 

8.3 Doctoral Schools and timely submission 

In this section, I present the results on how Doctoral Schools were perceived to influence 

timely submission. As discussed in Chapter 3, Doctoral Schools operate at different levels 

within universities and tend to have different sets of priorities and responsibilities. The 

institutional case study’s Doctoral School was most focussed on becoming the home of the 

doctoral researcher community at the case study institution by providing interdisciplinary 

events and activities; providing training to develop personal, research, and career skills; and 

offering a dedicated physical space for doctoral researchers to use to connect with others.  

 

It is also worth noting that at the time I collected data in the case study institution, it was 

revamping its Doctoral School. It had just relocated to a refurbished venue, a new and 

passionate Director had been appointed, and the training curriculum was being overhauled. 

Because the data were collected during a transitionary period for the Doctoral School, some 

of the findings reported here may become less pronounced as the institution’s refreshed 

approach embeds.  
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I now provide an overview of the themes relating to Doctoral Schools and timely submission, 

before unpacking each theme in more detail.  

 

8.3.1 Overview of findings 

A thematic analysis of the data reveals that Doctoral Schools can influence timely submission 

in the three ways. They are: i) by supporting doctoral researchers’ self-efficacy-oriented 

agency; and ii) by supporting doctoral researchers’ relational agency. A third theme, 

periphery of experience, captures some of the perceptions about how Doctoral Schools fail 

to support progress in a meaningful way. Each theme, and its sub-themes, are summarised in 

the table below:  

 

Theme Sub-themes 
 

Supporting doctoral researchers’ self-
efficacy-oriented agency   

• Types of self-efficacy-oriented training 
• Selective engagement 

 
Supporting doctoral researchers’ relational 
agency  

• Fostering community 
• Managing supervisors 

 
Periphery of experience  • Sticking plaster 

• Generic  
 

Table 15: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question (iii) – Doctoral Schools 

 

8.3.2 Supporting doctoral researchers’ self-efficacy-oriented agency  

Participants shared how the Doctoral School’s provision that focussed on supporting doctoral 

researchers’ self-efficacy-oriented agency was perceived to be the most beneficial for 

supporting timely submission.  Two sub-themes were identified that capture how Doctoral 

Schools support the development of self-efficacy-oriented training. They are: i) types of self-

efficacy-oriented training; and ii) selective engagement. 

 

8.3.2.1 Types of self-efficacy-oriented training 

Participants at the case study institution tended to speak highly of the Doctoral School’s 

training provision when it helped to scaffold self-efficacy-oriented agency.  
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The analysis found that doctoral researchers tended to seek out training from the Doctoral 

School that would help them with time management. In particular, they were looking for 

training that would help them to accomplish tasks more quickly and generally save time. 

Examples of training courses that were frequently praised by participants include: time 

management, planning and organising, training in key software, working with long 

documents, speed reading, structuring a thesis and so on, as reflected in the account below: 

 

There’s a rapid reading course…where they teach you to read quickly and do different 

exercises. But that was helpful for when I was doing the literature review and reading lots of 

different things. There was like three courses at the beginning, middle and end of the PhD. 

Whole day ones, just telling you how to organise your time, different methods, different 

approaches, time management, organisation. They were really good. They’re kind of the ones 

that stick in my mind. 

PGR07-HumSoc 

 

One of the motivating factors for doctoral researchers accessing training was to help them 

become more efficient in the research process. Participants shared how they wanted to learn 

techniques and methods that would help them to save time, perhaps as a response to the 

acute time pressures within the doctorate. Doctoral researchers also commented on how 

they preferred training that could be immediately implemented in their day-to-day tasks. This 

is reflected in a doctoral researcher’s comments below: 

 

the more technical ones, the hands-on have been useful…There was one like thinking outside 

the box on your PhD, it was really fluffy, “Here’s a banana, tell me all the things you can use a 

banana for. Let’s make paper aeroplanes,” you know these silly team building things you have 

to go to 

PGR02-Med 

 

From the dataset, it appeared that doctoral researchers were most keen on the training that 

would make the research process more efficient and could be used straight away. 
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8.3.2.2 Selective engagement 

Though many doctoral researcher participants were motivated by the prospect of saving time 

by engaging with Doctoral Schools, there were examples shared where engagement might 

have the opposite effect.  Some participants, for example, reported how the wide range of 

training on offer can result in doctoral researchers dedicating large chunks of their working 

week to attending courses. Some participants, particularly supervisors, were concerned that 

by overcommitting to training, a doctoral researcher’s progress with their project and thesis 

might be slowed down.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 7, supervisors described how they would intervene if they thought 

that a doctoral researcher was overcommitting to training. Supervisors discussed how they 

tried to encourage their doctoral researchers to take a balanced approach to training by only 

attending courses at the point of need and by spreading attendance across their candidature. 

Helping doctoral researchers to be judicious and selective with training was thought to help 

doctoral researchers better balance the competing demands on their time:  

 

I think that students when they begin their PhD very often are over excited by the various 

courses offered by the [Doctoral School] and sign up for everything and so they show me their 

training programme and what, when are you going to have time to write your PhD? I try to 

pare it back a little bit and say, no, you don’t have to do everything at once. 

SUP09-HumSoc  

 

8.3.3 Supporting doctoral researchers’ relational agency 

Participants also described how the Doctoral School provision can enable doctoral 

researchers’ sense of relational agency. Two sub-themes describe how this could be achieved 

through: i) fostering community; and ii) offering guidance on managing supervisors.  

 

8.3.3.1 Fostering community 

One objective of the Doctoral School at the case study institution, which was also common to 

many of the participants’ institutions in the validation workshops, was to become a hub for 
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the doctoral experience. Many Doctoral Schools aim to become the heart of the doctoral 

community by providing a place for doctoral researchers, and those who support them, to 

come together, share experiences and help each other to be better researchers.  

 

At the time the data were collected, the Doctoral School at the case study institution had 

made good progress towards establishing itself as a focal point for the doctoral community. 

Participants spoke very favourably about two recent doctoral conferences that brought 

together researchers from across disciplines. A further example shared by participants was 

the dedicated and popular ‘writing room’ that doctoral researchers in the final stages can use.  

Participants who used the writing room commented on how bringing late stage doctoral 

researchers together had engendered a strong esprit de corps amongst them and had created 

a valued peer support network. This, they said, was very beneficial for getting the thesis 

written and submitted. Furthermore, the varied training on offer, ad hoc events, and 

competitions were perceived to be helpful for creating and cementing strong peer networks.  

 

Doctoral researcher participants tended to discuss the community aspect of the Doctoral 

School in very positive terms. They enjoyed hearing about approaches from other disciplines 

and sharing experiences that tend to transcend disciplinary boundaries. One doctoral 

researcher, who was based in the writing room, described how access to a network of other 

researchers who were also writing their theses facilitated the writing process and provided a 

forum for discussing how to make important academic connections: 

 

in terms of structuring your thesis, I think that’s the main thing. We talked about how do you 

structure it, how do you make sure that what you do works as a piece. And there are also 

similarities in terms of working with other academics, how do you approach other people, how 

do you build relationships with other people. I think that’s really, really important. 

PGR06-HumSoc 

 

Other doctoral researchers valued the opportunity to talk openly and more generally about 

the experience of doing a doctorate. Through these conversations, issues inherent in the 
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doctoral process became normalised and social isolation was tackled. In the excerpt below, a 

doctoral researcher describes the cathartic value of the Doctoral School community:  

 

There’s a girl that we made friends, we laugh, because again she signs up for anything. So we 

always know if we’re on a course she’s gonna be there. And we made friends through that. 

When we meet it’s quite nice just to share experiences and we usually meet to have a rant 

about things. But it can be quite therapeutic in that way. So yeah it’s been good for making 

connections. 

PGR07-HumSoc 

 

8.3.3.2 Managing supervisors  

As discussed in Chapter 6, one of the most important relationships in the doctoral process is 

the relationship between a doctoral researcher and their supervisors. A good relationship can 

help to support progress towards timely submission, but it is important that both doctoral 

researchers and their supervisors exercise relational agency to foster a productive working 

relationship. 

 

In Chapter 6, I identified an important aspect of relational agency for enabling a good 

relationship with supervisors: communication. Of course, it can be challenging for doctoral 

researchers to communicate their needs to supervisors and their needs will also evolve over 

time. Helpfully, the Doctoral School at the case study institution offered training to guide 

doctoral researchers in how to communicate their needs to their supervisors. One doctoral 

researcher had recently attended this course and was deliberating about how to put her 

relational agency into practice with her supervisor:  

 

So I was like oh yeah maybe that [course] will help me kind of tell her if yeah she’s, I don’t 

know, not kind of challenging me enough…I think it made me a bit more like assertive with her 

which is good, but I don’t know. I just think, the thing is she’s just really nice so it’s quite hard 

to be like ‘you’re doing stuff wrong’. 

PGR05-Med 

 



 
 
 

 195 

8.3.4 Periphery of experience 

The findings on Doctoral Schools presented so far indicate that they can be effective for 

developing doctoral researchers’ relational and self-efficacy-oriented agency. Nevertheless, I 

identified a third theme for the data that describes how Doctoral Schools can be limiting in 

enabling timely submission. That theme describes how Doctoral Schools can sometimes be 

on the periphery of the doctoral researcher’s experience.  Two sub-themes capture 

perceptions of Doctoral Schools’ peripherality: i) sticking plaster approach; and ii) too generic. 

 

8.3.4.1 Sticking plaster approach 

Some supervisors perceived that the burgeoning training provision from Doctoral Schools was 

a sticking plaster for some of the trickier structural issues affecting career prospects for 

doctoral researchers. Supervisors discussed how the plethora of training opportunities 

diverted attention away from the limited opportunities for doctoral researchers within the 

academic labour market. In these participants’ accounts, the breadth of training was 

perceived to be a means through which universities could reassure themselves that doctoral 

researchers would be ready for a variety of careers after the doctorate, but not all participants 

were convinced this was really being achieved. As one participant commented:  

 

There is just that slight worry that we are so desperate to do whatever we can to get them 

through, just put more training on. And we do this with our research staff as well, you know, 

our research staff have got problems moving up through the hierarchy of promotion and new 

jobs, because it’s a bit, there’re a few professors at the top and there’s about 40 RAs at the 

bottom, how does everybody move up? And beyond that there’s so many PhDs. So, because 

we feel guilty about that, because we’re training all these PhD students, very few of them will 

get a job in academia, very few of those will get a lectureship and move on and progress. The 

guilt is assuaged by saying ‘oh, we’ll just train them because there’s nothing else we can do 

for them’. Poor buggers. 

SUP01-Med 

 

The data did indicate that for some supervisor participants, a career in academia was 

perceived to be the gold standard outcome of a doctorate. However, many supervisor 
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participants acknowledged the changes to the labour market and how those changes were 

prompting them to adapt how they supported their doctoral researchers in engaging with 

training, as one supervisor describes:  

 

people never consider the alternatives that that person they are training could end up as a 

journalist or go into politics or local government or something. We never really offer that as a 

possibility. You always pretend that the student you train is doing a post-doc afterwards and 

becoming a group leader…Essentially most students I train throughout my career will not have 

an academic career…And that is something I have learnt during the last years. And I think I 

help people much better now…I have two students now who already know that they don’t 

want an academic career so they are more interested public affairs and engagement and 

things like that. You have to give them the opportunities and let them do some engagement 

stuff for example. We had a student who is now engagement lead in [other prestigious 

university] which if you think about it is an absolutely brilliant job. 

SUP03-Med 

 

The career ambitions of doctoral researcher participants in the case study institution also 

reflect how doctorates now lead to lots of exciting careers. Within the sample, only five 

doctoral researchers (36%) were actively targeting an academic career after their doctorate. 

Two (14%) were undecided and felt that their best tactic was to keep their options open. The 

remaining seven (50%) were all targeting a career outside of the academy. For those seven 

doctoral researchers, the doctorate had exposed them to new career possibilities, for 

example outreach, public engagement, science writing etc, which they found more appealing 

than an academic role. Similarly, the conditions in academia were perceived to be an 

unattractive prospect given the spread of fixed-term contracts, low pay at a junior level 

compared to other professions, lack of work-life balance, and limited promotion 

opportunities.  

 

The data seem to indicate that we are in a moment of transition regarding post-PhD careers. 

Some perceptions persist that a career outside the academy is not the desired outcome of a 

doctorate and, therefore, any training that targets those careers is somehow peripheral. 
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However, there was evidence that non-academic career paths are increasingly being regarded 

as legitimate and necessary outcomes of a doctorate. Therefore, the training that supports 

those trajectories might, over time, be viewed as central, rather than peripheral to the 

doctoral experience.   

 

A related issue concerns the perceived weak integration of Doctoral School provision into the 

mainstream of the doctoral experience. Across the sample, doctoral researchers had varied 

levels of engagement with the Doctoral School. Some signed up to lots of training 

opportunities, others did not engage at all, and others were somewhere in the middle. 

Supervisors also varied in how involved they were with the Doctoral School offer. Some took 

a pro-active role in helping doctoral researchers to make use of professional training 

opportunities, some were laissez-faire about what their doctoral researchers engaged with, 

and there were reports of some supervisors blocking doctoral researchers from accessing 

training altogether.  

 

The variation in levels of engagement from doctoral researchers and supervisors points to the 

training provision sometimes being perceived as adjunct to, rather than fully integrated into, 

a coherent doctoral offering. Greater integration might help to protect against 

overcommitment and ensure that training delivered through Doctoral Schools and 

departments is complementary, joined-up, and targeted towards distinct aspects of doctoral 

researchers’ needs. 

 

8.3.4.2 Generic training 

Some participants, primarily doctoral researchers, also commented on how some of the 

training provided by Doctoral Schools was too generic to be useful. Ironically, training that 

was intended to help doctoral researchers navigate their experience and submit within 

institutional timescales was sometimes thought to be an additional drain on their time. Some 

resented being made to sit through training when they perceived that they could make better 

use of their time. This was especially so when doctoral researchers could not see a clear way 

of applying the training content to their day-to-day activities. Similarly, because much of the 

training provision is targeted at a wide range of disciplines, sometimes doctoral researchers 
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struggled to see how the training could be applied to their particular circumstances and their 

particular project.  

 

As the doctorate becomes more time pressured, doctoral researchers reported being more 

selective about the various activities with which they choose to engage. Unless they are clear 

about the benefits of the provision for either their research or professional development, 

then they simply will not attend. As one doctoral researcher put it:  

 

And then the time management one and they were like, “What do you do to waste time?” and 

it’s like, “Well here I am!” 

PGR14-Chem 

 

8.4 Summary of findings 

• This chapter has focussed on how two of the main structural components of the 

doctorate were perceived to influence timely submission. Those structures were 

progress review processes and Doctoral Schools. 

• The thematic analysis revealed that progress reviews can enable timely 

submission by i) helping to identify problems stemming from critical events; ii) 

supporting doctoral researchers to develop epistemic and self-efficacy-oriented 

agency to navigate those problems; and iii) helping supervisors to develop 

relational agency.  

• The degree to which progress reviews could enable timely submission partly 

depended on i) how useful they were perceived to be; and ii) the presence of 

barriers to transparent reporting of issues.  

• The thematic analysis also revealed that Doctoral Schools have the potential to 

support timely submission. There was evidence from the data that this could be 

achieved when Doctoral Schools supported doctoral researchers in developing i) 

self-efficacy-oriented agency; and ii) relational agency. However, one theme 

tapped into how Doctoral Schools were sometimes perceived to be on the 

periphery of the doctoral experience. In such cases, the training offered was 
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perceived to be at odds with what some participants felt a doctorate should entail 

or that the training was too generic to be useful.   
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Chapter 9: Perspectives on timely submission  

 

9.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the results from data analysis concerning the research question:   

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission of a thesis: 

 

iv. Perceptions of the importance of timely submission? 

 

In Section 9.2, I give a brief overview of the findings. In the remaining sections, I unpack each 

theme in detail and provide examples from the dataset to substantiate my analytical 

constructs.  

 

9.2 Overview of findings 

The thematic analysis of the data reveals that research participants across all groups were 

very aware of issues relating to timely submission. The data indicate that this heightened 

awareness was a response to the broader policy context in which doctoral education 

operates. Research participants were conscious of how policy at national, institutional and 

school level were affecting the frameworks for doctoral education and participants’ individual 

experiences. Four broad themes were identified that capture the consequences of the 

heighted time consciousness. Those themes are: i) implications of funding conditions for 

institutions and individuals; ii) implications for doctoral researcher development and their 

projects; iii) instrumental supervision and iv) 4-year funding model 

 

The table below summarises the main themes and their related sub-themes:  
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Theme Sub-themes 
 

Implications of funding conditions for 
institutions and individuals 

• Institutionalised timescales 
• Funding status 
• Precarity and vulnerability 
 

Implications for doctoral researcher 
development and their projects 

• Constraints on researcher development 
• Research project scope 

 
Instrumental supervision • None 

 
4-year funding model  • None 

 
Table 16: Summary of themes and subthemes for research question iv 

 

9.3 Implications of funding conditions for institutions and individuals  

The theme of ‘implications of funding conditions for institutions and individuals’ captures how 

the timescales for doctoral degrees have become institutionalised, highly visible and 

metricised through both institutional and external performance regimes. Through three sub-

themes, I unpack how i) timescales for doctoral degrees have become institutionalised; ii) 

funding status influences the relevance of a firm thesis deadline; and iii) the precarious and 

vulnerable position in which the three-year funding model can place doctoral researchers.  

 

9.3.1 Institutionalised timescales 

It was striking how all the participants that I interviewed were acutely aware of the deadline 

for thesis submission. Doctoral researchers were very clear about their ultimate deadline and, 

in many cases, had an earlier, self-imposed deadline in mind based on their personal 

circumstances or career aspirations. Supervisors were equally conscientious in reminding 

their doctoral researchers about the strict timescales for submission, now enshrined in 

regulations.  

 

One supervisor reflected on how the pressure stemming from thesis deadlines had become 

much more formalised and institutionalised throughout his career. For him, the institutional 

emphasis on timely submission had created a sense of ‘official time consciousness’:  
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I think there is more of an official time consciousness now, more of an official institutional 

sense of the timetable really. And I suppose the research plan, now, has more of a prominence 

than it might have had some years ago…You might have some supervisors, including myself, 

who have always tried to think about it in terms of, you know, a three year operation, really, 

and have worked along those kinds of lines but not everybody would have done, I suspect. So 

certainly it’s institutionalised now. 

Sup08-HumSoc 

 

The intensification of this time consciousness is reinforced by the institutional structures in 

place to manage timely submissions. For example, the case study institution had 

implemented a very thorough policy for reviewing doctoral researchers’ progress, known as 

progress reviews, which all research participants wanted to discuss during the interviews. In 

Chapter 8, I took a more thorough look at progress reviews, but they are mentioned here as 

an example of how structural aspects of doctoral education have been designed with firm 

deadlines in mind.  

 

A further example is the tightening of regulations about issuing extensions to submission 

deadlines. In the excerpt below, a supervisor reflects on her time as the Director of 

Postgraduate Research. When she took on the role, she encountered a fairly laissez-faire 

approach to extending deadlines. This supervisor was tasked with enforcing regulatory 

deadlines more rigorously, which involved sending reminders of impending deadlines to 

doctoral researchers, taking action when progress reviews were missed, and interviewing 

doctoral researchers who requested an extension to ensure they were properly supported. 

The intention of these actions was to influence behaviours in a way that emphasised the 

importance of timely submission, and placed responsibility on the doctoral researcher for 

achieving timely submission:  

  

when I took over there were medics there that had had just extension after extension after 

extension, and they would submit [the form] the day before the extension was due or on the 

same day, so it was almost like it was, “Oh, there’s no option, she’ll have to sign it off.” Again, 
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clear rules, no interview with me, no sign off on the extension request. “Oh, but that means 

that I’ll have a non-submission.” I said, “Yeah, whose fault is that? It’s not mine. I don’t have 

a duty to get you over the line on time. You do. It’s your thesis. You’ve been written to for three 

months, asking you to make an appointment with me to discuss exactly where we are so we 

can craft out a learning contract to get you over the line so that you’re supported. If you 

completely ignore those emails then it’s not my responsibility. I am not accountable for the 

action that the University would take. This falls squarely with you.” And then they come in 

line. So it’s changed people’s behaviours as well. 

Sup04-Med 

 

Whilst all participants were acutely aware of the institutional pressures to submit on time, 

the external policy pressures on institutions were mentioned less frequently. Some 

supervisors were aware that research councils routinely measured submission rates and that 

failure to meet targets could result in the withdrawal of access to future funding. Some were 

also aware of completion data being reviewed in the Research Excellence Framework (REF). 

