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Abstract: (1) Background: There are increasing numbers of doctoral students globally. Poor mental
health and well-being among university students, including doctoral students, is a growing concern
globally, not least in this post-pandemic era. Engaging in a range of activities every day and
maintaining balance between necessary and desired activities is believed to improve health and
increase well-being. However, little is currently known about the daily life, activity balance and
well-being of doctoral students. This study explored and described the daily life experiences of
doctoral students and how pursuing their degree impacted their activity balance and well-being.
(2) Method: Purposive sampling methods were used in this qualitative interpretive descriptive study
to recruit 10 doctoral students in an Irish university. The data were generated through individual
semi-structured interviews and thematically analysed. (3) Findings: Doctoral students have a range
of roles, responsibilities and activities that they need to and want to engage in daily. For many,
balancing their daily activities and roles alongside their doctoral degree is challenging. Undertaking
a doctoral degree can have both a positive and negative impact on well-being. (4) Conclusions:
Obtaining an insight into the perspectives and daily life experiences of doctoral students allows for
a better understanding of the students’ journey. Supporting the well-being of doctoral students is
essential to enhance their doctoral education and assist them in successfully completing their degree.

Keywords: doctoral student; PhD student; daily life; time-use; well-being; mental health; post-
pandemic

1. Introduction

Increasing numbers of students are undertaking doctoral study both in Ireland and
internationally [1]. For a doctoral award, students are required to complete a series of
challenging academic tasks which may include mandatory course work and modules,
competency examinations and to produce an original research dissertation in their area
of academic interest [2]. In Ireland, doctoral degrees can be undertaken for full-time
hours, typically over three to four years, or part-time hours, typically over five to six years.
Doctoral candidates in Ireland undertake a workload of 90 credits for each year of full-time
research or a proportional equivalent for part-time students. There are a range of doctoral
degrees, including PhD by Research, thematic PhDs, practitioner doctorates or PhD by
prior published work. All doctoral students are supported by a supervisory team which
typically consists of two supervisors.

High proportions of doctoral students internationally have reported clinically rele-
vant symptoms of depression and anxiety as well as low well-being, attributed to their
studies [3–6]). The doctoral journey has been described by some doctoral students as one
of “personal reward with a backdrop of stress, uncertainty and struggles with depression
and anxiety” [6]. Poor mental health and well-being can be linked with loneliness [7],
negative departmental cultures and practices [8], poor supervision practices and infrequent
meetings [5,9] as well as financial difficulties [10]. Doctoral student mental health and
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well-being is an expanding topic of research and a growing but frequently overlooked
concern [11].

Poor mental health and well-being can have devastating consequences for doctoral
students, both personally in terms of loneliness [7], suicidal thoughts [12] and financial
difficulties with poor quality of living [10], as well as academically, resulting in poor pro-
ductivity and work quality [13]. Attrition has been highlighted as a key consequence of
decreased mental health and well-being among doctoral students [5,13,14]. Depending on
the country and academic discipline, attrition rates from doctoral degrees can range from
30% to 50% [14]. Poor well-being among students that results in attrition is also costly to
higher-level institutions as doctoral students contribute to higher-level institutions finan-
cially through fee payment, publication of their research and pursuing an academic career
in higher-level departments following graduation [2,15]. The loss to wider society in terms
of enhanced skills within the labour market [16,17], as well as knowledge advancement [2]
is also noteworthy.

Research relating to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on doctoral study is still
limited. Within universities, there was an abrupt shift to remote learning. While some
doctoral students experienced positive outcomes in terms of better time management and
productivity, others experienced a poor work environment, limited access to resources and
negative mental well-being [18]. Public health restrictions also caused isolation [19,20],
low motivation [21], a blurring between work and personal time [20], and mental health
difficulties [22–24] for both undergraduate and postgraduate students.

Well-being is an experience with multiple layers and aspects [25]. For the purposes
of this study, the term well-being refers to mental well-being, namely, “feeling good and
functioning well” [26]. This refers to a state that is more than just the absence of disease
or illness and is therefore a positive concept, suggesting that a person can experience ill
health but still have a sense of well-being [27]. Furthermore, we all have activities that we
need, want and must do in everyday life [28]. Moreover, it has been argued that what we
do each day matters and is important to health and well-being [29].

However, there is a significant gap in the literature related to the daily life experi-
ences of doctoral students, the activities they engage in and how these activities impact
well-being. With increasing numbers of doctoral students in the Irish context [1,30], an
increased focus on how their roles, responsibilities and experiences differ to that of other
student populations would be beneficial in order to understand their reality and assist
them in successfully completing their degree [5]. As universities are a main setting in the
lives of doctoral students, where some of their main daily activities, social networks and
support services are located, obtaining an insight into the perspectives and experiences
of students is essential to try and understand the reality of students in their educational
environment [31]. Enhanced understanding will also contribute to addressing both the
causes and consequences of poor well-being [32].

This research study set out to answer the following research question: What are the
daily life experiences of doctoral students, and how do these impact activity balance and
well-being?

2. Materials and Methods

This was a qualitative interpretive descriptive (ID) study. An ID study allows quali-
tative researchers to examine a particular phenomenon and gain a deeper understanding
of the subjective reality of an individual or group [33–35]. An interpretive descriptive
design then moves beyond the literal description of the data to create a narrative of the
research topic and attempts to interpret the findings without moving too far from that
description [36]. Therefore, this study aimed to provide rich descriptions of the perspectives
of doctoral students, as well as seek to interpret the data collected to produce a comprehen-
sive account of doctoral student experience, and the meaning and implications it has for
higher-level education.
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Purposive sampling methods were used to recruit participants. The potential partici-
pants of this study were [registered doctoral students of University College Cork (full-time,
part-time and any year of registration), who also registered for the “Everyday Matters:
Healthy Habits for University Life” digital badge [37]. Following the distribution of the infor-
mation letter, via the university’s online learning platform, those students who volunteered
to partake (n = 10) completed an online consent form and short demographic questionnaire
online via Microsoft Forms. The participants were not known to the research team prior to
volunteering; therefore, no conflicts of interest arose.

