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Abstract: In the years leading to the Covid-19 pandemic, which often served to accentuate existing
problems, doctoral students’ mental health emerged as a point of concern and a topic of fast-
proliferating research and practical interventions, aiming to address a previously neglected issue. The
oversight was attributed to previous reliance on services and findings created around the
undergraduate student (and rarely, staff) populations, thus failing to understand the contexts in
which doctoral students are battling very specific problems, one of them being precisely the lack of
clearly defined social identity in the context of graduate study/academic research. This paper will
report on the findings of an inter-disciplinary, co-produced research event designed to investigate
the issue of doctoral students’ wellbeing specifically in relation to their social identities – professional
and otherwise – and spaces of belonging, and open a discussion that will feed into the development
of a whole-person approach to researching doctoral students’ wellbeing.

Paper: Even before the Covid-19 pandemic, which, according to Vitae’s 2020 survey, caused mental
distress in four out of five academic researchers, with levels significantly higher in doctoral students,
post-graduate researchers’ (PGRs’) mental health emerged as an important topic internationally.
Studies highlighted that doctoral students appeared significantly more susceptible to ill mental
health (particularly anxiety and depression) (Levecque et al., 2017; Mackie and Bates, 2019), with
recent UK-based surveys further highlighting that neither the existing research nor wellbeing services
built on the needs of undergraduate and post-graduate taught students are adequate for the PGR
community (Metcalfe et al, 2018; Vitae 2020). Multiple intersecting causes were identified: worry
about the future (particularly in view of precariousness); financial situation; supervisor relationship;
unclear expectations; role conflict (Grady et al. 2014); impostor syndrome; and isolation or lack of
belonging to the (scholarly) community (Stubb et al. 2011). Part-time, international, mature students,
students with disabilities, caring responsibilities, and students working in isolation are found to be at
higher risk (Levecque et al. 2017, Metcalfe et al., 2018; Vitae 2020). Further, it was suggested that
the research culture of competitiveness and performativity increase the feeling of isolation (Rogler,
2019; Wellcome Trust, 2020).

 

Many of these stressors: isolation, role conflict, imposter syndrome, self-confidence, supervisor
relationships, work control and uncertainty (Vitae 2018; 2020; Byrom et al., 2020) can relate to the
(lack of) social identification and belonging. These emerge in a social environment in which



individuals exist in a state of liminality, often at odds with their life stage (43% of the UK PGR
population are 30+), which is often all-consuming, extremely competitive, and conducive to life-work
imbalance. And while the sector is rapidly addressing the issue, there is paucity of research and
initiatives that take a whole-person approach (McAlpine et al., 2020; Metcalfe et al. 2020), and
rather than identifying social and institutional stressors and isolating ‘correct’ responses to them, aim
to understand how PGRs’ backgrounds, motivations, and social spaces of identification and belonging
– both professional/academic and otherwise – bear on their wellbeing.

 

In my contribution, I will deliver insights from an event on PGR mental health and wellbeing from a
social identities perspective, organised in collaboration with PhD students and colleagues working in
neuro- and social psychology. The event, taking place in September 2021, will open a conversation
about helpful and harmful social and professional identifications among doctoral researchers. It will
bring PhD students (N~40) across humanities and social science disciplines (who, due to the nature of
their work, may experience higher levels of isolation than their traditionally team-based STEM
colleagues) in conversation with each other, and with their senior colleagues, about their mental
health and wellbeing and the ways in which it is linked to their various social identifications and
spaces of community and belonging (both inside and outside of academia). The event will use
creative small-group workshops and focus group discussions, and will be of exploratory nature in
asking the question about the experience of wellbeing or distress and its links to salient positive or
negative social identification (i.e. an intersection between a positive and clear sense of belonging –
identification with, and acceptance by – a group that is inherently positively perceived (Vignoles et al.
2006; Smith et al. 2017; Makanju et al. 2020). Notes from these discussions and the post-event
survey data will be thematically analysed to deliver initial qualitative insights, that will be first shared
at the conference, and used to inform an inter-disciplinary project aimed at understanding these
links on a larger scale.

 

As this work-in-progress approaches the issue from a novel perspective, it is unhelpful to speculate
about possible conclusions, particularly in the context of the ongoing pandemic – some anecdotal
evidence from the discussion with our PhD collaborators suggests, for example, that while the
pandemic has exacerbated a lot of the pre-existing issues (particularly isolation and worry about the
future), it had also introduced unexpected benefits, such as the creation of online communities,
increased participation for distance, part-time, and mature students (as well as those with caring
responsibilities or some disabilities), and re-evaluation of professional and personal priorities. We are
keen to learn about these changes as much as about the enduring issues – individual, but also
structural, such as access to doctoral study and academic profession for various social groups (and
the ‘cultural ideal’ of an academic that might be incompatible with students’ various social identities)
and the likelihood of career precariousness (OECD, 2021), and keen to discuss our emerging research
programme with colleagues, to enhance its robustness, relevance, and practical implications.
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