There was a broader concern, however, with how external funding regimes place pressure on 

the university sector, which then gets transferred to the institution, to the department, to the 

supervisor, and, eventually, to the doctoral researcher. The outcome is that these pressure 

points are not relieved, but become reified through institutional structures and interactions 

between doctoral researchers and their supervisors, as one supervisor notes: 

 

the person who will be punished is the [College], the supervisor and then the [School] and the 

[Division] may, I don’t know, may get less money from the [Medical Research Council] the 

following year, the supervisor may struggle to get another student because they didn’t 

complete within 4 years, but the student will always get a PhD from that. So in a way the 

student is not really under [direct] pressure to submit. The pressure is on the supervisor and 

the supervisor relays that kind of pressure on the student. 

Sup03-Med 
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9.3.2 Funding concerns 

Research participants also commented on how a doctoral researcher’s funding status might 

influence timely submission. Supervisors, in particular, were conscious that if a doctoral 

researcher is funded through a charity, research council or other public body then a firm 

deadline is understandable because the public purse is bearing the cost of the research and 

the development of the researcher. The same sense of obligation to the funder was also felt 

in the School of Chemistry where it was commonplace for industrial partners to provide 

funding for projects. The funding stream would be agreed in a formal contract that codifies 

expectations about the delivery of outputs, including the thesis.  However, supervisors were 

less convinced of the need to rigorously enforce a deadline if the doctoral researcher is self-

funding, as one supervisor comments:  

 

The time pressure thing, yeah, I do find it a little puzzling in a sense, in that, you know, if 

somebody does take five years and they’re self funding, I kind of feel a bit like does that 

matter? We’ve got this huge utterly inflexible thing about timing 

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

Other supervisors expressed concern that enforcing deadlines for self-funding doctoral 

researchers might be off-putting for prospective researchers and prevent them from 

undertaking research in the first place, creating an access barrier: 

 

I think the idea of a quite narrow deadline seems to be poorly conceived in the sense that it 

means that some people probably don’t undertake PhDs who would otherwise do so, because 

they have other commitments. So I think I’m speaking in terms of part time PhDs…so with a 

part time PhD, in the past, with the old system, there were people who took a long, long time 

part time and completed, nevertheless there were others who never completed, again there 

were upsides and downsides to it. 

SUP07-HumSoc 

 

Participants also acknowledged the impact of prolonged registrations on the institution’s 

financial bottom line. With one exception, all participants were in favour of having a deadline 
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in place, partly to avoid providing free supervision and creating a drain on limited resources. 

At the case study institution, no fee is charged to doctoral researchers in their final year, 

meaning operational costs have to be covered through other means. The case study 

institution also imposes a cap on the number of doctoral researchers that a supervisor can 

supervise, and so prolonged registration might inhibit new enrolments, including enrolment 

from self-funded, fee-paying doctoral researchers. In the excerpt below, a supervisor reflects 

on how financial concerns were perceived to be encouraging an institutional emphasis on 

timely submission: 

 

Now partly because of the change in the context of HE and the fact that I guess ultimately, it’s 

about the fact we don’t want to be giving out free supervision for 20 years or whatever, which 

I presume is why there’s this whole thing about three years now…certainly it is a pressure and 

the inflexibility of it is I think something that some people really struggle with, whereas, yeah, 

20 years ago it was actually a different activity really, doing a PhD. I know people that took 

12 years to finish…It was just a completely different thing. 

SUP06-HumSoc 

  

9.3.3 Precarity and vulnerability  

The data analysis also highlighted some concerning unintended consequences of the 

regulatory structures designed to support doctoral researchers experiencing personal 

difficulties. 

 

For example, the case study institution’s regulations allow doctoral researchers to apply for a 

formal period suspension if they are experiencing difficulties in their personal lives. 

Participants gave various examples of when formal periods of suspension had been taken 

including for physical and mental health issues, parental leave, exceptional professional 

commitments, and family emergencies. However, the institutional policy is that taking a 

period of suspension does not automatically extend the thesis submission deadline. Also, 

stipend payments are curtailed during a period of suspension due to financial constraints.  

Those funded by a research council were not affected by that policy because UKRI’s terms 
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and conditions allow for up to 13 weeks of sick pay and so there was not parity amongst the 

terms of funding packages.  

 

Participants recognised how the suspension policy risked creating a more pressurised 

situation for doctoral researchers. That pressure comes from having even less time to submit 

their thesis and might force them to rely on savings or support from family members, if 

available, to make ends meet. An administrator, who regularly deals with suspension requests 

and their implications, eloquently captures how the extant system fails doctoral researchers: 

 

But as I say, that system, I’m not sure it works terribly well, adding on stress really, you take 

time off and then you don’t see your end date moving…I wonder if they might change that 

again…But yes, we had a student who became pregnant about four months before she was 

due to submit…This idea that oh you’ll be able to do this, that and the other afterwards and 

then the cold wet fish of reality slaps them in the face. 

Adm02-HumSoc 

 

In the excerpt below, a supervisor paints a stark picture of how the curtailment of the stipend 

during a period of suspension puts doctoral researchers in impossible situations. The policy 

can lead to doctoral researchers making decisions that are detrimental to their own health 

and wellbeing: 

 

I had a student, for example, and he needed some operation and they have to apply in advance 

saying I have a scheduled operation coming up…and they ask for an interruption of study to 

shift that looming deadline. But the funny thing is it also interrupts your pay, so it interrupts 

your scholarship [stipend], so you don’t get paid during that time...If you have some medical 

issues, scheduled operation, mental health issues, anything, you can always ask for an 

interruption of study for your 6 months which alleviates the pressure to actually have to work 

then but you don’t get paid during that time. How is that possible? So you are in a very very 

serious personal, medical situation and the decision you have to take is do I continue to work 

with my problems or do I ask for an interruption of study and I’m not going to have money to 

pay my rent. How can you put anyone into that situation? Which at the end means the 
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decision, maybe I shouldn’t have this operation now, it's really important, but maybe I should 

have that when my PhD is finished. 

SUP03-Med 

 

The data analysis also identified a lack of financial support for doctoral researchers who 

become parents during their degree. For example, one doctoral researcher had a difficult 

experience on discovering that his status as a doctoral researcher precluded him from 

accessing working tax credit when he became a parent. Although he managed to secure some 

short-term financial support from the institution’s hardship fund, he found it very difficult to 

manage childcare costs on a PhD stipend. He identified this as being a potential access barrier 

to doctoral education and might lead to slower progress and non-completion: 

 

[It] does mean paying the full costs of childcare, which are quite high…And this has been a big 

issue financially but also in terms of having to take the time off and doing the research work 

and having to rely on my partner’s mum one day a week as well. It is sort of a fairly substantial 

barrier I think standing in the way of quite a lot of people doing this because PhD funding is 

fine, it’s minimum wage, fine for one person, one single person who’s either living in a shared 

house or has a partner who earns more. Once children get involved it’s sort of a different 

matter. And there are quite a lot of us out there who have children. There’s quite a lot of 

people who do get affected by it, at PhD level I think. What can I say? I think it’s a barrier. 

PGR08-HumSoc 

 

The data analysis also revealed how the dominant three-year funding model for the doctorate 

can also leave doctoral researchers in precarious and vulnerable situations. The cause is the 

fact that the three-year funding model only covers 75% of the possible duration of the full-

time doctorate, which lasts for four years. This institution, and most others, tend to carefully 

monitor their four-year submission rates because those data inform external performance 

metrics, for example research councils and REF. However, participants perceived that 

submission of a thesis within the three-year funding period is a very rare occurrence, perhaps 

more common in STEM, and reliable data on it are hard to come by.   
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This situation creates a problem. If institutions across the sector have accepted that four years 

is a reasonable timescale for a full-time doctoral researcher to complete a research project 

and take advantage of the training opportunities available to them, why is funding available 

for three years, leaving doctoral researchers with a funding shortfall of one year?  

 

The likely result is that doctoral researchers will end up using some or all of their final year, 

the so-called ‘completing’ year, to finish off their thesis. In so doing, doctoral researchers are 

placed in a financially precarious position because their income from the stipend dries up and 

they have to rely on savings, family support or find a job. Numerous participants recounted 

how finding employment during the completing year can be detrimental to progress and 

jeopardise timely submission, as reflected in the account below:  

 

Not many people do finish in the three years. Well, I know a few people really who have 

finished within the three but that’s very rare, isn’t it?…there is another PhD student…she’s got 

a family and kids and a mortgage and all that, and I’m lucky that I’m a bit more flexible with 

what I can do. She just had to get a job, so she found a lectureship even before the end of her 

PhD. She still hasn’t finished because she’s had a full-time job since September last year, so 

that’s very, very tricky. 

PGR06-HumSoc 

 

For most of the doctoral researchers I interviewed, the prospect of the unfunded fourth year 

was a source of stress and anxiety. Most doctoral researchers had put in place contingency 

plans that involved drawing on savings to sustain themselves for a few months or moving 

back in with their parents. Of course, doctoral researchers who do not have access to familial 

support are placed in an even more vulnerable position. Even those doctoral researchers who 

were planning to go back home were conscious of the pitfalls of being away from the 

community of researchers and were anticipating a lonely and isolating period of writing, 

which is not always conducive to timely submission. In the excerpt below, a doctoral 

researcher discusses her plans for the unfunded year:  
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It does cause me a bit of concern. It causes my parents a bit of concern because I’m saying 

what am I going to live off? My Mum is saying I don’t know what you’re going to live off. I’m 

not that concerned because I’m quite confident that I can get it done within a couple of 

months. I should be able to fund myself for that short period of time. If I thought it was going 

to take me six months, or a year, I’d be absolutely terrified because there is no way I could 

fund that. If it turns out I can’t get it written by [my deadline] then I would probably start to 

become a lot more apprehensive because by then I will have run out of money. That’s the 

concerning thing. 

PGR13-Chem 

 

Most supervisors I interviewed also discussed how projects are planned so that they can be 

submitted within the doctoral researcher’s funding period. However, they recognised that it 

is a serious challenge to combine research activities with the other professional development 

opportunities within the broader doctoral experience. Most supervisors perceived this to be 

a barrier to submission within three years. More alarmingly, some supervisors raised concerns 

about doctoral researchers being vulnerable to exploitation. They gave examples of doctoral 

researchers being seen as a resource. Stories were shared of supervisors keeping doctoral 

researchers in the lab once they were fully trained and at their most productive, even if this 

meant that their thesis had to then be written during an unfunded fourth year.  

 

Some supervisors viewed these behaviours as a consequence of supervisors transferring the 

pressure that they were under onto their doctoral researchers. Academic employment 

depends on publications and the pressure to perform is reinforced by national exercises like 

the REF. In more egregious cases, some supervisors suspected that this approach is the result 

of the supervisor placing their own needs before those of the doctoral researcher and treating 

them as nothing more than a pair of hands in the lab. In the very insightful excerpt below, a 

supervisor discusses his concerns about this:  

 

I tell all PhD students…that if you’ve got three years of funding, you should aim to submit your 

thesis within three years. I think it’s fair to say that some members of staff regard the three 

years of funding as primarily being the mechanism for keeping people in the lab producing 
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results for three years, rather than allowing a student, even if they have sufficient results, on 

allowing students to write… 

 

He continues: 

 

It’s exploitation, basically. It’s putting the staff’s needs ahead of the students’ needs. I mean, 

I get it. You know…the student is going to be most productive at the end because they’ve built 

up all their expertise, and their proficiencies are all there, and they’re being highly 

productive…it’s actually a product of staff being under pressure…under pressure for results, 

under pressure for data and the reliance therefore upon the resource, which is the student in 

the lab… I’ve had these very arguments with staff. I’ve said, “It’s not your job to transfer that 

pressure onto the student.” They don’t see it like that. 

SUP12-Chem 

 

9.4 Implications for doctoral researcher development and research projects  

The theme of implications for doctoral researcher development and research projects 

captures participants’ views about how firm deadlines for the doctorate and the resulting 

official time consciousness have impacted doctoral researcher development and the types of 

project they undertake. I explore this via two sub-themes. The first represents participants’ 

concerns about how doctoral researcher development risks being constrained. The second 

represents participants’ views regarding the scoping of doctoral-level projects.  

 

9.4.1 Doctoral researcher development constraints 

Supervisors, in particular, raised concerns during the interviews about how institutional 

responses to tighter surveillance of submission times were, potentially, constraining 

opportunities for doctoral researchers to develop.  

 

In one example, a supervisor discussed the project approval protocol in place. It is now the 

case in the Medical School that all funded projects are written by the supervisor, reviewed by 

a panel to check that they can be feasibly carried out with the institution’s timescales, that 

the supervisory team is appropriate, and that all appropriate resources are in place. An 
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intended consequence of this approach is to ensure that doctoral researchers have the best 

possible start and that there is a high likelihood of the project being carried out successfully 

and submitted in good time. Whilst this approach is fairly commonplace in science-based 

disciplines, it is less common in social sciences and humanities, where a doctoral researcher-

led approach to project design dominates. One supervisor expressed some reservations about 

the approach in Medical School for social sciences projects because the doctoral researcher 

does not get experience of project design, fieldwork is fundamentally different from lab-

based work, and the project can also be too safe, protecting the doctoral researcher from 

experiencing learning opportunities in failure:  

 

They also don’t get to experience failure in the same way. It’s the supervisors who always get 

the failure, rejection and then, because, let’s face it, a lot of academic life is about being 

rejected and if it’s all mapped out and it’s all doable they don’t need to even think about what 

the Plan B is because the Plan B’s been built into the project because we have to show it is 

doable. But life’s not like that really.  

SUP01-Med 

 

Doctoral researchers, in particular, also experienced the institutional focus on rigid deadlines 

as a stressor in the doctoral experience. For doctoral researchers, this was not perceived as 

conducive to their development, and, ironically, could jeopardise their ability to submit on 

time. As one doctoral researcher reflected, research rarely goes to plan and that is not always 

a direct result of what the doctoral researcher has or has not done. In the excerpt below, a 

doctoral researcher compares her progress with others. In her case, she joined a project that 

was at an advanced stage and had a comprehensive handover from the doctoral researcher 

who was about to submit when she joined. Consequently, she was able to get off to a strong 

start and generate data very quickly. Not all projects, though, are as advanced and not all go 

as smoothly, which can be a source of stress for doctoral researchers: 

 

I know, for me, when I see other people at the same stage I know I’ve got more data than they 

have and that’s because I was trained better and I started getting data straightaway. They’ve 
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got just over a year to essentially get a thesis worth of data and that’s not very long. That 

must be really stressful. 

PGR13-Chem 

 

This section has focussed on the more negative concerns from participants about the impact 

of tighter deadlines for doctoral researcher development. However, it is worth noting here 

that there are still ample opportunities within the doctorate to experience real, 

transformative learning and growth. These opportunities were discussed in Chapter 6.  

 

9.4.2 Research project scope 

A further set of concerns raised by participants in the interviews relates to the scope of the 

research project. Supervisors acknowledged how their supervisory practices regarding 

designing, scoping and supporting research projects had changed in response to tighter 

deadlines. There was a general view that doctoral researchers’ projects were now far less 

risky than they might have been previously and that any risk introduced to the project has to 

be carefully managed. One supervisor said:  

 

You have to design [the project] in a way that you can be confident it can be done in 3 years. 

And so you always have to balance it somehow. So you need some kind of safe bit that’s going 

to work and generate some interesting data and you have to balance that with some risky bit 

that’s worth doing, but if it turns out that it doesn’t generate any useful data or…it takes too 

long, at some point you just stop that part of the project 

SUP03-Med 

 

There was also some concern raised about a general decline in the standard of doctoral-level 

research projects resulting from a resetting of expectations for the doctorate. One supervisor 

reflected on how doctoral research projects might now be less exciting and less scholarly in 

order to avoid overrun, although this participants’ account does not refer to some of the 

possible negative effects of the ‘magnum opus’ thesis, many of which were never submitted: 
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I think supervision across the board is about dates now much, much more than it was before, 

about having the end date in mind and having a plan that works back from that end date, 

which is probably good, I guess…It means that a different piece of work is produced, a piece 

of work that will fit that thing and has all the edges knocked off, so I think it can lead to less 

exciting work. And it can mean that students, when they finish their PhD, haven’t necessarily 

got this load of other stuff and interests that they can draw on, so it can make things a little 

bit less scholarly in a sense. But yeah, it certainly affects, I think, what supervisors do, and I 

think supervisors also feel the fear of, “My students need to complete on time otherwise I’ll be 

a bad person”  

SUP06-HumSoc 

 

Another supervisor reflected on how the perceived decline in the standard of the doctorate 

had become codified in sector-level expectations and within university regulations. He 

discussed how the word ‘original’ had been dropped from a number of regulations he had 

seen and been replaced with words like ‘substantial’, although this was a perception rather 

than being quantified in any research. For this supervisor, the emphasis on timely submission 

had turned the doctorate into a much more instrumental exercise because there is 

insufficient time within the doctorate to do truly original work, which for this participant had 

to be daring and bold. Instead, he suggested, the time constraints force researchers to play it 

safe:  

 

It tends to be much more instrumentally directed…so there’s less room for experimentation 

inevitably. And it’s a bit like the consequences of REF in that regard. REF inevitably strangles 

any form of originality and experimentation. As soon as you put certain constraints upon 

people to produce stuff within a certain time frame, guess what, they’ll keep reproducing. I 

know academics, very famous academics, who just carry on doing what they do because it’s 

easier, whereas it takes a bit of nerve to try and do something very different, and if you don’t 

have the time, you’re not going to do it, especially with all the other pressures. 

SUP07-HumSoc 
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Similar concerns were voiced at the SRHE validation event. One group lamented that certain 

approaches to research could not be accommodated within the tighter timescales for 

submission. The example of longitudinal research was given, which could not be undertaken 

by full-time doctoral researchers because their registration periods are not long enough. This 

restricts the throughput of researchers trained in this method, disadvantages anthropologists 

and would-be ethnographers, and puts it at risk in the long-term: 

 

We were asking, what is ‘timely’? And it's different for different projects…depending on your 

research. There’s two different ideas about timely. We were saying, okay, if you've got a 

longitudinal study it’s kind of barred from ever being a PhD because it’s going to take [short 

pause] unless you’re a part time student you can’t do a longitudinal study full time...it’s 

difficult because you can’t collect data over five/six years whereas there might be somebody 

who wants to do that as their PhD. 

SRHE Validation Event 

 

9.5 Instrumental supervision 

This theme identifies how the time pressures on the doctorate were perceived to be 

influencing supervisors to engage in instrumental supervision. At its most egregious, this was 

thought to be driving some supervisors to place their own needs above their doctoral 

researchers’ needs with toxic consequences.   

 

A minority of participants discussed how stricter deadlines for thesis submission were 

potentially constraining supervisory practices by making it more instrumental. I provided a 

counter-perspective to this in Chapter 7, where the rich and varied ways in which supervision 

operates were shared. However, some participants were concerned that firm deadlines were 

reducing supervision to a technical practice, geared toward submission of a perfunctory thesis 

and nothing more.  

 

In some cases, instrumental supervision was thought to have some benefits, for example, 

when it was directed towards helping a doctoral researcher who may be less suited to 

research complete the degree. In other cases, it may well be suitable for helping doctoral 
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researchers who have experienced serious problems with the research outside their control, 

or who may be experiencing personal circumstances, which alters what they want to achieve 

from the doctorate. This is very far removed from the transformative potential of a doctoral 

education described in Chapter 6.  As one participant observed, instrumental supervision 

tends to be more prescriptive and instructive:  

 

It’s almost as if it’s the supervisor’s PhD. She was told, well this is fine now, you’ve finished the 

PhD, this how you just need to do this and then that needs to be cited there, but so prescriptive, 

that the student felt that it was … that’s not where she wanted to go with it. I mean there’s a 

difference between advising somebody but at the end of the day, it’s always that student’s 

PhD thesis and we have had a couple of instances where they have been almost shoehorned 

into what the supervisor wants them to do, which I think weaker students actually quite like 

ADM02-HumSoc 

 

There were also stories shared of supervisors engaging with instrumental supervision to meet 

their own needs from the doctoral researcher. Typically, this was thought to involve 

supervisors prioritising their own needs over their doctoral researchers’ needs. Examples 

were shared of supervisors ignoring or preventing doctoral researchers from making 

contributions to the direction of the project, supervisors de-prioritising the thesis so that the 

doctoral researchers could work on their publications, and retaining a doctoral researcher in 

the lab until their funding ran out, forcing them into a precarious financial situation (as 

discussed in Section 9.3 above). A troubling example was supervisors blocking doctoral 

researchers from accessing training and other development opportunities so that their time 

is spent in the furthering the supervisor’s agenda:  

 

The power to block students doing additional training, that's maybe something that’s outside 

their, maybe not directly related to the research they're doing but once again according to 

their professional development. Certainly, I think we all have instances at our institutions that 

we can talk to, or we've heard, from students where ‘I can't get out of the lab’. 

UKCGE Validation Workshop 
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Hitherto, I have focussed on some of the more damning perspectives on tighter thesis 

deadlines. In the next section, I take a more positive angle and explore how the perceived 

benefits of a deadline might be enhanced and how the funding structure might be reimagined 

so that doctoral researchers can flourish.  