The data were generated through in-depth, semi-structured interviews of approxi-
mately one hour in duration in April and May of 2022. The interview guide was open-ended
and informed by the study aims and explored how the participants experienced daily life
while being a doctoral student, how being a doctoral student can positively or negatively
impact daily life and well-being. Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams
in accordance with the COVID-19 public health guidelines in effect at the time and were
audio-recorded using an audio recording device and transcribed verbatim.

Thematic analysis, as guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-step approach [38], was used
to identify and analyse patterns and themes in the data. These steps included transcription
and familiarisation, initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing and refining the themes,
defining and naming the themes and reporting the themes. Trustworthiness was ensured by
following the principles of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability [39].

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the university’s Social Research Ethics
Committee in April 2022 (log number: 2022-064).

3. Results and Discussion

This study had 10 participants. Table 1 includes information about the participants
of this study. The participants were at various stages of their degree. They were mostly
female, aged between 25 and 34 and only a few had caregiving responsibilities. The majority
were full-time students, received funding for their degree and were not undertaking paid
employment.

Table 1. Participant Information.

Pseudonym Age Range Year Registration Work Base Care
Responsibilities

Paid
Employment

Degree
Funding

Anna 25–34 3 Full-time At home No No Yes

Colin 25–34 3 Full-time Campus
office No No Yes

Ellie 25–34 3 Full-time At home No Yes Yes
Angela 55–64 1 Part-time At home Yes Yes No

Tim 45–54 1 Part-time Library Yes Yes Yes

Carol 25–34 3 Full-time Laboratory
and office No No Yes

Nora 25–34 2 Full-time Home and
campus No No Yes

Katie 25–34 1 Full-time At home No No Yes

Miranda 25–34 4 Full-time Home and
laboratory No No Yes

Amy 35–44 5 Full-time Laboratory Yes No Yes

The participants described the demands and challenges of undertaking doctoral
studies and how it impacted their daily activities. Three themes were identified which
illuminate the daily life experiences, activity balance and well-being of doctoral students.

3.1. Theme 1: More Than a PhD Student

The participants discussed their daily life experiences, including the many roles and
responsibilities they undertake daily. Firstly, the participants discussed their role as a
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doctoral student during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. The participants described
attending classes, reading articles, completing administration duties and writing their the-
sis, which was described as “tedious” (Miranda) and “one of the hardest parts” (Miranda)
of the degree. They also discussed assuming related roles, such as teaching modules and
tutorials or hosting webinars. Managing these responsibilities was challenging. That said,
many of the participants commented on the benefit of flexibility and how each day was
so different. This meant that they rarely had a set schedule and could assume a variety
of roles: “So in any one day shall we say, there could be at least 3 or 4 hats you put on”
(Colin). Nonetheless, many of the participants found managing these various responsibil-
ities challenging. Consistent with previous findings [40], many of the participants were
concerned about the delay of their research due to the pandemic, particularly those who
needed to complete fieldwork or in-person data collection.

Despite valuing their role as a doctoral student greatly, many of the participants stated
that they had a range of roles and responsibilities beyond that of being a doctoral student
and that they are “more than a PhD student” (Nora). For many, family was their first
priority, where their family’s needs and happiness would always come before their degree.
“Even if I am up to my eyeballs with PhD, my family will always come first. . . I can turn
off a computer, I can’t go back and make those memories again” (Tim). While initially
social visits with family were restricted due to the public health guidelines at the time,
the participants made efforts to dedicate time aside from their doctoral degree to spend
with their family members, including their significant other, parents, parents-in-law or
siblings. Three participants were also parents, which they found put restrictions on how
and when they could complete work for their doctoral degree as their day was greatly
dictated by their children and their needs. For students with caregiving responsibilities,
the pandemic made it particularly difficult to work from home while fulfilling other roles
and responsibilities [20]. Consistent with other doctoral students [41,42], the participants
greatly appreciated and relied on the support of their family members and friends and
credited them for the help and care they had shown during their doctoral journey.

Another common daily life experience included the participants taking opportunities
to socialise with others, particularly their friends, as a distraction from their work and time
away from their degree. While some prioritised time with their friends and would not
restrict their social life in favour of the doctoral degree, other participants spoke about how
their social life and meeting friends greatly reduced after beginning their doctoral degree:
“I don’t remember the last time I met up with a friend on my own” (Amy). As well as
being a friend, the participants spoke about meeting and connecting with other doctoral
students. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some commented that they missed regular
in-person meetings with other students, as they felt “restricted, isolated” (Colin) and found
it difficult to know how they were progressing as they had no one to discuss this with.
Nonetheless, virtual or in-person meetings with other students helped to alleviate feelings
of loneliness, allowing them to discuss their experience as well as seek support and advice.
“Even if they are working on a different project. . . it can be like a really important time to
help you discuss like some challenges that you’re facing” (Carol). Other doctoral students
are an important aspect of the doctoral student’s social environment as this relationship
can improve the motivation, confidence and skills of students by receiving support and
guidance from others undergoing the same experience [42–44].

