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The Realities of Completing a PhD gives a balanced and evidence-
based view of the realities of PhD life. Full of practical tips and 
including a checklist to complete before sending an application, the 
book helps prospective PhD students prepare for the realities of tak-
ing on a PhD from an informed basis and offers guidance on submit-
ting a well-planned application.

This is the first book of its kind to bring together a range of inter-
national data that helps to paint a more balanced picture of the PhD 
process. The book outlines different types of PhD, how to select a 
topic for a PhD, how to write a robust research proposal and applica-
tion, and the realities of PhD study in relation to student wellbeing, 
social commitments and employment prospects. By considering the 
issues raised in this book, students are less likely to be overwhelmed by 
the PhD process, and better equipped to complete their award.

The book will be invaluable for potential doctoral students as well 
as those already embarking on a PhD. It will also enable university 
mentors and supervisors to consider how the application phase is key 
to managing student expectations, and how they can further promote 
a healthy and productive PhD experience.
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This book is dedicated to all those past, present and future 
PhDs who have worked their way through the PhD system, 
often relying on pure grit, determination and resilience. 
Equally, it acknowledges all of those who have not reached 
the finish line (possibly through no fault of their own), and 
whose voices are often not heard. Hopefully, this portrayal 
of the realities of doing a PhD and how best to approach 
the process will help university staff understand the wider 
PhD student experience, and enable future PhD students to 
walk into their programmes better prepared and ready to 
face the challenges ahead.



https://taylorandfrancis.com


Contents

List of illustrations viii
Glossary ix

 Introduction  1

PART 1
The realities of doing a PhD: Issues affecting student  
dropout, completion, employment and wellbeing 5

1 What is a PhD and why do one? 7
2 Common misconceptions about doing a PhD:  

Completion, value and employment potential 13
3 Emotions and wellbeing during a PhD 22
4 Assessing your own situation to do a PhD:  

Time, social commitments, finance and scholarships,  
international study, special needs 26

PART 2
Preparing your PhD application 39

5 Selecting your research topic and choosing a  
university/supervisor 41

6 The PhD application process 48
7 Writing a research proposal 52
8 Planning for study life 58
9 Being an independent learner, supervision and support 67

Your PhD checklist 78
References and resources 82
Index 89



List of illustrations

Figures

1.1 Required traits that motivate a good PhD application 8

2.1 PhD Completion 1950–2000 14

2.2 Job losses concentrated in mid- and lower-paying  
occupations  21

4.1 Life-influences of a PhD 30

4.2 Percent of PhD recipients with $70,000+ in  
education related debt in 2014 31

Tables

1.1 Positive motivations for doing a PhD 11

3.1 Doctoral Programmes & Wellbeing 2017 23

3.2 Wellbeing and drop-out related to published PhD  
populations 23

9.1 What your supervisor will do 71

9.2 What your supervisor won’t do 73



Glossary

ABD (All But Dissertation) A term sometimes used to indicate that 
someone has completed their PhD coursework, but has not gone on 
to complete the award (i.e. the dissertation and examination).

Academic discipline An academic discipline is the main field you 
wish to study in. It is divided into sub-disciplines that define a par-
ticular area, and branches of the sub-discipline that define specific 
areas of approach or interest.

Bachelor’s degree A first-level degree examined at level 6 on the 
European Qualifications Framework (EQF). A bachelor’s degree 
with honours (Hons) usually contains a larger volume of material, 
a higher standard of study or both, rather than an ordinary bach-
elor's degree. It often has a research element.

Dissertation (see Thesis) In Europe, the term dissertation is often 
used interchangeably with thesis but reflects a broader post-gradu-
ate research project. In the US a thesis is often used to describe mas-
ter’s-level work, and the term dissertation is used for doctoral work.

Doctorate A qualification that awards a doctoral degree examined at 
level 8 on the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). It is seen 
as a terminal degree and is the highest-level award a university can 
bestow.

Master’s degree A second-level degree examined at level 7 on the 
European Qualifications Framework (EQF). It may also be referred 
to as a graduate degree.

Monograph thesis A monograph thesis presents a candidate’s overall 
research in one document for evaluation for a doctoral award.