 

9.6 Four-year funding model 

This theme captures participants’ perspectives about how the future doctorate might be 

structured and funded to compensate for the more negative consequences of tighter 

deadlines that I have explored so far. The responses coalesced around the idea of a four-year, 

fully funded model, though this might not protect against poor behaviour by supervisors and 

those with power.  

 

During the interviews, I asked my participants if there ought to be any deadline for thesis 

submission. With one exception, all participants felt that having a deadline for the doctorate 

was, on the whole, helpful and necessary. There was, however, some disagreement about 

when that deadline should fall. Participants suggested many possible deadlines ranging from 

3 years to 5 years. The average of all responses was 3.6 years. One participant argued that 

deadlines should be specific to each project and so arbitrary deadlines are not helpful. No 

participants argued for shortening the deadline.  

 

For my participants, considerations about what the deadline for a doctorate should be were 

intertwined with their reflections on the purpose of a doctorate. Participants were cognisant 

of the different components of the doctorate, namely, the research and thesis, and the 

training opportunities that run alongside it. They recognised that the doctorate has the 

potential to be a transformative experience, whilst acknowledging that the structural 

conditions of doctoral education should be altered for this transformation to be better 

enabled. A common thread running through the data was that the duration of funding should 

be extended to four years, to align with most institutions’ cut-off points for thesis submission. 

By extending the duration of funding for full-time doctoral researchers, it would give them 

the best chance of taking advantage of the myriad of opportunities within the doctorate and 

experience a transformative educational experience:  
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3 years plus a year is enough to produce a good piece of research and do all the extra stuff 

around it like the reading and the learning and it’s enough time to kind of change you from a 

21 year old into 24 year old, a different kind of person. It’s not so long that when you are in 

your early twenties it feels like forever cause, yeah, it can do at that age. 

SUP01-Med  

 

Participants did not, however, consider the costs of increasing funding packages to cover the 

full four years or the impact that this could have on the number of funded doctoral positions 

available. Nevertheless, some four-year funding models already exist within some UK 

Doctoral Training Partnerships. However, they are rare compared to the standard three-year 

funding model and some four-year packages do not actually give doctoral researchers 

additional time. An example of this was provided by a doctoral researcher participant. Her 

funding, via a DTP, was for four years, but the first year involved a series of rotations trying 

out different projects and research groups. This meant that when she started her research 

project in the second year, she had only three years left in which to collect data, write the 

thesis, and engage with training and development opportunities.  

 

For some participants, funding the full duration of a doctoral registration and not adding more 

requirements into the doctorate would create a much better structure for training competent 

and multi-skilled researchers. For those participants, such an approach would also help to 

protect against exploitation, precarity and associated stresses because doctoral researchers 

would be funded during the completing stage. This was perceived to have benefits for 

enabling timely submission, as one supervisor comments:  

 

as you know, four years is the absolute time limit for submission anyway. So, I think if you’ve 

got four years of funding, you’re in quite a nice position. I’ve got a PhD student who has some 

external funding, basically industry funded for four years. So, he’s in a really good position 

because he cannot be financially compromised when he comes here. 

SUP12-Chem  
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There may well be unintended consequences of raising the standard duration of funding to 

four years. It would mean that fewer doctoral researchers could be funded from the public 

purse if the overall investment level remains static. This could have implications for widening 

participation, for example. It might also encourage ‘scope creep’ for the doctorate and lead 

us to a position where we question whether four years is sufficient for the doctorate to deliver 

all that it is expected to. Nevertheless, the model would help to alleviate some of the 

pressures on doctoral researchers and supervisors explored in this chapter.  

 

At the UCKGE validation event, participants in one group took an international comparative 

perspective on how submission and completion rates are metricised by funders. They 

highlighted how the approach taken by the UK research councils is at odds with other nations 

because it sanctions poor performance rather than incentivise and reward good practice. 

Outside the UK, some funders and governments provide financial rewards for thesis 

completions, which can be reinvested in doctoral education. Whilst this encourages thesis 

completion, the group pointed out that it may result in longer candidatures. Perhaps 

incentivising and rewarding good submission rates, might be an alternative model for the UK 

to consider:  

 

That led to us then the economics of it, to the discussion of incentives. What are the good 

incentives? And there we saw a sort of…difference of approach between Ireland and the UK. 

In the UK there are sanctions, research councils…fine institutions who don’t have a high 

enough completion rate, whereas in Ireland there are not fines but there are financial rewards 

for graduating PhD students which leads to a difference in influence. The UK system then has 

higher, well the completion rate is a shorter time, so completion time counts more. With the 

Irish system, it’s the incentive of rewarding completions that favours completion rates. So the 

sanctions favour completion times and the rewards favour completion rates but a longer time. 

UKCGE Validation Event  
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9.7 Summary of findings 

 
• This chapter has presented the results concerning perceptions of the importance of 

timely submission on submission rates. 

•  A thematic analysis of the dataset revealed that the emphasis on submission rates at 

institutional and national levels has implications for the experiences of doctoral 

researchers and supervisors, many of which are not positive.  

• The first theme discussed the implications of funding conditions for institutions and 

individuals. It showed how concern about the timescales of doctoral research had led 

to the institutionalisation of structures and monitoring protocols to inspect progress; 

it was revealed how doctoral researchers’ funding status influenced opinions about 

monitoring; and it highlighted some disconcerting outcomes for doctoral researchers 

who often found themselves in financially precarious positions and vulnerable to 

exploitation.  

• The second theme discussed how rigid timescales were potentially constraining the 

doctoral researcher’s development and also the type of research project they 

undertook.  

• The third theme discussed how tighter timescales might, in some case, encourage 

supervisors to engage with instrumental supervisory practices.  

• The chapter concluded by reimagining the doctorate of the future. It represented 

participants’ support for a fully funded, four-year doctorate for full-time researchers.  

This was perceived to be a way to alleviate some of the extant pressures in the system 

and protect the transformative educational experience that a doctorate can 

engender.  

 

Having presented the project’s findings in Chapters 6 - 9, I think that it would be useful to 

provide a worked example of how the findings might play out for an individual doctoral 

researcher. I do this by using an example River of Experience (Figure 7) created by the 

participant PGR06-HumSoc. At the time of the interview, PGR06-HumSoc was in his early 
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thirties, writing up his PhD thesis and was in receipt of full funding from the Arts and 

Humanities Research Council (AHRC).  
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Figure 7: PGR06-HumSoc’sRiver of Experience   



 
 
 

After receiving an offer for a funded PhD, PGR06-HumSoc’s experience of the doctorate 

begins, in June 2014, with a ‘relational critical event’. His PhD topic forms part of a larger 

research project funded by the AHRC. The project involves a team of researchers from across 

a number of institutions in the UK. His first taste of the PhD experience is at a project team 

meeting during which he meets other researchers. He notes on the river that this is “daunting 

but exciting” and in the accompanying interview transcript he describes how the challenges 

of ‘relational critical events’ play out. PGR06-HumSoc compares himself to his fellow 

researchers and begins to experience ‘liminality’; he remarks “very soon I realised, do I know 

what I’m doing?”.  

 

As his project unfolds, he encounters his first ‘epistemic critical event’ in January 2015.  At 

this point, PGR06-HumSoc was due to present his research proposal to his progress review 

panel. During the review, he was challenged by a panel member about some of the 

terminology he used in the written document. Following a ‘reflexive moment’, he exercises 

‘epistemic-oriented agency’ by explaining and justifying why he had chosen that particular 

term. The ‘epistemic critical events’ continue into the next bend on his river when he 

commences a 9-month period of fieldwork. This experience was dominated by multiple 

‘reflexive moments’ during which PGR06-HumSoc puzzled over what the overall objective of 

his project would turn out to be in light of the data he was collecting and analysing. Through 

recourse to ‘epistemic-oriented agency’, PGR06-HumSoc followed what the data in the field 

were revealing to him, he problem solved regularly, and he tried to clarify the bigger picture 

of his research project. One ‘epistemic critical event’ in particular stood out for him. PGR06-

HumSoc was attracted to a moment during his fieldwork because it appeared strange, yet 

revealing, to him: “the situation was just so bizarre. I was trying to make sense of what was 

going on, and I was standing there I thought, I really need to look at it at some point in more 

detail, and that has ended up in my thesis, because it was just such a critical moment”. 

 

Next, a ‘temporal critical event’ is encountered in the form of a looming deadline. PGR06-

HumSoc had to submit written work for his progress review but he left it quite late in the day 

before he started to prepare the manuscript. The conditions were right for a further 

experience of ‘liminality’, as denoted by the moment of self-doubt on his river of experience: 
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‘thought I couldn’t do it’. However, PGR06-HumSoc confronts this ‘temporal critical event’ 

after a second ‘reflexive moment’, which manifests as ‘self-efficacy-oriented agency’. More 

specifically, PGR06-HumSoc realises the importance of deadlines to provoke him into action 

in order to get things done. His enactment of ‘self-efficacy-oriented agency’ through planning 

work around deadlines was consolidated during an internship in January 2017, during which 

he was asked to write regular outputs for his placement organisation’s blog.  

 

‘Relational critical events’ are significant for PGR06-HumSoc and occur during three 

conferences. At the start of his PhD, he had been considering himself in relation to others. 

During the three conferences he attends, he exercises ‘relational agency’ by discussing his 

work with other researchers, receiving positive feedback about his contributions to the 

methodology he is using, and expanding his pool of contacts with similar interests. This helps 

him to recognise the value of his work and to re-evaluate his perception of his role within his 

research community.  

 

In the Summer of 2016, PGR06-HumSoc experiences a significant setback in the form of a 

hybrid ‘personal-temporal critical event’. During this period, his partner was moving to join 

him in the city where he was studying, and he was grappling with numerous personal 

challenges. At the same time, the list of tasks related to his doctorate was mounting. 

‘Liminality’ was experienced once more: “I just thought I just can’t do it…I thought I don’t 

know what I’m doing. I was really that close to dropping out”. 

 

He confronts these challenges by drawing on ‘relational agency’ to benefit from the support 

of his supervisor and colleagues in the department. His supervisor exercises her own ‘self-

efficacy-oriented agency’ by securing an extension to his progress review deadline and 

slowing down the pace of work. She also exercises ‘relational agency’ by providing 

encouragement and bringing in extra support from the University’s counselling service.  In 

the end, PGR06-HumSoc has a positive and validating experience at his progress review.  

 

Following his internship, PGR06-HumSoc had three months remaining to complete the bulk 

of his thesis writing to meet an important deadline. This formed another ‘temporal critical 
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event’. However, by this point, his ‘self-efficacy-oriented agency’ was well honed, particularly 

his ability to plan. He was very productive during this time and had a very positive progress 

review.  

 

At the time when I interviewed PGR06 HumSoc, he was making the final edits to his thesis. 

He later submitted his thesis by the institution’s deadline and was awarded his doctorate. He 

now works as a lecturer in a Russell Group University after a brief period in a University 

teaching role. 

 

In the next chapter, I evaluate the significance of the research findings against the existing 

literature and I discuss the project’s contributions to knowledge.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

Chapter 10: Discussion 

 

10.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I consider the significance of the results presented in the preceding four 

chapters. In Chapter 6, I identified four types of critical events in the doctorate: epistemic 

critical events, temporal critical events, relational critical events and personal critical events. 

Critical events can present opportunities for transformative and agentic experiences that 

might enable progress. They can also present challenging moments for doctoral researchers 

when periods of unease and unfamiliarity are experienced.  

 

In the remainder of Chapter 6 and Chapter 7, I presented the research findings on how 

doctoral researchers and supervisors can exercise agency to navigate critical events. The 

findings identified three main agentic modes for both doctoral researchers and supervisors: 

i) epistemic-oriented agency, which tends to be directed towards navigating epistemic critical 

events; ii) self-efficacy-oriented agency, which tends to be directed towards navigating 

temporal critical events; and iii) relational agency, which tends to be directed towards 

navigating relational and personal critical events. I also identified a fourth theme for doctoral 

researchers, liminality, which describes doctoral researchers who feel marginal, are stuck and 

whose progress is slow or lacking.  

 

In Chapter 8, I explored two of the main structural components of the doctorate: progress 

reviews and Doctoral Schools. I identified how both progress reviews and Doctoral Schools 

can be adept at helping doctoral researchers to exercise self-efficacy-oriented agency. Also, 

progress reviews were perceived to be better for supporting epistemic-oriented agency and 

Doctoral Schools better placed for supporting relational agency. However, the effectiveness 

of progress reviews can be thwarted by perceptions of their usefulness and the presence of 

barriers to transparent reporting. Doctoral Schools were also sometimes perceived to be on 

the periphery of the doctoral experience. In such cases, the training offer was perceived to 

be at odds with what some participants felt a doctorate should entail or that the training was 

too generic to be useful.   
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In Chapter 9, I then took a close look at participants’ perceptions of the importance of timely 

submission. The findings draw attention to concerns about doctoral researchers who often 

find themselves in financially precarious positions and vulnerable to exploitation;  a possible 

constraining of the doctoral researchers’ development and the type of research projects they 

undertake; and possible recourse to instrumental supervisory practices. The chapter 

concluded by arguing for a four-year, fully funded doctorate.  

 

In what follows, I evaluate my findings more closely against the existing literature and I 

present what I consider to be the project’s key contributions to knowledge.  

 

10.2 Contributions to knowledge 

To help readers get a sense of what this research project has accomplished, I think it is 

helpful to start by outlining the key contributions to knowledge before discussing them in 

more detail throughout the chapter. I claim that the project makes five key contributions, as 

follows:  

 

• Contribution 1: Some significant effects of time pressure on the doctorate are 

revealed. 

 

• Contribution 2: The content and tasks involved in the doctorate are illuminated 

through a taxonomy of critical events and their features. 

 

• Contribution 3: A theoretically and empirically informed conceptualisation of how 

doctoral researchers and supervisors exercise agency is provided. 

 

• Contribution 4: The research identifies how agency can be enabled or constrained by 

the main structural components and mechanisms of doctoral programmes.  

 

• Contribution 5: The factors influencing timely submission are re-theorised using a new 

model, which considers both the situationally contingent and dynamic ways in which 

progress towards timely submission occurs. 
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I now elaborate on these contributions and discuss their significance in relation to the 

literature.  

 

10.2.1 The effects of time pressure on the doctorate 

In Section 2.4 of the thesis, I discussed other scholars’ opinions about the heightened focus 

on deadlines for doctoral degrees, and the use of submission and completion rates as 

performance metrics for doctoral provision. I observed how most of the literature I had 

consulted was decades old and rarely informed by empirical work. Most of the studies I had 

reviewed were written in the wake of significant policy changes brought in by the Winfield 

and Harris reports. I also commented on how the predictions in those papers about the effects 

of tighter timescales for the doctorate had not been followed up in a systematic way. Also, 

the doctoral researcher’s voice was largely absent from their considerations. This led me to 

identify the following research gap:  

 

• Research Gap 1: There is a need to update our understanding of the consequences of 

the time pressure associated with the doctorate by drawing on a range of views, 

including doctoral researchers themselves. 

 

To convert Research Gap 1 into an empirical investigation, I posed the following research 

question: 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

iv. Perceptions of the importance of timely submission? 

 

In Chapter 9, I presented the results of my thematic analysis of participants’ perceptions 

about the importance of timely submission. The vast majority of my participants felt that 

there ought to be some kind of deadline for submission of a thesis, only one participant 

argued against the use of a deadline. However, there was not a clear consensus about when 
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the deadline for a thesis should be. Participants suggested a range of possible deadlines from 

three to five years. No participants were in favour of shortening the deadline for the thesis.  

 

It was clear from the participants’ views that the duration of doctoral degrees is intertwined 

with the purpose of doctoral education. Participants argued that the duration of a doctorate 

should give enough time to balance the formal requirements of a doctorate – the research 

and thesis – with the enrichment and career enhancing, requirements of a doctorate. This, 

participants felt, would heighten the chances of a transformative doctoral education, from 

which the doctoral researcher might emerge a different person.  

 

What was striking from the interviews, though, was that the doctoral experience was often 

presented as a pressure cooker-like experience. Participants’ accounts drew my attention to 

an unrelenting time pressure in the doctorate. The thematic analysis of the data identified 

three possible sources for that pressure: i) firmer institutional timescales for doctorates; ii) 

the influence of performance regimes that tie submission and completions to funding; and iii) 

time conditions attached to funding packages.  

 

The analysis revealed that the effects of these time pressures are not innocuous. Across the 

dataset there were examples of doctoral researchers finding themselves in financial difficulty 

if they had to rely on an unfunded fourth year to write their thesis. There were reports of 

doctoral researchers facing dilemmas about whether or not they could afford (temporally and 

financially) to take sick leave if their funding package did not fund absence due to illness. 

There were also stories shared of doctoral researchers being exploited by supervisors for 

publications and data without their financial or personal circumstances being considered. In 

some cases, the effects of tighter timescales were perceived to influence the scope of 

research projects that doctoral researchers undertake and constrain opportunities for a 

transformational doctoral experience.  

 

Although many institutions changed their regulations in the mid-1990s to make clear that a 

doctorate could be done in four years including a period of research training, the effects of 

time pressures were felt acutely by my participants. This project shows that this is mainly 
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attributable to funding packages tending to last for three years, not four years, which is the 

sector’s consensus deadline for a doctorate. Also, different career trajectories and an 

uncertain labour market for doctoral researchers have pushed more training into the doctoral 

experience. Whilst this is very valuable, it can still suck up lots of time.  

 

The first contribution of this project, therefore, is as follows: 

 

• Contribution 1: Some significant effects of time pressure on the doctorate are 

revealed. 

 

Contribution 1 is important for a number of reasons. First, it adds further weight to the 

growing body of evidence regarding the potential effects of a poor work-life balance for those 

undertaking a doctorate. In Section 3.2.3 of the thesis, I discussed some studies that had 

shown how progress with the doctorate itself can be slowed or halted altogether when 

doctoral researchers take on paid employment unrelated to their projects (Maloshonok and 

Terentev 2018, Castello et al. 2017, van de Schoot et al. 2013) and when they have heavy 

caring responsibilities (Castello et al. 2017). Other studies have pointed out how  there is an 

ever increasing workload associated with the doctorate itself (van Rooij, Fokkens-Bruinsma, 

and Jansen 2019, Duke and Denicolo 2017, McAlpine 2017, Kyvik 2012) and how that 

workload might also contribute to  the higher rates of mental health conditions for doctoral 

researchers (Levecque et al. 2017).  

 

Second, Contribution 1 provides another perspective on the doctoral experience by making 

visible the nefarious effects of time pressures beyond those that solely relate to work-life 

balance. For instance, they highlight the frequent pressures that doctoral researchers and 

their supervisors face in balancing the formal and enrichment requirements of the doctorate. 

What they decide to prioritise within the doctoral experience can have ramifications for 

future career prospects, the types of projects undertaken, what knowledge is created during 

a doctorate, and the opportunities for development. A key issue was also identified 

concerning three-year funding packages. These were perceived to intensify time pressures 

because they do not cover the full four years of registration, effectively squeezing four years 
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of activity into three years. The data also identified concerns about how three-year funding 

packages can leave doctoral researchers in a financially precarious position if they rely on the 

unfunded fourth year to write-up. The data also showed how three-year packages were 

influencing some doctoral researchers to neglect their own health and wellbeing by 

prioritising thesis submission and completion over tending to their own personal needs. 

Examples were given of doctoral researchers not taking sick leave because there was not 

always provision for sick pay within a funding package. Examples were also given of how 

three-year packages can leave some doctoral researchers vulnerable to exploitation from 

supervisors, especially when they were viewed as a three-year resource in the lab.     

 

This contribution, I suggest, should invite serious reflection and questions about funding 

models, durations and the expectations of doctoral degrees. In Section 9.6, I suggested that 

a standard four-year funding model would be a good start, but I acknowledged the 

implications this might have on overall doctoral researcher numbers: fewer funded positions, 

but better supported.  

 

10.2.2 The tasks and content of the doctorate 

In Section 3.2, I evaluated some emerging literature from educational psychology that was 

beginning to address an important gap in the literature: the lack of attention paid to the tasks 

and content associated with the doctorate. That emerging literature convincingly highlighted 

the role of finding meaning in doctoral work and self-efficacy as enablers of timely 

submission. It did not, however, fully cover situational and social factors. This led me to 

identify the following research gap: 

 

• Research Gap 2 (RG2): There is a need to understand more about the content and 

tasks involved in pursuing a doctorate. In so doing, I can enrich our knowledge of how 

doctoral researchers experience learning that enables progress, as well as identify 

some of the hurdles that might inhibit timely submission and completion. 

 

Whilst previous studies had drawn on concepts from educational psychology to begin to 

address this gap, I needed a different theoretical perspective to understand the social and 
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situational aspects. Consequently, I drew on concepts from critical event theory (Woods 

1993) and threshold concept theory (Kiley 2009, Kiley and Wisker 2009, Trafford and Leshem 

2009, Meyer and Land 2003).  Those two theories  provided helpful clues about the nature of 

critical events in the doctorate by highlighting their possible effects: i) a transformative 

experience; ii) a period of unease and unfamiliarity; iii) an experience of temporal 

unconsciousness; iv) a feeling of communitas; and v) a change in the sense of self in relation 

to others. However, there was no existing taxonomy I could draw on to inform what critical 

events might occur at doctoral level. That led to Research Question i:   

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

i. Critical events in the doctorate? 