The participants discussed experiencing financial difficulties, as even with a stipend
many of the participants were unable to cover basic living expenses or accumulate savings.
This, as well as the high and increasing costs of living [45] means many of the partici-
pants were forced to continue paid employment as part of their daily life to fulfil their
financial obligations. Doctoral degrees typically do not offer students large financial incen-
tives [46,47], and subsequent financial difficulties can cause several negative consequences
such as attrition, stress and a lack of focus and make it more challenging for students to
finish their dissertation [43,45].
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3.2. Theme 2: Doctoral Degrees Are All-Consuming

The participants discussed managing the balance between their desired and neces-
sary activities. While the participants appreciated the flexibility and autonomy, and the
subsequent self-management of doctoral study, similar to other doctoral students [48,49],
many of the participants reported that engaging in their role as a doctoral student took
up the majority of their time each day. Striving towards balance was described as a “con-
stant juggling act” (Colin) and often considered a struggle: “I find it challenging to juggle
work, this, relationship, family, social life, myself” (Ellie). While some set boundaries and
priorities, many attributed their lack of balance to a perceived lack of time in their daily
life. Undertaking a doctoral degree was described as “perpetually busy” (Miranda), where
the participants felt the pressure on their time was “immense” (Tim). The participants
stated that there were always doctoral-related responsibilities to attend to and it always
felt like they were falling behind in their work: “I actually don’t have any balance in my
life, there’s just not enough hours in the day” (Amy). One participant summarised the
demands on her time as both a doctoral student and parent and found that all her roles,
responsibilities and activities were blending into one: “I would definitely have an issue
with this blending into one thing, everything just merges together. Like I’m in the living
room, my kids are with me, my laptop is open, and there’s something cooking in the
kitchen. Like that’s ridiculous” (Amy). It is apparent that time poverty, which has been
described as the feeling of having too many things to do with too little time [50], may be
impacting doctoral students. Time poverty has been shown to have a negative impact on
well-being, mental health and productivity [51], where, in contrast, those who perceive
themselves to have more time experience more positive well-being [52].

However, some of the participants attempted to take time away from their degree in
a variety of ways. Some spoke about the importance of their morning routine as a time
for reflection. The majority of the participants viewed engaging in exercise as essential to
health for “fresh air and movement” (Colin), to combat the desk-based nature of many
doctoral degrees as well as an avenue to spend time away from their degree. This included
going to the gym, short walks and jogging, cycling, hiking, swimming, kayaking, yoga and
pilates, rowing and attending fitness classes, like boxercise or football training as part of a
club. Participating in hobbies was considered “me time” (Katie), where the participants
could spend time “relaxing” (Carol). For some, this was through attending sporting events
like hurling matches and going to events like concerts, once the pandemic restrictions
had lifted. Others had specific hobbies and enjoyed engaging in, for example, gardening,
embroidery, fashion, drawing and painting.

Despite wanting to take time away from their degree, the participants of this study
and others [42,53] expressed feelings of guilt and shame when experiencing challenges
with managing their roles and responsibilities: “Well as a PhD student, I always have this
guilt when I am not in front of my laptop” (Amy). To manage this, the participants spoke
about making trade-offs within their schedules and routines. A major trade-off for the
participants was their sleep. Poor quantity and quality sleep was a common complaint from
the participants in this study and others [5,54]. Insufficient sleep among doctoral students
is strongly related to stress, poorer daytime functioning and poor mental well-being [54,55].
Another key trade-off the participants made was disengaging from desired activities, in
favour of their doctoral work. Although the participants wanted to put themselves first
and take more time for themselves, the doctoral work and responsibilities took over:
“everything gets pushed whether you like it or not” (Nora). Withdrawal, disruption or
changes in a person’s ability to engage in chosen meaningful activities can have a major
impact on an individual’s health and well-being [56].

3.3. Theme 3: Doctoral Degrees Can Have a Positive and Negative Impact on Well-Being

The participants discussed the many ways their doctoral degree had a positive impact
on their well-being. The participants of this study, as well as other students [49], expressed
that they are satisfied with their decision to pursue a doctoral degree due to working in
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stimulating environments where research was something they “get a genuine buzz from”
(Colin) and they considered their new learning “empowering” (Angela). The participants
commented that the skills and experiences gained from the doctoral degree and subsequent
opportunities will always be beneficial: “I think all of the skills and experiences that you
have in your PhD you will carry forward” (Carol). Particularly during the COVID-19
pandemic, undertaking a doctoral degree provided participants with purpose during these
difficult times, as their work was something to focus on each day, and they had a goal to
work towards. As well as this, the participants wanted to “add to the literature” (Ellie)
and contribute to society by conducting research. While the doctoral journey was far from
easy, the participants discussed how experiencing difficulties helped them in developing
and improving their resilience in their academic work, as they learned to cope with ad-
versity, setbacks and challenges. The participants also appreciated the connections they
had developed with their supervisors and other doctoral students and felt there was a
supportive postgraduate community within the university, where “other PhD students
are very supportive” (Tim). Supervisors are key individuals in a doctoral student’s com-
munity [9,43] and can help to reduce burnout and exhaustion among students as well as
helping students adjust to daily life as a doctoral student [57]. Nevertheless, some doctoral
students cite issues with their supervisory teams [9,43,54], as well as departmental cultures
and practices [8,58], potentially creating a negative doctoral experience for students.

The participants also discussed other negative aspects of doctoral study. Namely,
how their well-being had been negatively impacted by undertaking their doctoral degree.
Academia can often encourage overworking, where students can see mental health diffi-
culties as a normal experience and a marker that they are working hard [4,6]. Imposter
syndrome is frequently reported by doctoral students [53,53] and was described by the
participants of this study too. When experiencing imposter syndrome, the participants
experienced “self-doubt” (Ellie) and felt like they were not “good enough” (Anna) to be
undertaking a doctoral degree, thinking that they were not as capable, intelligent or ac-
complished as their doctoral peers. Imposter syndrome can be a predictor of stress as well
as mental health and well-being difficulties in doctoral students [3,44]. Almost half of the
participants of the study spoke about experiencing anxiety, which has also been found
commonly amongst doctoral students [4–6,54]. When feeling anxious, the participants
felt that they would “self-sabotage” (Ellie) and constantly worry and feel overwhelmed
about their workload. This caused one participant to consider leaving her doctoral degree:
“There are some days where I am literally like “yeah no, I am dropping out, like I just get
so frustrated and fed up, it’s just constant” (Nora).

