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"General worrying about everything” - student
experiences of PhD process through a journey

mapping approach

The surge in the number of PhD students
combined with resource constraints for supervision
calls for enhancement of the quality of supervision
and academic well-being. Doctoral education
urgently calls for practices and structures that
provide agile support and learning opportunities for
students and supervisors with diverse backgrounds
and future career demands (Bastalich, 2017). Factors
contributing to supervisors’ work well-being include
elements such as suitable numbers of supervisees,
research group setting, community support, and
confidence (Tikkanen et al,, 2024), while those of
doctoral students include paucity of supervision
guantity and practices (Cornér et al. 2017). In this
paper we map a comprehensive synthesis of the
doctoral students’ experiences during the doctoral
studies process.

We studied a group of recent PhD graduates
(N=12) with the journey mapping method (Marx,
2023) to identify their experiences, similarities,

and differences along their journey. Further, we
compared two groups from different collaborative
research environments: students in Group 1 (N=6)
were working in a research group actively investing
in doctoral supervision, and those in Group 2 (N=6)
were supervised in a more conventional way.
Participants documented their doctoral journey
into a canvas of personal experiences, including
events, observations, activities, and feelings. They
rated their personally recognized experiences from
-3 to +3 based on the level of recognized negative
or positive impact of the various activities and
incidents regarding their doctoral study process.
We analyzed the data by applying a mixed-method
approach that included linguistic, numerical, and
qualitative approaches. The gathered observations

were grouped into nine categories, with 2-8 sub-
categories.

The largest group of the PhD graduates’
observations focused on the research process
(mean +0.70, 88% positive), and the second one

on self-management challenges and solutions
(mean -0.74, 30% positive). This finding shows

that while most of the experiences of the research
process were positive, the self-management issues
substantially hindered the doctoral journey. The
third largest group of these observations was on
non- academic life, such as COVID-19 and family
matters (mean +0.32, 53% positive), indicating

how significant contributions these exogenous
factors had on the doctoral journeys. Group 1 with
actively developed supervision had more positive
experiences overall compared to Group 2 with more
conventional supervision. Self-management issues
were emphasized in the later stages of the process
and within the students in Group

2. The differences between the groups were
found in the first phase linguistic analysis which
focused on the words and the word clusters used
by these groups indicating the presence of two
distinct discourse communities (Swales, 1990).
These novel insights showcase the diversity in the
temporal variation of experiences. The results will
be employed to tailor structured practices and
processes for doctoral supervision to advance
doctoral journeys from general worrying to as
productive and enjoyable as possible in a resource-
constrained environment.



References:

Bastalich, W.,, 2017. Content and context in knowledge production:
a critical review of doctoral supervision literature. Studies in Higher
Education 42, 1145-1157. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1079
702

Cornér, S., Lofstrom, E., Pyhalto, K., 2017. The relationships between
doctoral students’ perceptions of supervision and burnout.
International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 12, 91-106. https://doi.
0rg/10.28945/3754

Marx, S., 2023. Mapping as critical qualitative research
methodology. International Journal of Research & Method in
Education 46, 285-299. https://doi.org/10.1080/1743727X.2022.2110231

Swales, J. M., 1990. Genre Analysis: English in academic and
research settings. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Tikkanen, L., Anttila, H., Pyhaltd, K., 2024. How does supervision
influence a doctoral supervisor’s occupational wellbeing?
European Journal of Higher Education, 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1080/2
1568235.2024.2314470

CoPh

Nordic Conference
on PhD Supervision