 

The data analysis discussed in detail in Section 6.2 identified four types of critical events in 

the doctorate, they are: Personal, relational, epistemic and temporal.  

 

Personal critical events are concerned with how doctoral researcher’s personal lives and 

experiences of the doctorate are interwoven. Some examples of personal critical events were 

described in Section 6.2.4 drawing on research participants’ rivers of experience. Typical 

examples included: uprooting and moving home, starting a new job or changing job, 

experiencing life events such as marriage, birth or adoption of children, separations, and 

bereavements. Illness was also a commonly cited personal critical event by research 

participants. It was striking that just under 1/3 of the sample of doctoral researchers in the 

institutional case study disclosed some experience of a mental health condition.  

 

The identification of personal critical events in the doctorate is important because it 

emphasises how the experience of undertaking a doctorate is not independent of our 

personal lives. This is most likely the case for other educational experiences too. Instead, 

doctoral researchers’ experiences outside the doctorate influence their experience of the 

doctorate itself and vice versa. This draws attention to an omission in threshold concept 
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theory as it has been applied to the doctorate (Kiley 2009, Kiley and Wisker 2009, Trafford 

and Leshem 2009). I argue that because threshold concept theory only concerns itself with 

the academic knowledge generation component of the doctorate, it does not consider how 

progress can be affected by factors outside the educational environment. By combining 

concepts from threshold concept theory and critical event theory, my research has drawn 

attention to the role doctoral researchers’ personal lives have on how they can make progress 

through their doctorate.  

 

The second type of critical event is relational. Relational critical events are concerned with 

how productive working relationships are fostered with significant others in the doctoral 

experience in order to address complex problems. Relational critical events often involve 

transformative experiences regarding research-related problems. This was shown in the 

example river of experience in Figure 5. Figure 5 emphasised how it was the relationship 

between a doctoral researcher participant and her supervisor that empowered the doctoral 

researcher to take some much-needed time away from her research. That decision gave the 

doctoral researcher some breathing space that precipitated a transformative moment when 

she grasped what a contribution to knowledge entailed. This aspect of relational critical 

events overlaps with how relationships are conceived in the literature as an enabler of 

overcoming research-related problems (Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012, Edwards 2011, 2005). 

 

My research also extends existing conceptualisations of relationships.  It shows how relational 

critical events do not just apply to knowledge-based problems. For example, they also 

incorporate how doctoral researchers perceive their community and their role within it, as 

well as how doctoral researchers perceive themselves in relation to others outside that 

community. These findings add to Hopwood’s (2010) conceptualisation of the role of 

relationships in the doctorate, which emphasises the multiple purposes they serve.  

 

The third type of critical event is epistemic. Epistemic critical events refer to those aspects of 

the doctoral experience associated with knowledge creation. In other words, epistemic 

critical events occur during the process of ‘doing’ research.  
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Within epistemic critical events, the two common features of both threshold concept theory 

and critical event theory are prevalent, namely: transformative experiences; and periods of 

unfamiliarity and unease. This reminds us how doctoral researchers’ progress can be easily 

stalled by unfamiliar problems, uncertainty, and the risky nature of research. It is during these 

moments of uncertainty and unfamiliarity that doctoral researchers find themselves in a  

liminal space (Keefer 2015).  

 

The features of epistemic critical events were clearly illustrated in the example river of 

experience in Figure 4. The example captured how one doctoral researcher participant had 

experienced several experimental failures that led her to doubt herself: ‘maybe I am not good 

enough?’, ‘What am I doing here?’. Other researchers have pointed out how doctoral 

researchers who are experiencing liminality might also exhibit a crisis of confidence, mimicry 

of others, or withdrawal (Keefer 2015, Kiley 2009). My project also picked up some additional 

indications of doctoral researchers who are experiencing liminality. As discussed in Section 

6.3.4, those signals include a lack of a coherent approach to the research problem, lack of 

ownership, lack of reflection, and an over-reliance on others to solve problems.  

 

Liminality aside, there was ample evidence within the dataset of empirical critical events 

involving transformative experiences for doctoral researchers. Figure 5, for example, also 

captured the doctoral researcher’s exaltation in overcoming an experimental problem and 

how this led her to be more accepting of the uncertainty in the doctoral experience.  

 

This discussion of epistemic critical highlights the need to recognise that moments of unease 

and unfamiliarity are integral to the doctoral experience. They are often precursors to 

progress and precede transformative moments in the doctorate. But these are dangerous 

moments if left unchecked. For example, doctoral researchers might experience very slow or 

non-existent progress. In more extreme cases, they might experience a crisis of confidence 

and consider withdrawing from their doctorates. However, these moments are not always 

something to be feared. Because they can precede transformative moments in which real 

progress is made, it is important that doctoral researchers get the right help so that they can 
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cross a boundary and advance their relationship with knowledge and the knowledge creation 

process.  

 

The fourth type of critical event is temporal. Temporal critical events refer to the challenges 

and opportunities associated with balancing the many and varied requirements of the 

doctorate. In Section 6.2.2, I referred to the difficulties doctoral researchers encounter in 

balancing what I called the ‘formal requirements’ (research and thesis) alongside a range of 

value-adding and career enhancing activities that I called ‘enrichment requirements’ (for 

example training, conference presentations, publications, teaching, outreach, internships, 

placements and so on). 

 

Temporal critical events again highlight the experiences of acute time pressure throughout 

the doctorate. Unlike Woods (1993) who conceptualised time as being in abundance during 

critical events, the experience of my research participants was largely the opposite. Instead 

of the temporal unconsciousness that Woods (ibid.) describes, my research participants 

tended to experience severe time poverty.   

 

Temporal critical events are not always gloomy though. There were examples of doctoral 

researchers having transformational experiences by seeking out development opportunities, 

which awakened new skills and new possible career trajectories. There were also examples 

of some doctoral researchers experiencing time unconsciously, much like Woods (ibid.) 

describes. An example of this was given in Section 6.2.2 through a doctoral researcher’s 

description of losing herself in data collection and the joy in re-discovering a long-forgotten 

archive. 

 

This discussion leads to the second contribution made by this research project:  

 

• Contribution 2: A taxonomy of critical events and their features has been generated 

to shed light on the content and tasks involved in the doctoral experience. Critical 

events emphasise the situationally contingent nature of factors that influence 

progress.  
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Contribution 2 adds to the empirical literature, which is only just beginning to consider the 

content and tasks associated with the doctorate. As noted, the tasks and content of the 

doctorate have previously mostly been explored from an educational psychology perspective. 

Such studies emphasise the internal, psychological responses to the doctoral experience, by 

focussing on meaning and self-efficacy (Cantwell et al. 2017, Castello et al. 2017, Devos et al. 

2017).  They do not, however, address the situational and social factors that may influence 

the responses they highlight.  

 

My work on critical events complements the educational psychological literature. It does this 

by focussing on the social and situational factors that doctoral researchers might encounter, 

rather than solely focusing on the doctoral researcher’s psychological response.  The main 

types of critical events I identified, and their associated features, might be particularly helpful 

in supporting doctoral researchers who experience liminal moments. Through informed 

questioning, it would be possible for supervisors, and others, to pinpoint the source of 

feelings of unease and unfamiliarity, which might stem from epistemic, personal, relational 

or temporal critical events, and might then be better understood.  

 

10.2.3 Doctoral researcher and supervisor agency 

In Section 3.6 of the thesis, I argued that much of the literature on submission and completion 

rates tended to present a hyper-structural account of the doctoral experience. I argued that 

this was concerning because it risked presenting doctoral researchers as especially passive 

recipients of their doctoral experience. I wanted to take a more balanced approach in the 

thesis by considering how both structure and agency can influence progress at doctoral level. 

This led me to identify a research gap, as follows: 

 

• Research Gap 3: There is a need to investigate how doctoral researchers, and those 

who support them, respond to the opportunities and challenges within the doctoral 

experience.  In so doing, I can further our knowledge of how the actions of key agents 

within the doctorate enable or constrain progress. Any account of agents’ actions 

must also give due regard to the influence of structural factors. Yet plugging this gap 
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will restore some balance to the research literature, which has tended to focus on 

structural, over agentic, accounts of submission and completion. 

To investigate Research Gap 3, I posed the following research question:  

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

ii. Doctoral researchers’ and supervisors’ sense of agency? 

 

The findings highlighted that timely submission of a thesis can be enabled when doctoral 

researchers’ and supervisors’ sense of agency is aligned. The findings presented evidence of 

both doctoral researchers and supervisors exercising their agency in three main ways, 

namely: through epistemic-oriented agency; through self-efficacy-oriented agency; and 

through relational agency. Each type of agency was found to be a response to a particular 

type of critical event. In other words, supervisors’ and doctoral researchers’ agency was very 

dynamic and situationally contingent.  

 

Taking epistemic-oriented agency, as an example, the findings showed how for both 

supervisors and doctoral researchers, this was a response to epistemic critical events. For 

doctoral researchers, it was characterised by a process of deliberation. It involved doctoral 

researchers deliberating and acting on inputs into research projects, particularly the different 

forms of feedback they encounter. It also involved deliberation on and following uncertain 

leads in data generation and analysis, problem solving their way out of difficulties, and being 

able to justify and defend decisions taken along the way. It also involved being aware of the 

bigger picture in the research project, with writing being viewed by participants as a useful 

activity for linking day-to-day practices to the overarching aims of the research project.  

 

A very similar pattern was found in how supervisors exercised epistemic-oriented agency. For 

supervisors, it centred on helping doctoral researchers to be more reflexive about the 

knowledge creation process. Key actions included constructive questioning, prioritising 

regular written outputs, considering how feedback is delivered, and deliberating about when 
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to intervene in the research project and when to hold back. It also involved attempts to jolt 

doctoral researchers out of an experience of liminality by dedicating time to help with their 

problems and bring in outside help when needed.    

 

The second type of agency - self-efficacy-oriented agency - concerned how doctoral 

researchers and supervisors exercised agency to address temporal critical events. For 

doctoral researchers, the exercise of self-efficacy-oriented agency centred on managing 

competing demands on time whilst maintaining a belief that they could accomplish their 

projects. Key actions included using time management techniques; owning and taking 

responsibility for the research project; and, importantly, self-care management.   

 

Similarly, for supervisors, self-efficacy-oriented agency tended to manifest in three ways: i) 

through regular planning and review of the activities associated with the formal, research-

related activities of the doctorate; ii) through regular planning and review of activities 

associated with the enrichment requirements of the doctorate; and iii) making use of the 

support networks available to them.  

 

The third type of agency, relational agency, concerns how doctoral researchers and 

supervisors foster productive working relationships to address both relational and personal 

critical events. For doctoral researchers, it involved fostering productive working 

relationships with other academics and nurturing personal relationships. For supervisors it 

involved reflecting on their relationship with their doctoral researchers and adapting their 

approach; maintaining regular contact with their doctoral researchers; and highlighting the 

joy in research.   

 

These findings on how supervisors and doctoral researchers exercise agency make the 

following contribution:  

 

• Contribution 3: A theoretically and empirically informed conceptualisation of how 

doctoral researchers and supervisors exercise agency is provided. 
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As discussed in Section 4.4.2, some researchers had already begun to consider how doctoral 

researchers exercise agency. Much of the work focussed on the concept of relational agency. 

Edwards’ (2011, 2005) work with practitioners had been reframed for doctoral education as 

the capacity of doctoral researchers to work with others to respond to complex research 

problems. It involves expanding the object of activity, in this case research, by recognising the 

motives and resources of others, interpreting them, and aligning one’s own interpretations 

with the responses of others involved while expanding knowledge in terms of the research 

project (Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012).  

 

My findings undoubtedly intersect with and reinforce the work of Pyhältö and Keskinen 

(2012). My work identifies relational agency as an important agentic mode that enables 

doctoral researchers to deal with research problems. Examples were provided in Section 6.3.3 

of doctoral researchers communicating their needs to their supervisors so that they could get 

help with particular research problems, and also documenting conversations to avoid going 

over old ground and repeating past mistakes with experimental work.  

 

My findings also overlap with other researchers’ emphasis on the broad network of 

communities with which doctoral researchers engage (Pyhältö and Keskinen 2012, Hopwood 

2010). Examples from the dataset include interactions with researchers from across doctoral 

training partnerships, researchers based in industry, researchers working within the field but 

based at different institutions, acquaintances made during a conference, mentors, and so on. 

In Section 6.3.3 I gave an overview of how doctoral researchers identified and approached 

different people from within these groups to help resolve research problems.  

 

My findings also capture an important difference in how I found relational agency to operate 

compared to Pyhältö and Keskinen (2012). Resolving complex research problems was not 

always the objective of relational agency in my dataset, as it was in Pyhältö and Keskinen’s. I 

also found that some doctoral researchers exercised relational agency to nurture a network 

of emotional support throughout their doctorate. This network involved people who provided 

a distraction and welcomed relief from the realities of research, and also those who could 

provide a shoulder to cry on in difficult times. As noted, these roles were sometimes carried 
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out by academics with whom doctoral researchers developed strong personal ties and 

friendships. From this perspective, my research adds further evidence to the literature that 

communities are important and support timely completion in multiple ways (Corcelles et al. 

2019, Castello et al. 2017, Devos et al. 2017, Pilbeam, Lloyd-Jones, and Denyer 2013, 

Hopwood 2010, Pilbeam and Denyer 2009, Lovitts 2001, Deem and Brehony 2000, Golde 

2000).  

 

Another aspect of Contribution 3 is that I identified two additional agentic modes: epistemic-

oriented agency and self-efficacy-oriented agency. Those two conceptualisations of agency 

have barely been discussed in the literature.  

 

In Section 4.4.2, I drew on Hakkarainen et al.’s (2013) work which had investigated personal 

and collective forms of agency in the doctorate. Their work developed the concept of 

knowledge creation agency and tied it together with the concepts of self-efficacy. Under their 

conceptualisation, knowledge creation agency and self-efficacy are combined because the 

research process is vulnerable to regular failures and setbacks. They argue that a sense of 

self-efficacy, when combined with being a member of a well-regarded research community, 

can enable doctoral researchers to feel better equipped to overcome setbacks (Hakkarainen 

et al. 2013). In my research, however, I found that the two concepts of knowledge creation 

and self-efficacy are analytically separable and are a response to two different types of critical 

events. Rather than consider epistemic, and self-efficacy-oriented agency as part of the same 

agentic mode, I argue that they perform different roles in accounting for progress. 

 

As previously summarised, epistemic-oriented agency tends to concern how doctoral 

researchers exercise their agency in order to address epistemic critical events. Self-efficacy-

oriented agency, on the other hand, tends to concern how doctoral researchers exercise 

agency to address temporal critical events.  

 

I suspect that the difference between mine and Hakkarainen et al.’s (2013) conceptualisations 

is a consequence of the different national doctoral systems in place in Finland (where their 

research was conducted) and the UK (where mine was conducted). In Finland, there are no 
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tuition fees and typically there was less emphasis on timely submission when Hakkarainen et 

al’s study was conducted. As discussed in Section 2.3, I outlined how the UK context operates 

with tuition fees being a requirement, funding packages usually having a hard cut-off date, 

and universities being routinely assessed based on their submission and completion rates, for 

example, in REF.  

 

The outcome of the UK system, at least as reflected in my sample, is experienced as a 

‘pressure cooker’ environment for many doctoral researchers. It is hardly suprprising, then, 

that the themes of temporal critical events and self-efficacy-oriented agency were generated 

as analytically separable from other forms of agency given the acute sense of time poverty 

experienced by my participants.  

 

The findings also add to our understanding of how supervision operates in the context of 

timely submission. In Section 3.3, I considered how the role of the supervisors is currently 

conceptualised in relation to timely submission. The empirical literature fell into three broad 

categories covering: i) the role of supervisory style; ii) the role of fit in the relationship; and 

iii) the classic supervisory dilemma of intervention vs autonomy. None of the literature I had 

come into contact with explicitly drew on the concept of agency as a lens for understanding 

how supervisors enable their doctoral researchers to make progress.  

 

As a consequence, the role of supervisors is portrayed in a somewhat static, fixed and 

structural way in the literature. If we take Lee’s (2008) research as an example, it found that 

supervisors tended to favour one of five different styles: functional, enculturating, critical 

thinking, emancipatory, or relationship development. Researchers have argued that as a 

response to the increasing time pressure in the doctorate and the burgeoning of performance 

regimes, supervisors are tending to adopt a more functional, directive supervisory style 

(Lindsay 2014, Amunsden and McAlpine 2011, Halse 2011, Deuchar 2008, Holligan 2005). In 

Section 9.5, one of the themes I identified concerned the effects of temporal pressures on 

supervision. There was some evidence that supervisors were prioritising their own needs over 

the needs of their doctoral researchers, and, in some cases, were reported to be adopting a 

more prescriptive and instrumentalist approach to supervision. However, the instrumentalist 
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approach was not dominant across my dataset. Instead, it was epistemic-oriented agency, 

self-efficacy-oriented agency, and relational agency that were most common forms of agency. 

These findings indicate the supervisor agency is more dynamic and multimodal than some of 

the literature suggests, despite the pressures of performance regimes.  

 

In Section 3.3, I also critiqued some of the supervision literature on methodological grounds 

(making claims based on very small samples) and conceptual grounds (supervisors rarely have 

just one style). I argue that the findings discussed in this chapter provide a new evidence base 

for challenging some of the existing ways of thinking about supervision.   

 

Instead of the static, fixed and structural picture of supervision, which is thought to be 

predominantly functionalist, my findings point to supervision operating in a much more 

dynamic and situationally contingent way. Its dynamism is evidenced by the multi-modal 

forms of agency I identified, and its situationally contingent nature is evidenced by the 

different types of critical events to which agency is directed. These findings should act as a 

caution not to pigeonhole supervisors into a certain style. By labelling supervisors as 

‘functionalist’ or ‘enculturalist’ etc and using that labelling to determine if a good fit exists 

between the doctoral researcher and the supervisor, then we risk ignoring the effects of the 

situational contexts in which supervision plays out. The findings presented here encourage a 

more direct consideration of the content of the doctoral experience and a recognition that 

supervisors will switch between agentic modes depending on the exigencies of the situation 

they are confronting at a given point in time and the specific circumstances of different 

doctoral researchers.  

 

Consequently, the findings from my research align much more closely with studies that 

consider supervision to be a practice that adapts to the doctoral researcher’s evolving needs 

throughout their candidature and recognises that no two doctoral researchers or research 

projects are ever the same (Gurr 2001, Delamont, Parry, and Atkinson 1998, Hockey 1997). 

Similarly, my research complements work that emphasises the need for supervisors to be 

reflexive about their practice (Kamler and Thomson 2014) and to use those reflections to 

inform how they deal with new situations (Halse and Malfroy 2009).  
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By emphasising the situationally contingent nature of the doctorate and the multi-modal 

ways in which supervisors and doctoral researchers exercise agency, I think that we can better 

support doctoral researchers in navigating critical events. Similarly, by taking into account the 

dynamic ways in which the supervisory relationship operates, it might help to ensure that 

doctoral researchers’ needs are more fully met, and better enable their progress.  

 

10.2.4 The role of major structural factors in enabling agency 

In this project, I wanted to give a more balanced perspective than the literature by considering 

the role of both agency and structure in enabling timely submission. Having considered 

agency, I now focus how the main structural elements and mechanisms of a doctorate can 

enable progress.  

 

To achieve this, I drew on sociological accounts of structure through the thesis. Specifically, I 

treated structure as the social or cultural factors that act as constraints or enablers of our 

projects (Archer 2007). I also emphasised that because human beings are capable of 

reflexivity, structures do not determine outcomes (Archer 2007, Archer 2003). Following 

Ashwin (2008), I use structure as a conceptual lens to view processes within the doctoral 

experience. This means that the same process could be considered agentic or structural 

depending on the researcher’s focus. I wanted to understand what major processes in the 

doctoral experience might have a constraining or enabling effect on progress, which led to 

the following research question:  

 

• What are the perceptions of key actors in doctoral education about how the following 

influence timely submission: 

 

iii. The major structural elements of doctoral programmes? 

 

During data collection, it became apparent that the two most significant structural elements 

to influence progress were Doctoral Schools and progress reviews. Both, I found, had the 
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potential to enable progress, but that potential is not always realised and could, in some 

circumstances, have negative effects.  

 

The results presented throughout Chapter 8 show that, between them, Doctoral Schools and 

progress reviews can and do assist doctoral researchers in responding to all four types of 

critical events. Perhaps as a result of the acute time pressure present within the doctoral 

experience, both Doctoral Schools and progress reviews were perceived by participants to 

support the handling of temporal critical events. Progress review panels did this by taking an 

active role helping doctoral researchers to make decisions about what to prioritise amongst 

the formal and enrichment requirements of the doctorate. Doctoral Schools, on the other 

hand, offered training on the tools, techniques and strategies for managing time and speeding 

up tasks. Unlike the calls to challenge the acceleration of academic labour (Berg and Seeber 

2017), doctoral researcher participants in my sample were responding to the exigencies of 

time pressures by looking for ways to accomplish tasks more quickly and efficiently.  