Consistent with previous research [41,43], one of the most reported negative impacts
on well-being for participants was stress. Stress was a constant and considered a “baseline”
(Miranda) and was caused directly by the doctoral degree, particularly around deadlines or
challenging tasks. Some doctoral students experienced stress due to concerns regarding the
next steps in their lives and their career prospects [45,53]. Doctoral graduates are available
globally, and in increasing numbers, while the number of academic job positions has not
grown in parallel [6,17]. As a result, doctoral students may have poorer career prospects
due to the competition between doctoral students for both industry and academic jobs
upon graduation [17].

The doctoral degree did not only have an impact on the mental health of the par-
ticipants but also on their physical health. One participant spoke about physical health
difficulties and the subsequent fatigue. Two other participants commented that they had
gained weight during the doctoral journey due to not eating well, arising from the stress
of the degree. Poor quantity and quality sleep was also a common complaint from the
participants. “I would say my body needs about 7 h a day, but I feel like I probably get
maybe 5 to 7, depending on the day really” (Miranda). Studies have reported that health
issues, physical or otherwise, can contribute to a decrease in well-being and cause difficulty
in pursuing a doctoral degree [54,59].
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The participants used various methods to support their well-being, including medi-
tation, going outdoors for movement and fresh air, listening to well-being podcasts and
practicing gratitude. Many sought structured well-being supports, such as workshops and
courses, whether they be extra-curricular or credit-bearing modules; well-being webinars;
university counselling services; or coaching sessions. This helped to “talk to someone
outside of your friends and family about the things that you’re finding hard” (Carol).

4. Implications

As demonstrated by this study, doctoral students have a range of roles, responsibilities
and activities associated specifically with their degree as well as outside of their degree.
Within this study and the literature, there is a narrative that pursuing a doctoral degree is
a long and demanding academic journey [2], where there is an expectation of sustained
mental effort, long working hours [45] and a willingness to experience stress and mental
health difficulties in order to achieve the higher goal of the doctorate [4,6,60]. The negative
impact of a doctoral degree on mental well-being reported in this study is a cause for
concern and requires further exploration. The pressure and perceived culture of doctoral re-
search could potentially further escalate the well-being issues of doctoral students, because
the normalising of high stress could lead to the under-reporting of issues and students
being less likely to seek help. To address the mental health and well-being needs of a
range of students, it is essential that higher-level institutions adopt a whole-university
approach [51,61] and, in doing this, provide a range of evidence-based interventions across
a continuum of support including universal, targeted and intensive levels [62,63], so that
all students are fully supported to succeed in their degree [64]. This may involve offering
credit-bearing and co-curricular well-being modules for doctoral students, as most are
offered to undergraduate cohorts [65]. Peer mentoring programmes or buddy system
initiatives show promise as well-being supports [66,67]. Importantly, timely access to
appropriate medical and psychological treatment is needed when indicated [67,68]. Some
students see a role for university staff, including doctoral supervisors, in facilitating mental
health and well-being support [69–71]. There is potential for doctoral supervisors to be
trained to recognise students who are experiencing difficulties and where to refer them for
support [15,72,73].

Accordingly, this study found that doctoral students may encounter a variety of
experiences and difficulties that undergraduate students do not, such as the financial
costs associated with doctoral education. Improved funding or increases in grants and
stipends have the potential to improve the consequences associated with financial difficul-
ties and have been linked with higher satisfaction within the doctoral journey, alongside
lower levels of attrition [74]. The Irish government completed a review of PhD stipends
this year, recommending that the average stipend be increased from EUR 18,500 to EUR
25,000 annually [75].

Further upstream, it has been argued that supporting student well-being requires
universities to reflect on their policies and how they can better promote the mental health
and well-being of all students [15]. While university strategic plans, policies and mission
statements typically make references to the mental health and well-being of students in
general, specific references to graduate students, including doctoral students, are often
absent [76]. Universities need to consider how their policies impact the health and well-
being of their entire student population and how health and well-being can be prioritised
alongside academic learning.

5. Study Limitations and Future Research Directions

The sample size may be considered a limitation. It was an aim to recruit more than
10 participants; however, due to time constraints as well as a small pool of potential
participants, more participants were unable to be recruited. The majority of the sample
identified as female, meaning male voices were not as well represented in this study and
may potentially lead to gender bias. Only two participants were in the later years of their
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study, which may have had an impact on findings. The sample in this study originated
from one single university in one single location, and therefore, it is unclear how the results
would translate to other countries and universities with varying policies and expectations.
Further, the participants had all enrolled in the EMDB so may have been more aware of
caring for their own mental health and well-being. It is unclear if students who had not
prioritised doing the EMDB have different challenges or opinions. The inclusion of both
part-time and full-time students made it difficult to generate specific results that would
apply to a single population of either part-time or full-time doctoral students.

Future research directions could include longitudinal research to allow a deeper insight
into the daily lives and well-being of doctoral students across time rather than a singular
point in time. Examining the experiences of part-time and full-time doctoral students
separately can measure the similarities and differences between these populations. A
focus on doctoral students with caregiving responsibilities, as well as studies to understand
doctoral students’ experiences of transitions into and out of doctoral study, has the potential
to deepen understanding of the daily life experiences of doctoral students at various degree
stages and with differing responsibilities.