 

The results also identified a divergence in the types of critical events that progress reviews 

and Doctoral Schools could help with. Progress reviews, for example, were perceived to 

support doctoral researchers in dealing with epistemic critical events. They did this by 

providing an additional source of feedback on the project approach and encouraging doctoral 

researchers to justify and defend their decisions. Doctoral Schools, on the other hand, were 

perceived to be more adept at helping doctoral researchers with relational critical events. 

This was because they were perceived to be well placed to enable community building 

activities, which open up new opportunities to doctoral researchers for developing peer 

networks. 

 

Yet progress reviews and Doctoral Schools do not always operate as enablers of progress. The 

results showed how, in the case of progress reviews, they are still viewed by some as a 

bureaucratic waste of time. This perspective was most likely when progress review panels 

failed to follow up on issues, when panel members were laissez-faire or overzealous, or when 

supervisors acted to deliberately conceal issues from a panel. Similarly, unless a Doctoral 
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School delivered a direct and immediately actionable benefit, engagement with their 

provision was considered to be a waste of doctoral researchers’ scarce time. 

 

Progress reviews and Doctoral Schools are not the only major structural components of the 

doctoral experience. The results from Chapter 9 draw attention to two other components 

that may enable or constrain certain actions. Those components are doctoral researchers’ 

funding status and the views of those within the doctoral researcher’s community about a 

thesis deadline.   

 

As previously noted, the benefits, duration and expectations associated with a doctoral 

researcher’s funding package - if they are funded at all - can influence progress. For example, 

where funding packages do not include provision for sick pay, maternity/paternity and 

adoption leave and pay, help with the costs of caring for dependents, or do not cover the 

duration of registration, then it can affect how doctoral researchers respond to critical events.  

The examples given in Section 9.3.3 illustrates the point well. In one case, a doctoral 

researcher was experiencing a personal critical event concerning childcare, which led him to 

prioritise completing his thesis before his stipend ran out. This doctoral researcher had made 

this decision knowing that it came at the cost of engagement with peer networks in seminars, 

preparing publications and taking on placement opportunities. At the time of the interview, 

he was concerned that a focus on the thesis alone was inadequate preparation for his future 

career ambitions. 

 

A further structural factor concerns the views of significant others within the doctoral 

experience. Those views and how significant others act on them can have a substantial effect 

on what doctoral researchers end up prioritising. In Section 9.3.3, for example, I covered 

reports of how supervisors were perceived to be transferring the pressures they were under 

from performance regimes, such as the REF, onto doctoral researchers. The data included 

reports of exploitation practices such as doctoral researchers being retained in the lab, forced 

to focus on data and publications, instead of completing the thesis within the funded period. 

Ironically, doctoral researchers are not entered into REF outputs except through joint 

publication. REF does, however, consider total numbers of doctoral researchers in the 
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evaluation of a department’s training provision and overall completion rates. Arguably, 

departments would do better in REF out of their doctoral researchers if they focussed on 

completions and training rather than using them for papers.    

 

This discussion leads to the fourth contribution of the research project: 

 

• Contribution 4: The research identifies how agency can be enabled or constrained by 

the main structural components and mechanisms of doctoral programmes.  

 

In Section 3.5.1 of the literature review, I drew attention to a group of studies that argued 

that the increasing organisation of doctoral degrees was leading to improvements in 

submission and completion rates. Those studies pointed to the role of structural reforms to 

doctoral education as being the catalyst for improvement. Such reforms included: Doctoral 

Schools overseeing doctoral programmes (Smith McGloin and Wynne 2015, Denicolo et al. 

2010); admissions standards introduced; the use of progress monitoring procedures; 

submission of a research proposal at an early stage of the programme; introduction of skills 

training; research agreements between candidates and supervisors; reduction in the number 

of papers and word count required for a thesis; and use of supervisory teams (Geven, Skopek, 

and Triventi 2017, Spronken-Smith, Cameron, and Quigg 2017, Vidak et al. 2017, Kyvik and 

Olsen 2013, Humphrey, Marshall, and Leonardo 2012).  

 

All but one of those studies took a quantitative approach to evaluating the effects of reforms 

on submission and completion rates. The studies provide convincing statistical evidence of an 

association between the tighter organisation of doctoral education and better submission 

rates. Humphrey, Marshall, and Leonardo (2012), for example, found that their interventions 

raised the probability of submission within four years from 15% to 70%. Nevertheless, these 

studies do not offer insights into the mechanisms through which those structural reforms 

catalyse improvements in submission rates, nor do they identify how reforms might have 

unintended consequences that constrain progress. My research, through its qualitative 

approach, sheds some light on those two points.    
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The discussion of the results so far has shown how both Doctoral Schools and progress 

reviews can help doctoral researchers to navigate temporal critical events. It has also shown 

how progress reviews are perceived to be better placed than Doctoral Schools to support 

doctoral researchers with epistemic critical events. In contrast, Doctoral Schools are well 

placed to support doctoral researchers in navigating relational critical events via the role they 

play in community building. It is worth noting, however, that in some institutions it is the 

Doctoral School, rather than the School or Department that oversees progress reviews. In the 

case study institution, responsibility for conducting progress reviews rested with the School.  

 

My findings have provided further confirmation of the results from the few qualitative studies 

that have evaluated the effects of local policy interventions in the doctorate. In the case of 

progress reviews, for example, my findings support Budd et al.’s (2018) reports that when 

progress reviews are perceived as time wasting, their potential effectiveness is diminished. 

My findings also overlap with those of Mewburn, Cuthbert, and Tokareva (2014) and 

Mewburn et al. (2014) who found that issues are sometimes concealed during progress 

reviews and that engagement with the review process is not always aligned with institutional 

aims. This suggests that more institutional oversight progress reviews and better training, 

support and mentoring of reviewers might be advantageous.   

 

My findings also add to existing studies by drawing attention to how other structural factors 

constrain and enable progress, namely the terms and conditions of funding packages and how 

significant others in the doctoral experience act on their views about the timescales for a 

doctorate. The effects of these structural factors can have a significant influence on what 

doctoral researchers prioritise and spend their time doing. 

 

Having considered the role of critical events, structure and agency in accounting for progress 

at doctoral level, I will now turn my attention to synthesising these concepts into an 

integrated and original theoretical model.  
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10.2.5 Re-theorising timely submission 

As discussed in Sections 3.4.1, a major critique I made of the existing literature was its over-

reliance on education socialisation theory to explain progress and completion at doctoral 

level. I shared the concerns raised by other researchers about how educational socialisation 

is a universalising theory that conceptualises doctoral researchers as an homogenous body of 

full-time, well-funded individuals progressing to an academic career (Acker and Haque 2015). 

I was particularly concerned that in so doing, socialisation theory does not take into account 

the experiences of different groups of doctoral researchers, including those from minority 

and different ethnic groups, those with disabilities (Espinoza 2018, Williams et al. 2016), or 

those with inadequate funding or diverse career aspirations.   

 

Furthermore, I was not convinced by how socialisation theory overplayed the role of 

academic structures, which presents doctoral researchers as passive individuals (Pervan et al. 

2015) who uncritically assimilate into the norms and values of their discipline (Antony 2002).  

 

In summary, I concluded that socialisation had limited explanatory potential for making sense 

of the UK’s diverse, spatially dispersed, and multi-purpose doctorate.  This led to the 

identification of Research Gap 4: 

 

• Research Gap 4: The ongoing usefulness of education socialisation theory as an 

explanatory model is limited. There is a need to revitalise our theoretical perspectives 

so that we can better understand the relationship between i) the content and tasks of 

the doctorate; ii) responses of agents to that content; and iii) the structuring of the 

doctoral experience.  

In Chapter 4, I presented ‘Figure 1: A conceptual model of progress through the doctorate’, 

which drew on concepts from critical event theory, threshold concept theory, and theories of 

structure, agency and reflexivity. Through Figure 1, those concepts were combined into a 

coherent conceptual framework to help guide data collection. Figure 1 accounted for both 

the situationally contingent and dynamic nature of progress.  

 



 
 

 

 248 

Having presented the results from my fieldwork in Chapters 6 – 9, and evaluated those results 

in this chapter, I would now like update Figure 1 with a fresh theoretical model, as follows:  

 

 

Fig 8: A new theory for timely submission 

 

Figure 8 updates Figure 1 by incorporating the results from fieldwork. It is intended as a 

theoretical, rather than conceptual, model. I use the term theoretical deliberately because 

this model is now ripe for testing and refining through further empirical work. I will now 

discuss the main features of the model before presenting a worked example using one 

research participant’s river of experience.   

 

The model commences with critical events. In contrast to Figure 1, which presented some 

possible features of critical events, this model is more precise and incorporates the taxonomy 

of critical events I discussed in Section 10.2.1 of this chapter. I have labelled this box ‘PRET 

critical events’, where PRET is an acronym for Personal, Relational, Epistemic or Temporal 

critical events.  

 

As already discussed, ‘PRET critical events’ provide different types of opportunities and 

challenges for progress depending on the situation. Doctoral researchers are then faced with 

‘Reflexive moments’ during which they deliberate about the situation before determining 

courses of action. ‘Reflexive moments’ necessitate a consideration of the structural factors 

that impinge on the situation and which might enable or constrain the doctoral researcher’s 

desired course of action.  
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Figure 8 lists those top-level structural factors as ‘Doctoral Schools’, ‘Progress reviews’, 

‘Funding’, and ‘Supervisor agency’. Not all of those structural factors will be relevant to every 

type of critical event, but the data from my research indicate that at least one factor, or a 

combination factors, are likely to come into play. Let us consider the example of a doctoral 

researcher struggling to balance the formal and enrichment requirements of their doctorate 

during a temporal critical event. The doctoral researcher may consider the input from their 

progress review panel as well as practical time management tools encountered during a 

Doctoral School workshop in deciding what to prioritise. I have also positioned ‘supervisor 

agency’ here because, from the perspective of the doctoral researcher, when supervisors 

exercise agency, it can have a structuring effect for them. This might be especially so when 

supervisors use instrumental supervisory techniques.  

 

The reflexive moment then leads to three types of agentic modes: epistemic-oriented agency; 

self-efficacy-oriented agency; and relational agency. As noted previously, epistemic-oriented 

agency tends to be directed towards addressing epistemic critical events, self-efficacy-

oriented agency tends to be directed towards addressing temporal critical events, and 

relational agency tends to be directed towards addressing relational and personal critical 

events.  

 

All three types of agency will lead to ‘action’, that is, attempts to realise a project from our 

constellation of concerns. In some cases, these courses of action will lead to ‘progress’ where 

the positive effects of critical events might be observed, for example, a transformative 

experience or a change in the sense of self in relation to others. This will then take the doctoral 

researcher on to the next ‘critical event’ where the process starts again. However, the 

doctoral researcher is now more experienced and might be better prepared for future critical 

events.  

 

In other cases, ‘action’ may not lead to ‘progress’, but instead will lead the doctoral researcher 

to experience ‘liminality’. The literature had identified features of liminality to include being 

marginalised, stuck, lacking confidence, and becoming withdrawn. This research identified 
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other features such as lacking a coherent approach to the research, over-relying on others, 

unreflective perseverance, and a lack of ownership of the research. This is where progress is 

slowed down and eventual completion might be jeopardised. 

 

In Figure 8, there is an arrow leading back from ‘liminality’ to ‘reflexive moments’. This is 

because the doctoral researcher will need to think differently about how to address the 

‘critical event’ confronting them if they are to make progress.  

 

The novel theoretical model summarised in Figure 8 offers a fresh perspective on 

understanding of progress at doctoral level. It makes the following contribution: 

 

• Contribution 5: The factors influencing timely submission are re-theorised using a new 

model, which considers both the situationally contingent and dynamic ways in which 

progress towards timely submission occurs. 

 

Earlier in this section, I pointed out several shortcomings of socialisation theory, which has 

been used to explain doctoral completions. Those shortcomings concern the theory 

conceptualising doctoral researchers as homogenous (full-time, well-funded, seeking an 

academic career); not adequately taking into account the experiences of some groups of 

doctoral researchers (for example, minority and different ethnic groups, doctoral researchers 

with disabilities, part-time doctoral researchers, those with caring responsibilities); 

overplaying the role of structures in the doctoral experience; and presenting doctoral 

researchers as passive.  

 

The theoretical model summarised in Figure 8 presents a fresh perspective on the doctoral 

experience. Drawing on a range of concepts from different theories and elaborated by 

rigorous empirical work, it offers an alternative to education socialisation theory.  

 

First, the theory is not restricted to certain groups of doctoral researchers. The empirical work 

informing the constructs within the theoretical model encompassed a diverse sample of 

doctoral researchers including full-time and part-time, UK-based and international students, 
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different funding streams, and a spread of disciplines. The sampling strategy and distribution 

were discussed in Section 5.3.2.  

 

Second, the model does not consider doctoral researchers as passive and nor does it overplay 

the role of structure. Instead, it shows how progress through the doctoral experience is 

situationally contingent, being influenced by critical events. It also shows how the ways in 

which doctoral researchers formulate actions in response to situations is the result of a 

reflexive and dynamic consideration of structural factors and agentic responses. Different 

situations call for different responses. Progress is not simply reducible to the extent to which 

a doctoral researcher adopts the norms and values of their discipline, as socialisation theory 

suggests. Furthermore, disciplinary norms and values are blurring as interdisciplinarity 

continues to grow  

 

In this chapter I have stated the contributions of my research project, and I have evaluated 

those contributions against the existing literature. The chapter concluded with the 

presentation of a new theoretical model for understanding how timely submission of a 

doctoral thesis can be enabled or constrained. The theoretical model is a fresh and novel 

contribution that offers an alternative to education socialisation and the overtly structural 

accounts of progress that are dominant within the literature.  

 

In the next chapter I conclude the thesis, considering its potential impact and proposing 

ensuing areas for research.  
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Chapter 11: Conclusion 

 

11.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I summarise the main contributions to knowledge made by the thesis, discuss 

the potential impact of the project, suggest areas for further research and make some 

recommendations for practice. I then close the thesis with a brief discussion of my own river 

of experience, through which I share my personal reflections on the doctoral process.  

 

11.2 Summary of contributions 

The objective of this thesis was to understand how doctoral researchers are supported and 

enabled (or not) to submit their thesis by their institution’s deadline. In Chapters 2 and 3, I 

identified four research gaps in the extant literature. In Chapter 10, I discussed how the 

findings had shed new light on those gaps to make five key contributions to knowledge. Those 

gaps and contributions are summarised in the table below: 

 

Gaps Contributions 
We need to update our understanding of 
the consequences of the pressure for 
timely submission. 
 

Some significant effects of time pressure on 

the doctorate are revealed. 

We need to understand more about the 
content and tasks involved in pursuing a 
doctorate.  
 

The content and tasks involved in the 

doctorate are illuminated through a 

taxonomy of critical events and their 

features. 

 

We need to investigate how doctoral 
researchers, and those who support them, 
respond to the opportunities and 
challenges within the doctoral experience.  

A theoretically and empirically informed 

conceptualisation of how doctoral 

researchers and supervisors exercise agency 

is provided. 

 

The research also identifies how agency can 

be enabled or constrained by the main 

structural components and mechanisms of 

doctoral programmes. 
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We need to revitalise our theoretical 
perspectives so that we can better 
understand the relationship between i) the 
content/tasks of the doctorate; ii) 
responses of agents to that content and 
tasks; and iii) the structuring of the doctoral 
experience.  
 

The factors influencing timely submission 

are re-theorised using a new model, which 

considers both the situationally contingent 

and dynamic ways in which progress occurs. 

Table 17: Summary of gaps and research contributions 

 

The first contribution is that the effects of the pressures associated with timely submission 

are revealed. The extant literature, discussed in Chapter 2, was decades old and rarely backed 

by empirical evidence. Doctoral researchers’ voices were also largely absent. My findings 

draw on the experiences of doctoral researchers, supervisors and others to explore those 

effects in detail. My research has highlighted serious concerns about work-life balance; the 

acute time poverty inherent in balancing the formal and enrichment requirements of the 

doctorate; the impact on the type of projects and knowledge produced at doctoral level; and 

the potential of time pressures to constrain doctoral researchers’ learning.  

 

The second contribution concerns illuminating the tasks and content of the doctorate. Save 

for emerging educational psychology literature, there is scant evidence about how the tasks 

and content of the doctorate might affect progress. I addressed this through the identification 

of four main types of critical event - Personal, Relational, Epistemic, and Temporal – and their 

features. Critical events extend the emerging literature by drawing attention to the situational 

and social factors that present both opportunities for and challenges to progress.  

 

The third contribution of the research is to redress the imbalance in the literature, which 

presents a hyper-structural account of how progress is enabled or constrained. In Chapter 3, 

for example, concepts such as ‘supervisory style’, ‘fit with communities’ and demographic 

data were used in a very static ways by researchers to explain progress. My research found 

that both doctoral researchers and their supervisors enacted agency in more dynamic and 

multi-modal ways, in response to critical events. Those agentic modes are: epistemic-oriented 

agency, self-efficacy-oriented agency, and relational agency.  
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The research has also resisted a voluntarist account of progress. The fourth contribution of 

the research is that it has explored, in detail, how key structural aspects and mechanisms of 

the doctoral experience influence progress.  Specifically, the research identified the potential 

effects of the following on progress: prevailing views about thesis deadlines, funding packages 

and regulations on submission, progress reviews, and Doctoral Schools.  

 

The fifth contribution is the novel theoretical model presented in Chapter 10. Currently, 

research on submission and completion rates tends to be under-theorised. Where theory is 

used, it over-relies on education socialisation theory, which has limited explanatory power. 

The model developed in my research draws on a range of concepts from different theories 

and is elaborated by rigorous empirical work. The model has two major advantages over 

socialisation theory: i) it is not restricted to specific groups of doctoral researchers or 

institutions; and ii) it emphasises the situationally contingent and dynamic ways in which 

progress is enabled or constrained.   

 

11.3 Potential impact 

It is important to me that the findings from this project do not remain hidden between the 

covers of the thesis. One of my motivations for starting out on this journey was to help 

doctoral researchers get the most from their doctoral experience, within the time available. 

As I have shown, a doctorate can be a transformative and joyous educational experience, yet 

emerging research on the mental health crisis reminds us that it can also be a difficult and 

negative time for some. I would like my research to maximise the likelihood of the former 

scenario and minimise the latter. To that end, I have identified the following potential impact 

of the project: 

 

Informing training: Unexpectedly, the validation workshops used at the end of the fieldwork 

have taken on a life of their own. The feedback I received from delegates at both the SRHE 

and UKCGE workshops was very positive (see Appendix 10). Participants felt that the currency 

of the research and the well-facilitated reflective activities helped to inform how they 

approached their own practice. This applied across all roles, whether a doctoral researcher, 

supervisor, administrator and so on.   
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Since the validation events, I have designed and facilitated workshops aimed at doctoral 

researchers and supervisors. These workshops are built around rivers of experience and a 

group exercise where participants’ experiences are mapped against my taxonomy of critical 

events. In the second part of the workshop, participants work together in groups to consider 

how they might respond to the various challenges and opportunities within critical events. 

This approach makes participants aware of where the possible challenges and opportunities 

reside in the doctoral journey. They also leave the workshop with concrete ideas of what they 

can do to help manage their progress towards timely submission.  

 

The workshop has also gained external interest. I have already delivered a version of it at the 

techne AHRC DTP congress in January 2020 and I have been invited to deliver it as part of 

another institution’s supervisor training programme. I also had the pleasure of giving the 

keynote at Anglia Ruskin’s 2019 PGR conference. The keynote drew on my research findings 

to inspire doctoral researchers about how to make the most of the doctoral experience and 

still submit on time. I will give a similar keynote at Royal Holloway in the summer.  

 

Furthermore, the UKCGE is organising a sector-wide event on the issue of submission and 

completions in November 2020, at which I have been asked to give a talk based on my 

research.    

 

Institutional evaluation: An earlier version of the new theoretical framework developed in 

this research was used for evaluation purposes. I wrote a report for the case study institution 

based on my findings, which was circulated at senior committees and to senior management. 

The institutional lead for PGR commented that the report provided a useful external 

evaluation of their provision with helpful recommendations for doing some things differently.  