6. Conclusions

This research study aimed to answer the following research question: What are the
daily life experiences of doctoral students, and how do these impact activity balance and
well-being? Through the three themes presented above, it is evident that the daily life
experiences of doctoral students are complex and multifaceted and truly is a “constant
juggling act”. It is apparent that the daily life experiences of doctoral students are varied
according to their own personal and environmental factors. Doctoral students engage in a
wide range of personal and academic activities and associated responsibilities each day.
While some were satisfied with how they spend their time each day, all the participants
found it was a challenge to balance what they needed and wanted to do. Furthermore,
undertaking a doctoral degree had both a positive and negative impact on their well-
being. These findings should be viewed as important. To reduce high attrition rates and
support the mental health and well-being of doctoral students, it is essential that there
are adequate programmes, services and supports to assist doctoral students in managing
their mental health and well-being, so that they are fully supported to continue in their
degree [66,70]. It is also important that both national and international policy makers review
their current policies and how they reflect the current needs of all university students,
inclusive of doctoral students. Higher-level institutions should also ensure that their
campuses are health-promoting, where negative academic cultures should be examined
and managed, and collaboration and supportive academic community is fostered. With
increasing attention on how to reduce attrition rates and provide adequate well-being
supports for doctoral students, new insights such as those offered in this study are needed.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, A.P., R.U. and E.H.; methodology, A.P. and R.U.; formal
analysis, A.P. and E.H.; investigation, A.P., R.U. and E.H.; resources, A.P., R.U. and E.H.; data curation,
A.P. and E.H.; writing—original draft preparation, A.P.; writing—review and editing, A.P. and E.H.;
visualization, A.P., R.U. and E.H.; supervision, R.U. and E.H.; project administration, A.P., R.U. and
E.H.; funding acquisition, E.H. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the
manuscript.

Funding: This manuscript forms part of the Masters by Research degree undertaken by the first
author. Bank of Ireland funded fees for this degree.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was approved by the Social Research Ethics
Committee (SREC) of University College Cork (UCC) in April 2022 (log number: 2022-064). Any
identifying text has been removed from the manuscript and pseudonyms are used throughout.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the
study, in both a written and verbal format.



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 916 9 of 11

Data Availability Statement: The full thesis that reports this research can soon be accessed at
https://cora.ucc.ie/collections/406f6d09-4e5c-47ed-bb27-5a6e19c01c20 (accessed on 7 August 2023).

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest. The funders had no role in the design
of the study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript; or
in the decision to publish the results.

References
1. Lawlor, D.; Burke, S. Education in Ireland 2020: Statistical Snapshot. 2020. Available online: https://data.oireachtas.

ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
(accessed on 8 November 2021).

2. Moate, R.M.; Gnilka, P.B.; West, E.M.; Rice, K.G. Doctoral Student Perfectionism and Emotional Well-Being. Meas. Eval. Couns.
Dev. 2019, 52, 145–155. [CrossRef]

3. Berry, C.; Niven, J.E.; Hazell, C.M. Personal, social and relational predictors of UK postgraduate researcher mental health
problems. BJPsych Open 2021, 7, e205. [CrossRef]

4. Hazell, C.M.; Niven, J.E.; Chapman, L.; Roberts, P.E.; Cartwright-Hatton, S.; Valeix, S.; Berry, C. Nationwide assessment of the
mental health of UK Doctoral Researchers. Humanit. Soc. Sci. Commun. 2021, 8, 305. [CrossRef]

5. Levecque, K.; Anseel, F.; De Beuckelaer, A.; Van der Heyden, J.; Gisle, L. Work organization and mental health problems in PhD
students. Res. Policy 2017, 46, 868–879. [CrossRef]

6. Woolston, C. PhDs: The tortuous truth. Nature 2019, 575, 403–406. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
7. Smith, R.L.; Maroney, K.; Nelson, K.W.; Abel, A.L.; Abel, H.S. Doctoral Programs: Changing High Rates of Attrition. J. Humanist.

Couns. Educ. Dev. 2006, 45, 17–31. [CrossRef]
8. Barnes, B.J.; Randall, J. Doctoral Student Satisfaction: An Examination of Disciplinary, Enrollment, and Institutional Differences.

Res. High. Educ. 2012, 53, 47–75. [CrossRef]
9. Wang, X.; Wang, C.; Wang, J. Towards the contributing factors for stress confronting Chinese PhD students. Int. J. Qual. Stud.

Health Well-Being 2019, 14, 1598722. [CrossRef]
10. van der Haert, M.; Ortiz, E.A.; Emplit, P.; Halloin, V.; Dehon, C. Are dropout and degree completion in doctoral study significantly

dependent on type of financial support and field of research? Stud. High. Educ. 2014, 39, 1885–1909. [CrossRef]
11. Forrester, N. Mental health of graduate students sorely overlooked. Nature 2021, 595, 135–137. [CrossRef]
12. Drum, D.J.; Brownson, C.; Denmark, A.B.; Smith, S.E. New data on the nature of suicidal crises in college students: Shifting the

paradigm. Prof. Psychol. Res. Pract. 2009, 40, 213–222. [CrossRef]
13. Devine, K.; Hunter, K. Doctoral Students’ Emotional Exhaustion and Intentions to Leave Academia. Int. J. Dr. Stud. 2016, 11, 35–61.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
14. Stubb, J.; Pyhältö, K.; Lonka, K. Balancing between inspiration and exhaustion: PhD students’ experienced socio-psychological

well-being. Stud. Contin. Educ. 2011, 33, 33–50. [CrossRef]
15. Leshner, A.I. Target student mental well-being. Science 2021, 371, 325. [CrossRef]
16. Diamond, A.; Ball, C.; Vorley, T.; Hughes, T.; Moreton, R.; Howe, P.; Nathwani, T. The Impact of Doctoral Careers; CFE Research:

Leicester, UK, 2014.
17. Lauder, H.; Mayhew, K. Higher education and the labour market: An introduction. Oxf. Rev. Educ. 2020, 46, 1–9. [CrossRef]
18. Jackman, P.C.; Sanderson, R.; Haughey, T.J.; Brett, C.E.; White, N.; Zile, A.; Tyrrell, K.; Byrom, N.C. The impact of the first

COVID-19 lockdown in the UK for doctoral and early career researchers. High. Educ. 2022, 84, 705–722. [CrossRef]
19. Huang, R.; Tlili, A.; Chang, T.-W.; Zhang, X.; Nascimbeni, F.; Burgos, D. Disrupted classes, undisrupted learning during COVID-19

outbreak in China: Application of open educational practices and resources. Smart Learn. Environ. 2020, 7, 1–15. [CrossRef]
20. Sverdlik, A.; Hall, N.C.; Vallerand, R.J. Doctoral students and COVID-19: Exploring challenges, academic progress, and well-being.

Educ. Psychol. 2022, 43, 545–560. [CrossRef]
21. Korkmaz, G.; Toraman, Ç. Are We Ready for the Post-COVID-19 Educational Practice? An Investigation into What Educators

Think as to Online Learning. Int. J. Technol. Educ. Sci. 2020, 4, 293–309. [CrossRef]
22. Li, X.; Fu, P.; Fan, C.; Zhu, M.; Li, M. COVID-19 Stress and Mental Health of Students in Locked-Down Colleges. Int. J. Environ.

Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 771. [CrossRef]
23. McLafferty, M.; Brown, N.; McHugh, R.; Ward, C.; Stevenson, A.; McBride, L.; Brady, J.; Bjourson, A.J.; O’Neill, S.M.; Walsh, C.P.;

et al. Depression, anxiety and suicidal behaviour among college students: Comparisons pre-COVID-19 and during the pandemic.
Psychiatry Res. Commun. 2021, 1, 100012. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Odriozola-González, P.; Planchuelo-Gómez, A.; Irurtia, M.J.; de Luis-García, R. Psychological effects of the COVID-19 outbreak
and lockdown among students and workers of a Spanish university. Psychiatry Res. 2020, 290, 113108. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Dodge, R.; Daly, A.P.; Huyton, J.; Sanders, L.D. The challenge of defining wellbeing. Int. J. Wellbeing 2012, 2, 222–235. [CrossRef]
26. Stewart-Brown, S. Measuring wellbeing: What does the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale have to offer integrated

care? Eur. J. Integr. Med. 2015, 7, 384–388. [CrossRef]
27. Law, M.; Steinwender, S.; Leclair, L. Occupation, health, and well-being. Can. J. Occup. Ther. 1998, 65, 81–91. [CrossRef]

https://cora.ucc.ie/collections/406f6d09-4e5c-47ed-bb27-5a6e19c01c20
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/libraryResearch/2020/2020-04-03_l-rs-infographic-education-in-ireland-a-statistical-snapshot_en.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481756.2018.1547619
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjo.2021.1041
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00983-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.respol.2017.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-019-03459-7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31723297
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-1939.2006.tb00002.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-011-9225-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482631.2019.1598722
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.806458
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41586-021-01751-z
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0014465
https://doi.org/10.28945/3396
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37631453
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2010.515572
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.abg5770
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2019.1699714
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-021-00795-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40561-020-00125-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2022.2091749
https://doi.org/10.46328/ijtes.v4i4.110
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18020771
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psycom.2021.100012
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34977911
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.113108
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32450409
https://doi.org/10.5502/ijw.v2i3.4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eujim.2014.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/000841749806500204


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 916 10 of 11

28. World Federation of Occupational Therapy. About Occupational Therapy. 2023. Available online: https://wfot.org/about/about-
occupational-therapy (accessed on 7 July 2023).

29. Gewurtz, R.E.; Moll, S.E.; Letts, L.J.; Larivière, N.; Levasseur, M.; Krupa, T.M. What you do every day matters: A new direction
for health promotion. Can. J. Public Health 2016, 107, e205–e208. [CrossRef]

30. Central Statistics Office. Profile 10: Education, Skills, and the Irish Language. 2016. Available online: https://www.cso.ie/en/
releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp10esil/p10esil/ (accessed on 8 November 2021).

31. Eisenberg, D.; Golberstein, E.; Hunt, J. Mental Health and Academic Success in College. B. E. J. Econ. Anal. Policy. 2009, 9.
[CrossRef]

32. Torka, M. Change and continuity in Australian doctoral education: PhD completion rates and times (2005–2018). Aust. Univ. Rev.
2020, 62, 69–82.

33. Hunt, M.R. Strengths and Challenges in the Use of Interpretive Description: Reflections Arising from a Study of the Moral
Experience of Health Professionals in Humanitarian Work. Qual. Health Res. 2009, 19, 1284–1292. [CrossRef]

34. Burdine, J.T.; Thorne, S.; Sandhu, G. Interpretive description: A flexible qualitative methodology for medical education research.
Med. Educ. 2021, 55, 336–343. [CrossRef]

35. Thorne, S.; Kirkham, S.R.; MacDonald-Emes, J. Interpretive description: A noncategorical qualitative alternative for developing
nursing knowledge. Res. Nurs. Health 1997, 20, 169–177. [CrossRef]

36. Thorne, S. Interpretive Description; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2016.
37. Hunt, E.; Coombes, L. A feasibility study on a novel well-being intervention for university students. Ir. J. Psychol. Med. 2021, 1–5.