 

There is further scope for the theoretical framework to be used to help institutions evaluate 

how effectively their structures and mechanisms enable doctoral researchers to complete on 

time. The findings concerning Doctoral Schools, progress reviews, and funding terms and 

conditions are particularly useful in this regard.  
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Policy – The research findings could also inform national reviews of funding packages. One 

issue that emerged through the research was the misalignment between the typical duration 

of funding packages (three years), and typical duration of registrations (four years). The fourth 

year of registration can be a helpful contingency to compensate for unforeseen issues in 

research. However, planning to use the fourth year from the outset can place unnecessary 

pressure on doctoral researchers. For example, most doctoral researchers in my sample who 

were planning to use a fourth year had to rely on savings or return home to their parents for 

financial support. Others found full-time employment, which, of course, interferes with time 

to complete the thesis. The research identifies a problem with the assumption that doctoral 

researchers have the financial means to manage without funding in the fourth year. It can risk 

discriminating against those from poorer backgrounds who do not have access to ample 

financial resources.   

Furthermore, the pressures of balancing formal and enrichment requirements of the 

doctorate also led many doctoral researchers in the sample to rely on an unfunded fourth 

year. This was a consequence of the struggle to find time within the funded period to make 

the most of the CV enhancing activities such as teaching, attending training events, preparing 

for their future careers and so on. Doctoral researchers were very conscious that becoming 

career-ready during their doctorate involved a lot more than producing a thesis. The 

challenge for doctoral researchers is how to build these extra requirements into their 

programmes without jeopardising progress with the thesis and their own wellbeing.  

These findings provide an evidence base that might usefully contribute to reviews of funding 

packages at both the institutional and sector level.   

In the next section, I consider the limitations of my research project and possible future 

research.  

 

11.4 Limitations and future research 

It is impossible for a research project to cover every dimension of a phenomenon. The 

decisions that researchers make in selecting theories, samples, data collection methods, and 
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data analysis approaches will illuminate some aspects of a phenomenon and obscure others. 

My research is no exception.  

 

One potential limitation of the research concerns the sample. As discussed in Chapter 5, I 

prioritised experience and connection to the case study institution in selecting my sample. 

This approach meant that novice supervisors and doctoral researchers in their first year were 

deliberately excluded. Consequently, I do not yet know the extent to which my findings apply 

to those in the early stages of a supervisory or doctoral researcher role. Early indications from 

recent workshops suggest my findings resonate with their experiences. However, further 

systematic research with new supervisors and first year doctoral researchers is needed to 

verify how well the findings apply.  

 

The second potential limitation also concerns the sample. My research was conducted 

entirely within the UK. It would be beneficial to repeat the research using institutions outside 

the UK as case studies. This would allow for international comparisons and would provide a 

good evidence base for examining the effects of different HE systems on the doctoral 

experience. Systems that do not have a three to four year duration of doctorates, for example 

in North America, would provide particularly interesting contrasting cases.   

 

The third potential limitation is methodological. The main limitation of using a single 

institutional case study, which was research intensive concerns the transferability of findings 

to other contexts. To minimise the effect of this limitation I conducted two additional national 

validation workshops. The data generated through those workshops reinforced my 

interpretations of the case study data and the findings resonated with participants not 

attached to the case study institution.  

 

However, because all data were qualitative and generated from smaller sample sizes, the 

issue of empirical generalisability still pertains. I think there is an opportunity to do some 

complementary quantitative work to gather data from larger samples. A questionnaire would 

be a good approach. I would be interested in testing out how the features I associated with 

each theme in the theoretical framework (see Fig 8) are generalisable. A factor analysis 
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approach might highlight some new ways that the data fit together. I would also be interested 

in quantitatively exploring which forms of agency have the greatest effect on submission 

times. A multiple regression analysis might be a good tool for evaluating the relative effect of 

each type of agency. Of course, none of these potential quantitative insights would be 

possible without the rich data and interpretations generated from this qualitative project.  

 

A further limitation stems from the project’s focus on thesis submission and degree 

completion and on full time doctoral researchers. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, some 

prior research had raised concerns about how the pressure for efficiency within doctoral 

training risked creating the conditions for instrumentalism to flourish. In Chapter 9, I 

highlighted how some of the nefarious effects of time pressures had become embedded in 

the doctoral process, including the perceived inadequacies of funding packages, instrumental 

supervisory practices, less risky project design, and a sense of acute time poverty.  

 

Together, these effects might be considered anti-educational in that they risk homogenising 

the doctoral experience and constraining the scope for doctoral researchers to experience 

transformative learning. Fortunately, other findings from my project provide a counter 

perspective. In Chapter 6, for example, I showed how doctoral researchers still experience 

unique transformative moments during critical events. Later, in Chapters 6 and 7, I also 

showed how both doctoral researchers and supervisors exercise agency in multi-modal and 

dynamic ways, which protect against instrumentalism and maintain the possibility for 

transformative experiences.  

 

It seems to me that the doctorate is at a tipping point. The combination of efficiency drivers 

and an evaluation of the value of the doctorate based solely on its capacity to prepare 

graduates for the knowledge economy risks reducing the doctorate to an instrumental 

process. It is important, I would argue, that future research continues to monitor how the 

purpose of the doctorate is articulated in policy and put into practice on the ground. Without 

close observation, we may find that doctoral researchers’ transformative experiences 

become obscured by instrumentalism.  
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11.5 Recommendations for practice 

Having explored the potential impact and limitations of the project, I would now like to offer 

some recommendations for practice. The objective of these recommendations is to help 

doctoral researchers, supervisors, and institutions to navigate the challenges and 

opportunities within the doctorate and to maximise the likelihood of timely completion. Each 

recommendation is grounded in the project’s findings and informed by the theoretical 

framework set out in Figure 8.  

 

11.5.1 Recommendations for doctoral researchers  

1. Embrace the four types of critical events (Informed by Sections 6.2 and 10.2.2): This 

research has shown how progress through the doctorate is situationally contingent. 

There are four key types of situations – called critical events, which involve both 

opportunities and challenges to progress. The four types of critical events are 

epistemic (concerned with doing research), temporal (concerned with balancing the 

many and varied demands in the doctorate), relational (concerned with fostering 

productive working relationships) and personal (concerned with the events that occur 

in our personal lives). By being aware of the different types of situations you may 

encounter during your doctorate, you will be better prepared to respond positively to 

them.  

 

2. Responding to epistemic critical events (Informed by Sections 6.3.1 and 10.2.3): 

There is little doubt that doing a research project is challenging and unpredictable. 

This research has identified certain actions that you can take to address those 

challenges and, in so doing, perhaps have a transformative educational experience. 

Those actions include: 

• Resist taking feedback personally: Receiving feedback on your doctoral work can 

be unsettling and it is tempting to take it personally. This might lead you to 

instinctively dismiss feedback or to accept comments unreflectively. If you 

respond in this way, pause and think about why. It can be helpful to reset your 

relationship with feedback. Well-directed feedback is not about you, but it is about 
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trying to bring out the potential in your work. It can be helpful to think of feedback 

as a critical friend. If you are ever unsure about how to respond to feedback on 

your work, or are unclear about what it means, a conversation with the person 

who provided the feedback can be helpful.  

• Embrace problem solving: Doctoral projects are full of wicked problems that will 

take some time to resolve. It is important to allow yourself to get absorbed by 

difficult problems and not to feel overwhelmed if they take longer than you 

thought they would. Often, it is through tackling troublesome problems that you 

experience a transformation in your learning.  

• Practise defending your decisions: It can be helpful to record and reflect on the 

key decisions you make during your project: Why that theory? Why that 

approach? This will help you to evaluate your decisions and to be ready to defend 

them in your thesis, publications, conferences, viva and so on.   

• Think about the bigger picture: It is easy to get lost down rabbit holes during the 

doctorate. It can be helpful to think carefully about how your day-to-activities link 

with your project’s overall objectives. This can help you to determine the value of 

the activities you are engaged with and to think about where they might fit in your 

thesis.  

• Write often: Continuous writing is a very useful method for maintaining progress 

throughout your doctorate. It is helpful to begin writing from the very start of your 

programme. Try not to get too hung up on writing beautifully polished text from 

the start, this will just slow you down. Doctoral-level writing is a craft that takes 

time to develop. Instead, give yourself permission to write messy, imperfect prose. 

Those snippets of writing can form a good basis for discussion and for developing 

your ideas.  

 

3. Responding to temporal critical events (Informed by Sections 3.2.2, 3.2.3, 6.3.2 and 

10.2.3): The contemporary doctoral degree involves a lot of different activities. The 

‘formal requirements’ of a doctorate concern the activities associated with your 

research project and then writing those up to satisfy assessment regulations (for 

example, progress reviews and the thesis and viva). These run alongside ‘enrichment 
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requirements’ (for example, training, teaching, conferences, placements and so on), 

which enrich your experience and prepare you for your future career. It can be very 

challenging to manage those different requirements, which might become a source of 

stress and pressure. This research has identified some actions that you can take to 

respond to those demands. They include:  

• Plan your time flexibly: Think carefully about what adds value to your doctoral 

experience and your career aspirations. Spread those activities carefully over the 

duration of your doctorate so that you get the benefit but are not overwhelmed. 

It is also important to remember that projects rarely go to plan. You should allow 

your project plans to change and build in time to work through those wicked 

problems.  

• Work hard and enjoy it: Doing a doctoral degree involves considerable effort and 

hard work. There is also pressure on you because, ultimately, you are responsible 

for your project. However, it is important not to lose sight of the joy in the research 

process. Remember to think about why you wanted to do your project in the first 

place and make a record of the little victories and successes you experience along 

the way. They can sustain you through trying times.  

• Take care of yourself: Nobody should feel that their doctoral project defines them 

as a person. Remember that you are more than your doctorate. Taking regular 

breaks and holidays from doctoral work is helpful for work-life balance and 

maintaining a sustainable rate of progress.  

 

4. Responding to relational and personal critical events (Informed by Sections 3.4.1, 

3.4.2, 6.3.3 and 10.2.3): Despite the emphasis in doctoral education on becoming an 

independent researcher, the doctoral experience involves interactions with a variety 

of communities. Those communities might include the peers in your cohort, lab or 

office, research groups in your institution and beyond, connections made at 

conferences, friendship groups and so on. Fostering relationships with these groups 

can be transformative for you. There are actions you can take to benefit from 

engagement with a variety of communities, including: 
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• Seek out academic and peer networks: Look for opportunities to make new 

connections and cultivate those networks throughout your doctorate. This can be 

done by attending training, seminars, social events, going to conferences, and via 

a social media presence. Look out too for networks of other early stage 

researchers who will be experiencing similar difficulties to you. Academic 

networks are a rich source of support and guidance to help you overcome 

research problems, seek out advice, and even gauge your own progress. In some 

cases, people in these networks might become lifelong friends and colleagues.  

• Nurture relationships outside the doctorate: Relationships outside the academic 

realm are also really important for your emotional health and wellbeing. Those 

people are your cheerleaders and shoulders to cry on during difficult times.  

 

5. Accept moments of unease and unfamiliarity (Informed by Sections 4.3.1, 6.3.4, 

10.2.3): Your doctorate will undoubtedly be punctuated by moments of self-doubt as 

you encounter many unfamiliar situations. It is easy to let these moments undermine 

your confidence and self-belief. Do not let them. Often, periods of unease precede a 

transformational moment in which real learning happens. Lean into the discomfort 

and persevere, knowing that you can come through the other side.  

 

11.5.2 Recommendations for supervisors 

1. Helping doctoral researchers respond to epistemic critical events (Informed by 

Sections 3.3, 7.3 and 10.2.3): It is likely that the doctorate will be the first time that 

your doctoral researchers have undertaken a significant research project. This means 

that they are involved in a dual process of making sense of research as well as doing 

it. Much of what they encounter will be unfamiliar and, at times, unsettling. There are 

certain actions that you can take to help your doctoral researchers navigate the 

challenges of research. Those actions include:  

• Use constructive questioning: Constructive questioning is a useful way to 

encourage doctoral researchers to evaluate and defend their approach to 

research. Using ‘why’ questions can be helpful for encouraging doctoral 

researchers to become more reflexive, for example, ‘why have you used that 
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method?’, ‘why have you made that particular knowledge claim?’ Questioning 

should always be supportive and commensurate with the stage of your 

doctoral researcher’s research.  

• Request regular writing: Regardless of discipline, requesting regular written 

outputs from your doctoral researchers can encourage progress. It can help 

doctoral researchers to see material evidence of progress – for example, draft 

chapters accumulating - and can provide you with a window onto how your 

doctoral researchers are thinking. This can be very useful for identifying 

problems early on and also provides some raw material for publications 

throughout candidature.  

• Talk about feedback: Feedback is different at doctoral level compared to 

taught degrees. Doctoral researchers may struggle with the absence of a 

‘grade’ and peers working on the same assignment. You may notice that your 

doctoral researchers do not respond to feedback in the way you intend. They 

might become defensive or passively accept your comments. This could be a 

trigger point for a conversation about feedback. Doctoral researchers find 

conversations about feedback helpful, especially when they clarify the purpose 

of the feedback and what you expect your doctoral researchers to do with it. 

Of course, feedback should never be personal and always directed at realising 

the potential in the work.  

 

2. Helping doctoral researchers respond to temporal critical events (Informed by 

Sections 3.3, 7.4, and 10.2.3): The contemporary doctoral experience involves a lot of 

activities associated with the ‘formal requirements’ of the doctorate (research and 

thesis) and ‘enrichment requirements’ (such as training, teaching, outreach, 

publications, internships and so on). It is natural that, as a supervisor, you would be 

most involved with the research project, but it is also important to bear in mind the 

other demands being made of doctoral researchers. There are some actions that you 

can take to help doctoral researchers manage those competing demands, including:  
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• Planning activity early, flexibly and regularly: Working on a research project 

without a plan is unlikely to lead to timely completion and likely to cause 

stress. An effective method is to plan the project approach early on, but to plan 

flexibly so that new leads can be followed up and doctoral researchers have 

time to work through difficult problems. A list of chapter headings can be 

useful as a guide and can be changed and adjusted as the project proceeds. 

Planning should also take into account the ‘enrichment requirements’ of the 

doctorate. Help your doctoral researchers to make judicious decisions about 

what extra training and career development opportunities are right for them, 

or when they should be giving posters/papers, and when would be a good time 

to take those on.   

• Encourage your doctoral researchers to take breaks: To help maintain a 

healthy work-life balance, it is really important that doctoral researchers take 

regular breaks and holidays. Time away can also help with productivity as it 

provides time to mull over problems with less pressure and brings a refreshed 

perspective to an issue.  

 

3. Helping doctoral researchers respond to relational and personal critical events 

(Informed by Sections 3.3, 7.5 and 10.2.3): Research substantiates the important role 

of supervisors in enabling doctoral researchers to make progress. A good, productive 

relationship with your doctoral researchers is critical for addressing a whole range of 

issues that might occur during the doctorate. There are actions that you can take to 

foster a productive relationship and to help your doctoral researchers get appropriate 

institutional support for personal matters, including:  

• Encourage a culture of openness: Doctoral researchers perceive a lot of 

barriers to being open with you. The effects of these perceived barriers can be 

reduced if you focus on building trust and creating an environment in which 

problems can be voiced. Simple actions can help with this, for example, 

acknowledging the difficulties in the doctorate, depersonalising issues that 

emerge, following up on issues when they are raised, and taking care to 

understand more about your doctoral researcher as a person.  
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• Maintain regular contact: Regular contact with your doctoral researcher can 

help to create momentum and a rhythm of activity through the project. It also 

facilitates building a productive working relationship. Universities normally 

specify minimum expected contact, but it is also helpful to be available for 

quick fixes so that progress does not get held up.  

• Remember the joy in research: Whilst it is important not to dismiss the 

difficulties in research, it is helpful to remind your doctoral researchers (and 

yourself) of the joy in the process: the thrill of discovery, the excitement of 

developing new ideas, the privilege in doing interesting and meaningful work, 

and seeing doctoral researchers change over the course of their doctorate. 

This can make supervision an enjoyable, meaningful and rewarding part of 

academic work.  

• Make use of your support networks: Supervisors are not expected to know 

everything, and it can be counter-productive, or even damaging, to try to 

resolve a problem for which you are not qualified. It can be very helpful to 

make use of the support around you. Most institutions have a director of 

doctoral programmes based within a department and a Doctoral School at the 

institutional level. Those staff are a good port of call for help and support. They 

can also help you to get the right support to a doctoral researcher for issues 

related to health and wellbeing.  

 

4. Recognise the signs of liminality (Informed by Sections 4.3.1, 6.3.4, 7.3, and 10.2.3): 

It is very common for doctoral researchers to feel marginalised during their doctorate. 

Often, this is the result of doctoral researchers encountering unfamiliar situations, 

which can be unsettling. The signs that a doctoral researcher is experiencing liminality 

include lacking confidence, being withdrawn or isolated, faking knowledge, blaming 

others, over-relying on you to solve their problems, or appearing to lack ownership of 

the project. By asking questions sensitively, you might be able to identify the root 

cause of the liminal moment, i.e. which critical event(s) it relates to, and then support 

your doctoral researcher through it. Often, liminal moments precede a transformative 
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leap in the doctoral researchers learning, but if left unattended they can easily derail 

progress and completion.  

 

11.5.3 Recommendations for institutions and policy makers 

1.  Review the terms and conditions of funding packages (Informed by Sections 3.2.1, 

9.3.2, and 10.2.1): This research has identified how three-year funding packages can 

be very problematic for doctoral researchers. For example, it is rare for a doctoral 

researcher to submit within three years - most rely on an unfunded fourth year to 

complete their thesis. As a result, funded doctoral researchers are likely to experience 

a financially precarious situation if they write-up a thesis during the fourth year. Also, 

this research has uncovered how non-UKRI funding does not always include financial 

provision for sickness and parental leave.  

Doctoral researchers could be better supported if Research Councils and institutional 

funding packages provided fee and stipend funding for 4 years FTE and non-UKRI 

packages also included provision for sickness and parental leave. Of course, this would 

reduce the number of funded places available, but it would ensure that packages are 

fit-for-purpose and that doctoral researchers who experience unavoidable issues, for 

example illness, are not disadvantaged.  

2. Improving progress review mechanisms (Informed by Sections 3.5, 8.2, and 10.2.4): 

Progress reviews – including the upgrade/transfer/confirmation assessment – are one 

of the key structural processes in place in UK institutions to help ensure doctoral 

researchers make progress. This research project has identified how progress reviews 

have the potential to support doctoral researchers’ progress, but it has also shown 

how they can sometimes be divisive and ineffective. To help maximise the potential 

benefits of progress reviews, the following actions are recommended: 

• Communicate the value of progress reviews: Progress reviews can be a useful 

mechanism for supporting doctoral researchers’ progress. Institutions should 

use transparent language in describing the purpose of progress reviews in 

documents and training. Their less appealing features should be acknowledged 

(for example, monitoring and dealing with poor progress) and their potential 

value made clear (for example, spotting potential problems in the project 
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design, providing an external perspective on work, supporting effective time 

management).  

• Always follow up on issues raised in progress reviews: If an issue is raised by a 

doctoral researcher or supervisor in a review, then ensure that it is responded 

to. Ignoring issues creates the impression that the review process is a 

bureaucratic box-ticking exercise.  

• Provide guidance and mentoring for progress review panel members: Often, 

the effectiveness of a progress review depends on the non-supervisor panel 

member. Without burdening academics with more training, accessible 

guidance and peer mentoring should be used to clarify expectations, time 

commitments, and provide examples of good practice.  

• Review the effectiveness of confidential channels for raising issues: Doctoral 

researchers rarely use the progress review process to raise issues about 

supervision. Ensure that clearly communicated and confidential channels are 

in place through which doctoral researchers can talk about issues and get 

support. The same provision should also be available to supervisors.  

 

3. Optimising the benefits of Doctoral Schools (Informed by Sections 3.5, 8.3 and 

10.2.4): Doctoral Schools are increasingly common in UK universities. They tend to 

operate at the institutional level and have a responsibility for organising doctoral 

education, including the delivery of training. Previous research has identified how 

greater organisation and structuring of doctoral programmes can have a positive 

impact on submission and completion rates. However, my research has also shown 

that doctoral researchers and supervisors are not always clear about the benefits of 

Doctoral Schools and they are sometimes seen as adjunct, rather than integral, to the 

core of the doctoral experience. To maximise the potential benefits of Doctoral 

Schools, the following actions are recommended:  

• Structure Doctoral School provision around doctoral researchers’ needs: This 

research found that doctoral researchers most valued the Doctoral School 

provision that supports self-efficacy and community building. Playing to these 
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strengths and clearly communicating what doctoral researchers will gain from 

participation might help to improve engagement. 

• Encourage partnership between the Doctoral School and academic 

departments: Doctoral Schools are sometimes considered to be an ‘add on’ 

and not fully integrated into the doctoral researchers’ experience. More 

thought should be given to how Doctoral School and 

faculty/school/departmental provision could be woven together into a more 

coherent and meaningful experience and curriculum for doctoral researchers.  

 

I will now conclude the thesis by looking back on my experience and sharing my personal 

reflections on the research process.  

 

11.6 Reflections on the research process  

As discussed in Chapter 5, this project was underpinned by a constructivist approach. The use 

of constructivist research methods can lead to very rich insights into an individual’s 

experience. However, if their use is not carefully considered by the researcher, it can have 

very damaging effects. I would advise all constructivist researchers to test out constructivist 

methods on themselves first, before going into the field. I took this approach with rivers of 

experience, which I repeated several times throughout my PhD. The use of rivers of 

experience, in conjunction with my research project, helped me to make sense of my own 

doctoral experience.  