[CrossRef] [PubMed]
38. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Thematic Analysis; A Practical Guide; Sage Publications: Beverly Hills, CA, USA, 2021.
39. Lincoln, Y.S.; Guba, E.G. Naturalistic Inquiry; Sage: Beverly Hills, CA, USA, 1985.
40. Levine, F.J.; Nasir, N.I.S.; Rios-Aguilar, C.; Gildersleeve, R.; Rosich, K.; Bang, M.; Bell, N.; Holsapple, M. Voices from the Field: The

Impact of COVID-19 on Early Career Scholars and Doctoral Students; American Educational Research Association: Washington, DC,
USA, 2021. Available online: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED610288.pdf (accessed on 1 June 2022).

41. Martinez, E.; Ordu, C.; Della Sala, M.R.; McFarlane, A. Striving to Obtain a School-Work-Life Balance: The Full-Time Doctoral
Student. Int. J. Dr. Stud. 2013, 8, 39–59. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

42. Schmidt, M.; Umans, T. Experiences of well-being among female doctoral students in Sweden. Int. J. Qual. Stud. Health Well-being
2014, 9, 23059. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

43. Jairam, D.; Kahl, D.H. Navigating the Doctoral Experience: The Role of Social Support in Successful Degree Completion. Int. J.
Dr. Stud. 2012, 7, 311–329. [CrossRef]

44. Sverdlik, A.; Hall, N.C.; McAlpine, L.; Hubbard, K. The PhD Experience: A Review of the Factors Influencing Doctoral Students’
Completion, Achievement, and Well-Being. Int. J. Dr. Stud. 2018, 13, 361–388. [CrossRef]

45. Metcalfe, J.; Levecque, K.; Wilson, S. Exploring Wellbeing and Mental Health and Associated Support Services for Postgraduate
Researchers. 2018. Available online: https://re.ukri.org/documents/2018/mental-health-report/ (accessed on 16 March 2022).

46. Bryan, B.; Guccione, K. Was it worth it? A qualitative exploration into graduate perceptions of doctoral value. High. Educ. Res.
Dev. 2018, 37, 1124–1140. [CrossRef]

47. Cornell, B. PhD Life: The UK Student Experience. 2020. Available online: https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/06/25/phdlife-the-uk-
student-experience (accessed on 17 November 2022).

48. Flynn, S.V.; Chasek, C.L.; Harper, I.F.; Murphy, K.M.; Jorgensen, M.F. A Qualitative Inquiry of the Counseling Dissertation Process.
Couns. Educ. Superv. 2012, 51, 242–255. [CrossRef]

49. Woolston, C. Graduate survey: A love–hurt relationship. Nature 2017, 550, 549–552. [CrossRef]
50. Whillans, A.; West, C. Alleviating time poverty among the working poor: A pre-registered longitudinal field experiment. Sci. Rep.

2022, 12, 1–17. [CrossRef]
51. Giurge, L.M.; Whillans, A.V.; West, C. Why time poverty matters for individuals, organisations and nations. Nat. Hum. Behav.

2020, 4, 993–1003. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
52. Whillans, A.V.; Dunn, E.W.; Smeets, P.; Bekkers, R.; Norton, M.I. Buying time promotes happiness. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA

2017, 114, 8523–8527. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
53. Cornwall, J.; Mayland, E.C.; van der Meer, J.; Spronken-Smith, R.A.; Tustin, C.; Blyth, P. Stressors in early-stage doctoral students.

Stud. Contin. Educ. 2019, 41, 363–380. [CrossRef]
54. Byrom, N.C.; Dinu, L.; Kirkman, A.; Hughes, G. Predicting stress and mental wellbeing among doctoral researchers. J. Ment.

Health 2020, 31, 783–791. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
55. AB Marais, G.; Shankland, R.; Haag, P.; Fiault, R.; Juniper, B. A Survey and a Positive Psychology Intervention on French PhD

Student Well-being. Int. J. Dr. Stud. 2018, 13, 109–138. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
56. Wilcock, A. An Occupational Perspective on Health, 2nd ed.; Slack: Thorofare, NJ, USA, 2006.
57. McAlpine, L.; McKinnon, M. Supervision—The most variable of variables: Student perspectives. Stud. Contin. Educ. 2013, 35,

265–280. [CrossRef]
58. Gardner, S.K. Student and faculty attributions of attrition in high and low-completing doctoral programs in the United States.

High. Educ. 2009, 58, 97–112. [CrossRef]

https://wfot.org/about/about-occupational-therapy
https://wfot.org/about/about-occupational-therapy
https://doi.org/10.17269/cjph.107.5317
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp10esil/p10esil/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cp10esil/p10esil/
https://doi.org/10.2202/1935-1682.2191
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732309344612
https://doi.org/10.1111/medu.14380
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1098-240X(199704)20:2%3C169::AID-NUR9%3E3.0.CO;2-I
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2021.74
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34814957
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED610288.pdf
https://doi.org/10.28945/1765
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37632106
https://doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v9.23059
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24746246
https://doi.org/10.28945/1700
https://doi.org/10.28945/4113
https://re.ukri.org/documents/2018/mental-health-report/
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1479378
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/06/25/phdlife-the-uk-student-experience
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/06/25/phdlife-the-uk-student-experience
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2012.00018.x
https://doi.org/10.1038/nj7677-549a
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-04352-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-020-0920-z
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32747805
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1706541114
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28739889
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2018.1534821
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2020.1818196
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32967498
https://doi.org/10.28945/3948
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37568764
https://doi.org/10.1080/0158037X.2012.746227
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9184-7


Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 916 11 of 11

59. Hopwood, N.; Alexander, P.; Harris-Huemmert, S.; McAlpine, L.; Wagstaff, S. The Hidden Realities of Life as a Doctoral Student.
Doctoral Education in International Context: Connecting Local, Regional and Global Perspectives. 2011, pp. 213–233. Available online:
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259801727_The_hidden_realities_of_life_as_a_doctoral_student (accessed on 10
December 2021).

60. Evans, T.M.; Bira, L.; Gastelum, J.B.; Weiss, L.T.; Vanderford, N.L. Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education. Nat.
Biotechnol. 2018, 36, 282–284. [CrossRef]

61. Department of Health. Healthy Ireland: Healthy Campus Framework. 2021. Available online: https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-
information/706608-healthy-ireland-policies/ (accessed on 1 December 2021).

62. Duffy, A.; Saunders, K.; Malhi, G.S.; Patten, S.; Cipriani, A.; McNevin, S.H.; MacDonald, E.; Geddes, J. Mental health care for
university students: A way forward? Lancet Psychiatry 2019, 6, 885–887. [CrossRef]

63. Hill, M.; Farrelly, N.; Clarke, C.; Cannon, M. Student mental health and well-being: Overview and Future Directions. Ir. J. Psychol.
Med. 2020, 1–8. [CrossRef]

64. Brown, J.S.L. Student mental health: Some answers and more questions. J. Ment. Health 2018, 27, 193–196. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
65. Upsher, R.; Percy, Z.; Cappiello, L.; Byrom, N.; Hughes, G.; Oates, J.; Nobili, A.; Rakow, K.; Anaukwu, C.; Foster, J. Understanding

how the university curriculum impacts student wellbeing: A qualitative study. High. Educ. 2022, 1–20. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
66. Jackman, P.C.; Jacobs, L.; Hawkins, R.M.; Sisson, K. Mental health and psychological wellbeing in the early stages of doctoral

study: A systematic review. Eur. J. High. Educ. 2021, 12, 293–313. [CrossRef]
67. Mason, A.; Hickman, J. Students supporting students on the PhD journey: An evaluation of a mentoring scheme for international

doctoral students. Innov. Educ. Teach. Int. 2019, 56, 88–98. [CrossRef]
68. Universities UK. Stepchange: Mentally Healthy Universities. 2020. Available online: https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-

we-do/policy-and-research/publications/stepchange-mentally-healthy-universities (accessed on 20 December 2021).
69. Baik, C.; Larcombe, W.; Brooker, A. How universities can enhance student mental wellbeing: The student perspective. High. Educ.

Res. Dev. 2019, 38, 674–687. [CrossRef]
70. Mousavi, M.P.S.; Sohrabpour, Z.; Anderson, E.L.; Stemig-Vindedahl, A.; Golden, D.; Christenson, G.; Lust, K.; Bühlmann, P. Stress

and Mental Health in Graduate School: How Student Empowerment Creates Lasting Change. J. Chem. Educ. 2018, 95, 1939–1946.
[CrossRef]

71. Ryan, T.; Baik, C.; Larcombe, W. How can universities better support the mental wellbeing of higher degree research students? A
study of students’ suggestions. High. Educ. Res. Dev. 2021, 41, 867–881. [CrossRef]

72. Higher Education Authority. National Student Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Framework. 2020. Available online:
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2020/10/HEA-NSMHS-Framework.pdf (accessed on 1 December 2022).

73. Watkins, D.C.; Hunt, J.B.; Eisenberg, D. Increased demand for mental health services on college campuses: Perspectives from
administrators. Qual. Soc. Work. 2012, 11, 319–337. [CrossRef]

74. Litalien, D.; Guay, F. Dropout intentions in PhD studies: A comprehensive model based on interpersonal relationships and
motivational resources. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 2015, 41, 218–231. [CrossRef]

75. Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science. Minister Publishes Independent Report on
Supports for PhD Researchers in Ireland. Available online: https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/6ae92-minister-publishes-
independent-report-on-supports-for-phd-researchers-in-ireland/# (accessed on 7 July 2023).

76. Council of Graduate Schools; The Jed Foundation. Supporting Graduate Student Mental Health and Well-Being: Evidence-
Informed Recommendations for the Graduate Community. 2021. Available online: https://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/
CGS_JED_Grad%20Student%20Mental%20Health%20Report.pdf (accessed on 23 November 2022).

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/259801727_The_hidden_realities_of_life_as_a_doctoral_student
https://doi.org/10.1038/nbt.4089
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/706608-healthy-ireland-policies/
https://www.gov.ie/en/policy-information/706608-healthy-ireland-policies/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(19)30275-5
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2020.110
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638237.2018.1470319
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29768071
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-022-00969-8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36474929
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2021.1939752
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2017.1392889
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/stepchange-mentally-healthy-universities
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/stepchange-mentally-healthy-universities
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2019.1576596
https://doi.org/10.1021/acs.jchemed.8b00188
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2021.1874886
https://hea.ie/assets/uploads/2020/10/HEA-NSMHS-Framework.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325011401468
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2015.03.004
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/6ae92-minister-publishes-independent-report-on-supports-for-phd-researchers-in-ireland/#
https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/6ae92-minister-publishes-independent-report-on-supports-for-phd-researchers-in-ireland/#
https://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/CGS_JED_Grad%20Student%20Mental%20Health%20Report.pdf
https://cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/CGS_JED_Grad%20Student%20Mental%20Health%20Report.pdf

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Results and Discussion 
	Theme 1: More Than a PhD Student 
	Theme 2: Doctoral Degrees Are All-Consuming 
	Theme 3: Doctoral Degrees Can Have a Positive and Negative Impact on Well-Being 

	Implications 
	Study Limitations and Future Research Directions 
	Conclusions 
	References