 

A copy of my river of experience is provided in Appendix 11. I would like to share some of the 

moments from it to highlight the critical events I experienced, and how the relationship 

between structure and agency enabled me to submit on time.  

 

At the start of my PhD I was excited about the road ahead, but I also felt quite nervous. Five 

years had passed since I last studied a formal qualification and I was also worried about 

crossing disciplines. My previous academic training was in modern foreign languages and, 

naturally, I doubted if I would cut it in the social sciences. I also experienced my first ‘relational 

critical event’ at this point. My supervisors were incredibly encouraging and helpful, yet I was 
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aware of their standing in the field. I remember feeling humbled that they had taken me on 

as a doctoral researcher and I was committed to not letting them down. It was at this point 

that I started to recognise ‘relational agency’ and began thinking about the collective aspect 

to research. I realised that how I performed as a researcher also reflected on others.  

 

It was not long after registering that I experienced a ‘personal critical event’. For some reason, 

I was unsure how my workplace would react to me taking on a PhD. Perhaps they would 

question my commitment to my job or take a dim view of my absences when doing PhD-

related work. In the end, I decided to exercise ‘relational agency’ and declare to my line 

manager and colleagues that I was pursuing a PhD. Everyone was extremely supportive, and 

my workplace agreed to cover my fees as part of my continued professional development. 

This was much appreciated and eased the financial burden of doing a PhD.  

 

An early ‘epistemic critical event’ was the methods training. I really enjoyed learning about 

social science methods and the training helped me to get to grips with how to approach 

research. I would have liked more opportunity to practice methods, but, on the whole, the 

training helped the development of my ‘epistemic-oriented agency’. Suddenly, papers made 

more sense and I understood more about what constitutes knowledge. My ‘epistemic-

oriented agency’ continued to develop as a I grappled with theories and methodology. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, I began to get used to the messiness of theory development and how 

it is not always a simple process of taking a ready-made framework and applying it to a new 

context.  

 

I encountered a structural constraint at the end of my second year. I applied to the ethics 

committee, which was very slow to consider my initial application and my subsequent 

responses to their fairly trivial queries. At the time, I had developed my interview guides and 

was itching to get into the field. The delay was frustrating.  

 

Eventually, I got the green light to start collecting data and it was a revelation. I had a 

transformative ‘epistemic critical event’ during the pilot study. It was a privilege to spend time 

with participants and to hear about their experiences. I also felt a strong sense of 
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responsibility to do some good with the sometimes very personal stories participants shared 

with me. I was also thrilled by the data generated when I tested the ‘rivers of experience’ 

method. The successful pilot bolstered my sense of ‘epistemic-oriented agency’ and made me 

more confident about the next stages of data collection.  

 

The most significant ‘personal critical event’ of my life happened in 2017 when my son, Harry, 

was born. This came after five long years of IVF heartache and disappointment. Everything 

changed and I wondered if I would be able to continue with the PhD. My supervisors showed 

exemplary ‘relational agency’ during this time. They shared in the joy of Harry’s arrival, gave 

me space to adjust to my new life, and really helped me to get going again with my research.  

 

This was followed by a period of intense activity on my PhD. I started to collect data in the 

institutional case study. It was during this period that my ‘epistemic oriented agency’ came 

to the fore. I was deeply engaged in reflecting on the data and trying to work out what those 

data were telling me. Fieldwork was an immense privilege. I was humbled by how open my 

research participants were, which cemented my strong sense of ethical responsibility to 

them. I experienced lots of ‘relational critical events’ during this time too. I was presenting 

my work at conferences and taking my first steps toward publishing. By exercising ‘relational 

agency’ in this way, I started to receive positive feedback about the work. A highlight was 

when a doctoral researcher approached me after a conference presentation to say: “thank 

you for describing our lives”. This type of response helped me to recognise the real value of 

my work.  

 

Shortly after, I hit a ‘personal critical event’, which took a lot out of me. The emotional strain 

of years of IVF, the demands being made of me at work, and adjusting to a new way of life as 

a father all floored me. I experienced episodes of anxiety and had to seek professional help. 

Things worsened when I experienced a bereavement of a close relative. Fortunately, 

counselling helped me to cope, and I was able to regain some balance in my life. Again, my 

supervisors recognised what I was going through and were incredibly supportive.  
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After this point, I experienced a series of affirming ‘epistemic critical events’. By exercising 

‘epistemic oriented agency’, I was able to interpret my data and root them in theory. I relished 

in the complexity of qualitative analysis. I distinctly remember the moment when I began to 

understand the relationship between critical events, agency and structure. It felt like a 

moment of epiphany. I excitedly ran downstairs to share my findings with my wife. It felt 

surreal being the only person in the world who held this knowledge. It was thrilling.  

 

The final step was writing up. I had a moment of liminality questioning whether I was up to 

the task. I worried that I would not have enough to say, but the opposite turned out to be the 

case. I derived so much joy in thinking my work through and seeing the story come together. 

I remember the motivating feeling that I was really on to something and my belief in the 

research grew ever stronger. I now have a taste for research, and excitedly look to the future 

to see what it might bring.  

 

In conclusion, my experience of the doctorate has been truly transformative. There have been 

many periods of unease, but the different ways in which I have exercised agency and the 

different support I have received along the way enabled me to submit three years ahead of 

my institution’s deadline. It is the new sense of self and the wonderful relationships I formed 

along the way that I hope will continue to enrich my life for many years to come.   
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Appendix 1 – Briefing pack for case study institution 
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Research Project: Understanding what leads to timely and successful 
submission of PhD Theses 
 
What is this research project about? 
This research project explores what helps or hinders timely submission of PhD theses. Timely 

submission of full time doctorates has become a critical factor for continued research funding 

for universities and my research aims to help universities understand what they can do to 

help postgraduate researchers complete their doctorate on time. 

 

My interest in the topic of timely submission stems from my professional experience working 

as a manager of a Doctoral College. Through my profession, I have witnessed how universities 

across the world are under increasing pressure to ensure that PhD students submit their 

theses within a pre-determined timeframe. This pressure emanates from numerous and 

varied government policies that encourage universities to improve the proportion of students 

submitting within a ‘reasonable’ timescale. In the United Kingdom, for example, Research 

Councils set targets for institutions which, if not achieved, lead to institutions being cut off 

from accessing further financial investment in doctorates.  The timeliness of doctoral 

completions is not an issue confined to the UK. In Sweden and the Netherlands, for example, 

laws have been passed to limit the duration of doctoral programmes. In Russia, doctoral 

programmes have been restructured recently to improve completion rates. In the United 

States and Spain, there is widespread concern about the very low proportions of students 

completing a doctorate after registration. The issue of timely completions of doctorates is, 

therefore, an issue that affects doctoral programmes on a global scale.  

 

Whereas these policies have drawn attention to the issue of low completion rates and lengthy 

times to degree, they do not offer universities any guidance on what approaches can be taken 

to support doctoral researchers to timely and successful submission of their theses. My 

research project aims to fill this gap by exploring the question: what helps doctoral 

researchers to submit their theses in a timely fashion and with a successful outcome at the 

viva voce examination?  

  

Building on previous work, my research project explores the influences of the intellectual and 

affective attributes of PhD students; the size and scope of projects; the impact of different 

supervisory approaches; the role of local and institutional research cultures; and the policy 

context.    

 

What will [Case Study] gain from this research? 
I am grateful to [Case study] for granting me permission to carry out fieldwork. I am keen to 

repay this kindness so that [Case study] can benefit directly from the research project. I would 

be pleased to offer the University the following: 

 

• Producing summary reports of findings for Learning & Teaching/Research 

committees; 

• Presenting findings to departments/schools or special interest groups within the 

University; 
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• Sharing publications and other outputs from the research. 

 

What is involved in the research?  
This stage of the research project conforms to a single institution case study approach with 

two main strands: i) document analysis; and ii) semi-structured interviews.  

 

The research design involves fieldwork in three Schools representing a spread of disciplines 

(Humanities, Social Sciences and STEM). Fieldwork is planned to take place over three one-

week visits. Each visit will be dedicated to working in a particular School.  

 

In order to facilitate the research process, and to help me gain an understanding of the key 

issues on the minds of those working with doctoral researchers, it would be helpful to have 

access to the following documents from Schools prior to each visit (if they are willing to share 

these):  

 

• Statistics on submission and completion rates 

• Overview statistics of the composition of School PGR populations 

• School PGR handbook 

• PRES results 

• School Annual Review reports 

• Staff-student committees 

 

To protect the anonymity of individuals and their confidentiality, I would be happy to receive 

redacted versions of the above documents.  

 

The main source of data collection is semi-structured interviews. Within each School I intend 

to interview c. 5 full-time students in their final year or beyond; c. 5 experienced supervisors 

and the academic and administrative leads for PGR. At the institutional level, I would also like 

to interview the academic and administrative leads within the Doctoral Academy.  

 

The project has been approved by Royal Holloway’s ethics committee. Measures will be taken 

to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of research participants. Copies of the 

information sheet for participants and the interview consent form are appended.  

 

A proposed timeline for data collection is set out below. I am, of course, amenable to changing 

this timeline so that it is convenient for the University.  
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What support does the researcher need from [Case study]?  
The research will be carried out to cause as little disruption as possible to normal working 

patterns. However, I will require some assistance with practical matters such as: 

 

• Support with securing agreement from Schools to participate in project; 

• Support from School for contacting and recruiting participants; 

• Support with room bookings for interviews. 

 

It would be helpful if I could have access to a named contact who would act as a gatekeeper 

for the early stages of work. I would keep interaction with this individual to what is essential 

for the project as I appreciate that they will be busy with other commitments.  

 

About the researcher 
My name is Shane Dowle and I am part-time PhD researcher at Royal Holloway, University of 

London. My PhD research is supervised by Professors Rosemary Deem (Vice Principal 

Teaching Innovation and Dean of the Doctoral School) and Pam Denicolo (Professor Emerita 

University of Reading). I have presented my PhD work at international conferences including 

the Society for Research into Higher Education and UK Council for Graduate Education. 

 

I am also the manager of the University of Surrey’s Doctoral College and engaged with 

doctoral education at the sector-level. I am responsible for co-ordinating the Academic 

Registrars Council Postgraduate Group; I am a regular attendee of the UKCGE’s Graduate 

School Managers’ Network; and I have served on advisory boards for the QAA and the HEA’s 

PRES survey. 

 

March
•Secure agreement to participate of 3 Schools
•Receive documents from Schools
•Recruit inteview participants from School 1

April
•Week visit to School 1 for interviews
•Recruit interview participants from School 2

May
•Week visit to School 2 for interviews
•Recruit interview participants from School 3

June
•Week visit to School 3 for interviews
•Conduct any outstanding interviews 
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I am an alumnus of Cardiff University having graduated with a First Class degree in modern 

foreign languages in 2006. I also hold an MA (Distinction) from Birkbeck College, University of 

London.  
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Appendix 2 – Participant information sheet (Case Study Institution) 
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Information sheet for interview participants  

Thank you for your interest in participating in my PhD research project. You will find more 

information about the research in this information sheet. If you would like to take part in 

the research, or discuss it further, please contact me on:  

Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk  

Shane Dowle 
PhD Student (School of Management, Royal Holloway, University of London)  

What is the purpose of the research?  

This research project investigates what leads to timely and successful submission of PhD 

theses by exploring the experiences, views and perceptions of key stakeholders in doctoral 

education. I am most interested in speaking to PhD students, supervisors, programme 

directors, administrators and institutional leads.  

The findings of the research may in time be used to inform practice in doctoral education 

which, it is hoped, will help to improve the experiences and chances of success of future 

PhD students.  

Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen because you are one of the key stakeholders in doctoral education 

listed above. I am really interested in learning from your experience and hearing about what 

it is like to be involved in your doctoral programme – either as a student, supervisor, 

programme director, administrator or institutional lead – at your university.  

Your experiences and views are invaluable and will assist me in identifying what helps to 

ensure that doctoral students make timely and successful progress towards the PhD.  

Do I have to take part?  

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. There will be no negative consequences 

for you whether or not you choose to take part.  

If you decide that you would like to participate in this research you have the right to 

withdraw at any point without giving reasons for your decision. You may also decline to 

answer any questions during the interview without giving a reason.  

What do I have to do?  

If you would like to take part in this interview then please contact me, Shane Dowle, using 

the email address below:  

Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk  
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When I hear from you we will organise a convenient time and location to meet for the 

interview. The interview will last for approximately 1.5 – 2 hours and will be recorded.  

The interview itself will be relaxed and informal. The interviews are semi-structured but 

questions will likely cover student progress and development throughout the PhD; 

supervision; the support structures in the department, University and beyond; and relevant 

policies and practices. If you are a student, you are also asked to reflect on your experience 

as a doctoral researcher in advance of the interview using the ‘rivers of experience’ 

technique (see guidance on page 4 of this document).  

What happens to the information I give at the interview?  

All information you provide during the interview will be treated confidentially, except in 

very unlikely circumstances where there is a legal or ethical obligation to disclose 

information, for example, if you are in danger. Any disclosure would be handled in 

accordance with the British Psychological Society’s Code of Ethics and Conduct. You can 

expect that I would discuss any disclosure with you, seeking your permission to do so, and I 

would limit any disclosure to what is absolutely necessary whilst trying to protect your 

anonymity as far as is practicable and ethically sound to do so. I would consult with my 

supervisors before any disclosure and the reason for disclosure would be documented.  

This is a very unlikely scenario. Under normal circumstances, the only person who will know 

that you took part in the research is me.  

The interviews will be transcribed either by me or by a reputable and authorised transcriber 

who will be required to sign a confidentiality agreement before undertaking the work.  

Transcriptions will be anonymised and any potential identifiers removed by me. I will be the 

main person to have access to the transcriptions though it may be appropriate for me to 

share them, on occasions, with my PhD supervisors who will also be required to treat the 

information confidentially.  

The transcriptions will be stored electronically and password protected.  

What will happen to the results of the study?  

The results of the study will be made available in my PhD thesis, conference presentations 

and any resulting publications. The results might also be shared with policy makers, funders 

of doctoral education and other universities.  

If requested, I can provide you with a copy of the interview transcript.  

Who is funding the study?  

The study is funded by the University of Surrey.  
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Who has approved the study?  

The study has been approved by the Royal Holloway, University of London Ethics 

Committee.  

About the researcher  

I am undertaking this research on a part-time basis at Royal Holloway, University of London. 

A link to my profile is available here. I am also employed full-time at the University of Surrey 

as the Doctoral College Manager. A link to our website is available here.  

Contact for further information  

If you have any questions or queries about any aspect of the research, or if you would like to 

take part, I would be happy to talk to you. Please contact me on:  

Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk  

Thank you for reading this information sheet and considering taking part in the research.  

Shane Dowle 

PhD Student 
School of Management 
Royal Holloway, University of London  
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Instructions for creating your ‘River of Experience’  

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research project. The purpose of the research is 

to explore what leads to timely and successful submission of PhD theses.  

Before we meet, I would like you to create a visual record of your PhD project using a 

technique called ‘rivers of experience’.  

To create your ‘river experience’, please envisage your PhD project as a winding river. 

Against each bend in the river, make a short note of an incident or experience that was 

critical or significant in some way to how your PhD project has unfolded over time to where 

it is now. Please remember that there is no right or wrong way to do this. The most 

important thing is that you capture the experiences that were significant to you.  

Please bring your river of experience along with you to the interview, during which we can 

discuss it in more detail.  

An example of ‘river of experience’ is provided below. This is taken from an unrelated 

research project in which participants were asked to reflect on how they became a doctoral 

student.  

I am very grateful to you for volunteering to speak to me and I look forward to hearing more 

about your experiences of doing a PhD when we meet.  
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Example ‘river of experience’: Reflections on how I became a PhD student6 

 

 

 

 
6 This example river of experience appears in (Denicolo 2003) and was generously donated by a research participant to Prof Pam Denicolo 
for teaching purposes. 
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Appendix 3 – Consent form (Case study institution) 
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Title of project: Getting there on time: Understanding what leads to timely and successful   

submission of PhD theses  

 

Name of researcher: Shane Dowle  

 

By signing this consent form I confirm that: 

 

1. I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study.   I have had 

the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these 

answered satisfactorily. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason and without any negative consequences for me. 

3. I understand that I can decline to answer any or all of the interviewer’s questions 

without giving a reason.  

4. I have been informed that the interview will be recorded and I give my consent for 

this recording to be made. 

5. I understand that the recording will be transcribed by the researcher or by a trusted 

third party transcriber and that the transcription will be anonymised with identifiers 

removed. I give my consent for a transcription to be made.  

6. I understand that all information I provide will be treated as confidential to the 

researcher and supervisors (except in very unlikely circumstances where there is a 

legal or ethical obligation to disclose information, for example, if I am in danger) and 

will be anonymised.   

7. I agree to the use of anonymised direct quotations from my interview in 

publications, including the thesis, and presentations arising from this study.  

8. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of participant: 

 

 

 

Signature of participant: Date: 
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Appendix 4 – Interview guide example 
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Introduction 

 

1. The purpose of this research is to explore what leads to timely and successful 

submission of PhD theses.  I find this topic fascinating and I really hope to be able to 

use the findings from the research to help students, supervisors and universities who 

are grappling the issue.   I am very grateful to you for volunteering to speak to me 

and I look forward to hearing more about your experiences of doing a PhD. In 

particular, I would really like to hear about when you have felt that you are making 

good progress towards submission, for instance, what were the particular enablers? 

Also I would like to learn from you about any particular hindrances where you have 

felt that you might not meet your submission deadline.   

2. I will be interviewing a number of other students, supervisors, and administrators in 

your department as well as individuals with an institutional responsibility for PhD 

students.  Your responses today will help me to understand what helps or hinders 

progress towards submission so I would really appreciate it if you could give as much 

detail as possible in your answers.   

3. I would like to take this opportunity to remind you that there will be no negative 

consequences for you as a result of participating in this research.  You may decline to 

answer any or all of my questions during the interview without giving a reason and I 

shall check with you at the end of the interview that you are happy for me to use the 

data we create today.  Any information you give in the interview will be treated 

confidentially (except in very unlikely circumstances where there is a legal or ethical 

obligation to disclose information, for example, if you are in danger) and will be 

anonymised.  

4. I will be making a recording of this interview.  Is that okay with you? [Switch on 

recorders at this point] 

5. The audio files will be transcribed either by me or a trusted transcriber.  The 

transcriber will be required to sign a confidentiality agreement before being granted 

access to the recordings.  The transcripts will be anonymised and anything that could 

identify you as an individual will be removed.  My supervisors and I will be the only 

people to have access to the anonymised transcripts.  Is that okay with you? [Sign 

the agreement at this point] 

6. Do you have any questions before we start?  

Background  

 

7. Tell me a bit about yourself and how you came to your PhD.  

Find out: MoA; Year of study; Funding arrangements; 

8. What were your main motivations for doing a PhD? 

9. What attracted you to this department and university to do your PhD? 
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The Project 

 

10. Tell me a bit about your project. What is it about?  

11. What interested you in that topic?   

12. Who came up with the idea for your project? 

13. In general, how do you feel that your project is going?  

14. I’d like us to discuss your Rivers of Experience diagram. Would you please talk me 

through the key experiences you identified? 

Prompt: How and why did those experiences support/hinder progress with the 

project? 

 

Student Intellectual and Affective traits 

 

15. Reflecting on your diagram, how do you think you have developed as a researcher 

during your time here so far?  

Prompt: what intellectual/emotional skills have you developed?  

16. Have the things you identified helped you to make progress with your project? How? 

(Back up questions if they’ve not done a River of Experience: 
Can you tell me about how you have developed as a researcher during your time here so 
far?  
Prompt: what intellectual/emotional skills have you developed? 
Can you think of how an example of how the things you have identified have helped you 
to make progress with your project?) 
 

Supervision 

 

17. Could you tell me a bit about your supervisors please?  

18. How would you describe your relationship with your supervisors?  

19. Are there particular things that your supervisors do that you find helpful for 

progressing with your project?  

Probe: Why are those things so effective do you think? 

20. Is there anything you think that your supervisors could do, or do more of, to help 

you move forward with your project?  

Probe: Why would that be helpful for making progress do you think?  

21. What would you do if you experienced any problems with your supervision? 

The Department 
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22. Tell me a bit about how the progress review process operates in the School? Have 

you found this to be useful for supporting your progress? 

23. Would you know who to approach if you had an issue with your PhD? Have you ever 

had to do that? How did it go? 

24. What is the community like in your School?  

Probe: Has it been helpful to you in making progress do you think?  

25. Tell me how you can give feedback on your experience? What is done in response to 

that feedback?  

Teaching/Demonstrating 

 

26. Have you done any teaching or demonstrating as a part of your PhD? 

 

27. Have you found it helpful for your own PhD project?  

 

Probe: If so, why? If not, why not? 

 

Broader research culture 

 

28. Have you used the Doctoral Academy? 

29. Do you find the training helpful for your own progress? 

Probe: If so, why? If not, why not? 

 

Submission policy 

 

30. When is your submission deadline?  

31. Do you feel confident about meeting that deadline?  

32. Do you feel pressure to submit by your deadline?  

33. What would happen to you if you didn’t meet that deadline?  

Concluding the interview 

 

34. That was the last of the questions I wanted to ask you. Is there anything you wanted 

to tell me that I did not ask you about? 

35. Do you have any questions you want to ask me?  

36. Thank you for your time today.  Are you still happy for me to use the data from 

today’s interview? 

37. As a next step this interview will be transcribed and anonymised.  If you would like 

me to send you a summary of the interview or a copy of the transcript please just let 

me know at any time.  
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Appendix 5 – Information sheet and consent form (Pilot) 
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Interview consent form – Pilot study 
 

Title of project: Getting there on time: Understanding what leads to timely and successful   

submission of PhD theses  

Name of researcher: Shane Dowle  

By signing this consent form I confirm that: 

1. I have read and understood the information sheet for the above study.   I have had 

the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these 

answered satisfactorily. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason and without any negative consequences for me. 

3. I understand that I can decline to answer any or all of the interviewer’s questions 

without giving a reason.  

4. I have been informed that the interview will be recorded and I give my consent for 

this recording to be made. 

5. I understand that the recording will be transcribed by the researcher or by a trusted 

third party transcriber and that the transcription will be anonymised with identifiers 

removed. I give my consent for a transcription to be made.  

6. I understand that all information I provide will be treated as confidential to the 

researcher and supervisors (except in very unlikely circumstances where there is a 

legal or ethical obligation to disclose information, for example, if I am in danger) and 

will be anonymised.   

7. I understand that the information I provide in this pilot study will not be used in 

research outputs resulting from the project.  

8. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of participant: 

 

 

 

Signature of participant: Date: 
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Getting there on time: Understanding what leads to timely and 
successful submission of PhD theses 
 

Information sheet for pilot interview participants 
Thank you for your interest in participating in the pilot stage of my PhD research project.  

You will find more information about the research in this information sheet.  If you would 

like to take part in the research, or discuss it further, please contact me on: 

 

• Email: Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk 

• Phone:  

Shane Dowle 
PhD Student (School of Management, Royal Holloway, University of London) 
 
What is the purpose of the research? 
 

This research project investigates what leads to timely and successful submission of PhD 

theses by exploring the experiences, views and perceptions of key stakeholders in doctoral 

education.  I am most interested in speaking to PhD students, supervisors, programme 

directors, administrators and institutional leads.   

 

The findings of the research may in time be used to inform practice in doctoral education 

which, it is hoped, will help to improve the experiences and chances of success of future 

PhD students.  This pilot stage will also be used to refine the questions asked in the 

interviews.  

 

Why have I been chosen? 
You have been chosen because you are one of the key stakeholders in doctoral education 

listed above.  I am really interested in learning from your experience and hearing about 

what it is like to be involved in your doctoral programme – either as a student, supervisor, 

programme director, administrator or institutional lead – at your university.  

 

Your experiences and views are invaluable and will assist me in identifying what helps to 

ensure that doctoral students make timely and successful progress towards the PhD.  

 

Do I have to take part? 
Participation in this research is entirely voluntary.  There will be no negative consequences 

for you whether or not you choose to take part.  

 

If you decide that you would like to participate in this research you have the right to 

withdraw at any point without giving reasons for your decision. You may also decline to 

answer any questions during the interview without giving a reason.  

 



 
 

 

 305 

What do I have to do? 
 

If you would like to take part in this interview then please contact me, Shane Dowle, using 

either of the contact details below: 

 

• Email: Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk 

• Phone:  

When I hear from you we will organise a convenient time and location (normally within the 

University but away from your department) to meet for the interview.  The interview will 

last for approximately 1.5 – 2 hours and will be recorded.   

 

The interview itself will be relaxed and informal.  The interviews are semi-structured but 

questions will likely cover student progress and development throughout the PhD; 

supervision; the support structures in the department, University and beyond; and relevant 

policies and practices.    

 

What happens to the information I give at the interview?  
 

All information you provide during the interviews will be treated confidentially, except in 

very unlikely circumstances where there is a legal or ethical obligation to disclose 

information, for example, if you are in danger.  Should a need to arise to disclose anything 

revealed during the interview then this would be handled in accordance with the British 

Psychological Society’s Code of Ethics and Conduct.  You can expect that I would discuss any 

disclosure with you, seeking your permission to do so, and I would limit any disclosure to 

what is absolutely necessary whilst trying to protect your anonymity as far as is practicable 

and ethically sound to do so.  I would consult with my supervisors before any disclosure and 

the reason for disclosure would be documented.  

 

This is a very unlikely scenario.  Under normal circumstances, the only person who will know 

that you took part in the research is me.  

 

The interviews will be transcribed either by me or by a reputable and authorised transcriber 

who will be required to sign a confidentiality agreement before undertaking the work.   

 

Transcriptions will be anonymised and any potential identifiers removed by me.  I will be the 

main person to have access to the transcriptions though it may be appropriate for me to 

share them, on occasions, with my PhD supervisors who will also be required to treat the 

information confidentially. 

 

The transcriptions will be stored electronically and password protected.  

 

What will happen to the results of the study? 
If requested, I can provide you with a summary and/or copy of the transcription of what is 

said at the interview so that you can be sure that I have understood accurately the points 

you made. 
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The results of the main study will be made available in my PhD thesis, conference 

presentations and any resulting publications. The results might also be shared with policy 

makers, funders of doctoral education and other universities.  The results of the pilot will 

not be included in any output resulting from the project. 

 

Who is funding the study? 
 

The study is funded by the University of Surrey.  

 

Who has approved the study? 
 

The study has been approved by the Royal Holloway, University of London Ethics 

Committee.  

 

About the researcher 
 

I am undertaking this research on a part-time basis at Royal Holloway, University of London. 

A link to my profile is available here.  I am also employed full-time at the University of 

Surrey as the Doctoral College Manager. A link to our website is available here. 

 

Contact for further information 
 

If you have any questions or queries about any aspect of the research, or if you would like to 

take part, I would be happy to talk to you. Please contact me on: 

 

• Email: Shane.Dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk 

• Phone:  

Thank you for reading this information sheet and considering taking part in the research. 

 

Shane Dowle 
PhD Student 
School of Management 
Royal Holloway, University of London 
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Appendix 6 – Data analysis example (Doctoral researcher agency) 
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Familiarisation Wrote notes in notebooks to capture initial thoughts, ideas about data.  

 

Coding Compiling material into thesis structure; Regular writing; Constructive 

engagement with feedback; Critical engagement with literature; Bigger 

picture in research; Follow what the data say; Justifying research 

decisions; Outside comfort zone; Problem solving; Reframing the PhD; 

Self directed critical evaluation of project; Dealing with failure; 

Downtime; Passion; Researcher identity; Self-belief; Passive response; 

Carrying on regardless; Problems outside of control; Relying on 

supervisor to resolve; Self direction; Sense of ownership; Time 

management; Out of research for long time; Relevant previous 

experience; UG and PGT do not prepare for research; Adapting how to 

work with supervisors; Choose not to act; Comparing self and work 

with others; Conferences - external validation; Indentifying and 

approaching others who can help; Inspirational people; Isolating; Joint 

work with supervisors to resolve research problem; Mentor – 

reassures; Personal support networks; Publishing; Using workshops; 

Experimental problems; Negative feedback; Uncertainty in research 

process; Personal life pressures; Not getting on with peers; Student 

supervisor relationship; Funding; Other activities; Time to do research 

 

Initial themes Cognitive skills, intra-personal effectiveness; interpersonal 

effectiveness; behaviours (likely to submit vs not likely) 

 

Reviewing 
themes 

Critical reflexivity (making sense of inputs, knowledge creation process, 

bigger picture); personal efficacy (ownership, time management, work 

ethic, self care/self belief); Relational (academic relationships, affective 

relationships) 

 

Define and 
name themes 

Epistemic oriented agency (Epistemic-oriented agency refers to how 

doctoral researchers exercise agency in order to navigate epistemic 

critical events. It is characterised by a process of reflexive deliberation. 

This involves deliberation about the inputs to their research projects; 

deliberation about the knowledge creation process; and deliberation 

about the bigger picture of their projects. I now explore each of these 

sub-themes in more detail). 

 

Self-efficacy-oriented agency (Self-efficacy-oriented agency refers to 

how doctoral researchers exercise agency in order to navigate temporal 
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critical events. The key features of self-efficacy-oriented agency are 

approaches to time management; sense of ownership of the research; 

and self-care management. Self-efficacy-oriented agency was found to 

be strengthened when doctoral researchers have a strong sense of self-

belief in their competencies as a researcher). 

 

Relational agency (relational agency, refers to how doctoral researchers 

learn how to work with significant others in the doctoral experience to 

navigate both relational and personal critical events. The key features of 

relational agency are fostering productive working relationships with 

other academics, and industrial partners, where relevant, and nurturing 

personal relationships). 

 

 

Write up See Section 7.3 
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Appendix 7 – Questions used at UKCGE validation workshop 
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Based on your collective experience… 

 

1. How do different approaches taken by doctoral students help or hinder their 

progress? 

2. How do different approaches taken by supervisors help or hinder doctoral students’ 

progress? 

3. How do structural elements of doctoral programmes (e.g. progress reviews, training, 

teaching experience) help or hinder doctoral students’ progress? 

4. Should timely completion be regarded as important?  
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Appendix 8 – UKCGE consent form 
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Name of workshop: The Doctoral Research Experience – Enhancers and Inhibitors of Progress  

 

Name of researcher: Shane Dowle  

 

By signing this consent form I confirm that: 

 

1. I have read and understood the abstract for the workshop.   I have had the opportunity 

to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason and without any negative consequences for me. 

3. I understand that I can decline to participate without giving a reason.  

4. I have been informed that some parts of the workshop will be recorded, and I give my 

consent for this recording to be made. 

5. I understand that the recording may be transcribed by the researcher or by a trusted 

third-party transcriber and that the transcription will be anonymised with identifiers 

removed. I give my consent for a transcription to be made.  

6. I understand that all information I provide will be anonymised.   

7. I agree to the use of anonymised direct quotations from me in publications, including 

the thesis, and presentations arising from this study. I understand that I can ask the 

researcher to inform me if he intends to use an anonymised direct quotation from me.  

8. I agree to take part in the above study. 

 

Name of participant: 

 

 

 

Signature of participant: Date: 
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Appendix 9 – SRHE information pack and consent form  
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Name of workshop: The Doctoral Research Experience – Enhancers and Inhibitors of Progress  

 

Name of researcher: Shane Dowle  

 

By signing this consent form I confirm that: 

 

1. I have read and understood the information sheet for the workshop.   I have had the 

opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered 

satisfactorily. 

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason and without any negative consequences for me. 

3. I understand that I can decline to participate without giving a reason.  

4. I have been informed that some parts of the workshop will be recorded, and I give my 

consent for this recording to be made. 

5. I understand that the recording may be transcribed by the researcher or by a trusted 

third-party transcriber and that the transcription will be anonymised with identifiers 

removed. I give my consent for a transcription to be made.  

6. I understand that all information I provide will be anonymised.   

7. I agree to the use of anonymised direct quotations from me in publications, including 

the thesis, and presentations arising from this study. I understand that I can ask the 

researcher to inform me if he intends to use an anonymised direct quotation from me.  

8. I agree to take part in the above study and to share my ‘river of experience’* with the 

researcher/presenter for this project. 

 

Name of participant: 

 

 

 

Signature of participant: Date: 

 

*Delete the last phrase if you do not wish to share your river. You can, if you wish, delete in 

advance any parts that you think may identify you.  
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SRHE Workshop: The Doctoral Research Experience – Enhancers and 
Inhibitors of Progress 
 
What will I gain from attending this workshop? 
 

This interactive workshop is aimed at doctoral students and supervisors. The interactive 

workshop will: 

 

• enable doctoral researchers to use a special tool to reflect on their own progress and 

how they might improve it;  

• enable supervisors to reflect on good practice for supporting their researchers to 

timely completion; 

• inform participants about a piece of recent research in the area of doctoral 

completions;  

• enable them to contribute to the study’s conclusions. 

When and where will the workshop take place?  
 

Date: 17th May 2019 

Time: 11.00- 16.00 (includes lunch) 

Venue: SRHE, 73 Collier Street, London, N1 9BE 

 

How will the workshop be structured? 
 

The agenda for the workshop is as follows: 

 

11:00 – 12:00 Introduction then break into small groups to discuss rivers of 

experience: Are there common themes and key differences? 

12:00 – 12:30 Feedback as one group 

 

12:30 – 13:30  Lunch (provided) 

 

13:30 – 14:15 Presentation of findings from research into what helps and what 

hinders timely completion of doctorates 

14:15 – 15:00 Group work to discuss questions posed in preceding presentation 

 

15:00 – 16:00 Feedback as one group and close. 

 

 

 

 

What do I need to prepare before the workshop? 
This workshop uses a tool from constructivist research called ‘rivers of experience’. A ‘river of 

experience’ will help you to reflect on your experiences of doing a doctorate or supervising 

doctoral researchers. Preparing a ‘river of experience’ will facilitate identification of the 
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factors that enable progress with research projects and will also help to surface some of the 

constraints that might impede progress. By discussing these during the workshop, 

participants will gain an insight into effective approaches for progressing doctoral research as 

well as tactics for overcoming common inhibitors.   

 

‘Rivers of experience’ are simple to prepare: 

 

If you are a doctoral researcher: Please envisage your PhD project so far as a winding river. 

Against each bend in the river, make a short note of an incident or experience that was critical 

or significant in some way to how your research project has unfolded over time to where it is 

now. Think about capturing some key moments when you have felt that you were making 

good progress as well as the experiences that have led to progress slowing. Please include on 

your river: i) the type of doctorate you are doing; ii) your year of study; iii) your discipline e.g. 

Education, Sociology etc; iv) whether you are full-time or part-time.  

 

If you are a supervisor: Please envisage your experience of supervising doctoral researchers 

as a winding river. You may like to focus on a specific doctoral researcher’s progress. If so, 

please say if the doctoral researcher completed on time or not. Instead, you might prefer to 

think of doctoral research journeys in general. Against each bend in the river, make a short 

note of an incident or experience that was critical or significant in some way to how your 

doctoral researchers’ projects unfolded over time. Think about capturing some key moments 

when you have felt that your doctoral researchers were making good progress as well as those 

times when progress has been stalled.    

 

Remember that there is no right or wrong way to prepare a ‘river of experience’ – they can 

be as creative or as long as you like. The most important thing is that you capture the 

experiences that were significant to you.  

 

Please bring your river of experience along with you to the workshop where we will discuss 

them in groups.  

 

To help you prepare your ‘river of experience’, an example from previous fieldwork is 

provided below:  
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How will this workshop contribute to the findings of a PhD research project? 
The presenter is engaged in a part-time PhD at Royal Holloway, University of London that 

investigates the enablers and inhibitors of timely completion of doctorates. The thesis 

explores the experiences, views and perceptions of key stakeholders in doctoral education 

(doctoral researchers, supervisors, programme leads and administrators) about what 

influences timely completion of the doctorate.  It is hoped that the findings will be used to 

inform practice in doctoral education with a view to improving the experiences and chances 

of success of future doctoral researchers.   

 

This workshop will inform the validation of findings from the institutional case study stage of 

the project. That stage involved document analysis and semi-structured interviews drawing 

on participants’ rivers of experience. The data have been analysed and findings will be shared 

throughout the workshop.  

 

This workshop will, if you give permission, generate some new data for the project in the form 

of your (anonymised) rivers of experiences and information (anonymised) from whole-group 

feedback sessions, which I would like to record and later transcribe. I therefore seek your 

consent to take a copy of your river of experience and record the whole-group feedback 

sessions. If you would like to attend but do not wish to share your river, I would be grateful if 

you would amend the consent form to refer only to the group discussion permission. 

 

All normal ethical procedures will be followed to protect your anonymity in any outputs from 

the research: 

 

• Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time without giving a 

reason and without any negative consequences for you. 

• During the workshop you may decline to participate without giving a reason.  

• Recordings may be transcribed by the researcher or by a trusted third-party 

transcriber. The transcription will be anonymised with identifiers removed.  

• Any direct quotations from you in publications, including the thesis, and 

presentations arising from this study will be anonymised.  

You will be asked to sign and bring a consent form with you to the workshop. Copies will be 

available on the day, so please do not worry if you forget it.  

If you have any queries about the research or workshop, please feel free to contact the 

presenter at any point.  
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About the researcher 
My name is Shane Dowle and I am part-time PhD researcher at Royal Holloway, University of 

London. My PhD research is supervised by Professors Rosemary Deem (Vice Principal 

Teaching Innovation and Dean of the Doctoral School) and Pam Denicolo (Professor Emerita 

University of Reading). I have presented my PhD work at international conferences including 

the Society for Research into Higher Education, UK Council for Graduate Education and the 

EUA Centre for Doctoral Education.  

 

I am also the Head of Studentships and Programmes within the University of Surrey’s Doctoral 

College and engaged with doctoral education at the sector-level. I was, until 2019, responsible 

for co-ordinating the Academic Registrars Council Postgraduate Group; I am a regular 

attendee of the UKCGE’s Graduate School Managers’ Network; and I have served on advisory 

boards for the QAA and the AdvanceHe PRES survey. 

 

Before discovering a passion for the social sciences, my academic training was in languages 

and cultural studies. I hold a First Class degree in Italian and Spanish from Cardiff University 

and an MA (Distinction) in Spanish, Portuguese and Latin American Studies from Birkbeck 

College, University of London.  

 

My contact details are: 

 

Email: s.dowle@surrey.ac.uk or shane.dowle.2013@live.rhul.ac.uk  

 

I very much look forward to meeting you at the workshop and hearing more about your 

experiences.  
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Appendix 10 – SRHE workshop participant feedback 
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The Doctoral Research Experience – Enhancers and Inhibitors of Progress 

17th May 2019 

Forms received     11 

 

1. The content of the seminar sessions were appropriate and informative 

a. Strongly agree   10 

b. Agree    1 

c. Disagree   0 

d. Strongly disagree  0 

 

2. The seminar was well organised 

a. Strongly agree   10 

b. Agree    1 

c. Disagree   0 

d. Strongly disagree  0 

 

3. Did you feel the length of the seminar sessions were too long, just about right, or too 

short? 

 

a. Too long   0 

b. Just about right   11 

c. Too short   0 

 

4. What did you like most about this seminar? 

 

a. I found it really interesting that there were the same issues across all 

institutions. I thought that Shane and Pam were really enthusiastic, engaging 

facilitators. 

b. Group activities, length of time left to discuss was perfect. 

c. The currency of the research. The opportunity to exchange experiences, 

knowledge and practice across institutions. 

d. Interactive approach. Focus on personal experiences first and research 

presentation second. 

e. The mixture of personal anecdote combined with research findings. 

f. Comfortable atmosphere. Everyone willing to share openly and honestly. 

Kept to topic. 

g. The openness and willingness to share of the participants, and the way Shane 

facilitated this. 

h. Table layout/participation worked well – also a good size group. Good 

balance of group work + presentation. 

i. Another innovative event. 

j. The discussed themes and the way they were presented. 
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5. What did you like least about this seminar? 

a. Nothing really, really enjoyed it. 

b. Some of the chairs don’t face the front (not really a problem). 

c. Nothing obvious.  

d. N/A 

e. Nothing particular 

 

6. How can we improve delivery of our seminars? 

a. I know the seminar was mainly for academic supervisors and students. 

However, I attended as a research administrator. We see these issues in 

hundreds of students, so I do think that Research Administrators should have 

an input into this kind of thing. 

b. Fine as it is! 

 

7. Are there any topics that you would like to see included at future seminars? 

a. Part time PhD/Doctoral experience. 

b. Practical session on writing-up and viva presentations would be helpful. 

c. Will give it thought and email you if I come up with something. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 324 

Appendix 11 – Shane’s river of experience  
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Excited but apprehensive.  

Crossing disciplines 

 

Don’t want to let Pam and  

Rosemary down 

Surprised to get fees  

covered by work 

Enjoyed methods training a lot 

 

 

Orientation in the discipline. Working 

through methodology and theory 

So much theory – none of it fits 

 

 

Slowness of ethics 

 

Successful pilot – RoEs 

 

 

Harry born after years of 

IVF heartache. Lucky to  

have understanding  

supervisors 

Data collection –  

what a privilege! 

 

First conference – “thank you 

for describing our lives” 

Starting to publish and  

present work regularly 

 

 

Exhausted, anxious, mental health 

crisis 

 

Thrill of analysis- excitedly 

running downstairs 

 

Really on to something 

 

Writing up – can I  

do this? 

Really believe in this work 

 

Got the taste for research.  

What’s next?  


