
 

International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning 
Volume 24, Number 1                   

                                      
February – 2023 

 

The Online PhD Experience:  
A Qualitative Systematic Review 
Efrem Melián, José Israel Reyes, and Julio Meneses 
Open University of Catalonia, Spain 
 

Abstract 
The online doctoral population is growing steadily worldwide, yet its narratives have not been thoroughly 
reviewed so far. We conducted a systematic review summarizing online PhD students’ experiences. ERIC, 
WoS, Scopus, and PsycInfo databases were searched following PRISMA 2020 guidelines and limiting the 
results to peer-reviewed articles of the last 20 years, yielding 16 studies eligible. A thematic synthesis of the 
studies showed that online PhD students are generally satisfied with their programs, but isolation, juggling 
work and family roles, and financial pressures are the main obstacles. The supervisory relationship 
determines the quality of the experience, whereas a strong sense of community helps students get ahead. 
Personal factors such as motivation, personality, and skills modulate fit with the PhD. We conclude that 
pursuing a doctorate online is more isolating than face to face, and students might encounter additional 
challenges regarding the supervision process and study/life balance. Accordingly, this review might help 
faculty, program managers, and prospective students better understand online doctorates’ pressing 
concerns such as poor well-being and high dropout rates.  

Keywords: qualitative review, online higher education, online PhD program, online doctoral student, 
lived experience, student’s perspective  
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Introduction 
There has been a dramatic increase in recent years in the number of students enrolled in online doctoral 
programs (Burrus et al., 2019; Sverdlik et al., 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic has only accelerated what 
was already a strong trend towards virtuality in this educational stage. The most common profile of this 
population is distinct from the traditional PhD student. Whereas the traditional doctoral candidate was 
young and studied on site and full-time, the non-traditional candidate is a working adult with family 
responsibilities pursuing their degree online and part-time (Offerman, 2011). 

Historically, the doctoral population has experienced very high attrition and delayed completion rates 
(Baltes & Brown, 2018; Lovitts, 2001). This situation is even more concerning in the case of online 
doctorates where dropouts are in the range of 40–70% (Marston et al., 2019; Rigler et al., 2017). But these 
are not the only potential troubles PhD students might deal with. Recent literature has highlighted what 
can be considered a mental health epidemic among this population (“Being a PhD Student Shouldn’t Be 
Bad for Your Health,” 2019; Evans et al., 2018). Poor well-being, high stress, and burnout from overworking 
are more widespread than previously thought, putting PhD students at an increased risk of developing a 
psychiatric disorder relative to the general population. These circumstances have dire implications. High 
attrition rates are costly in personal, institutional, and societal terms (Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2016; 
Litalien & Guay, 2015). On the one hand, individuals face emotional hardship and might lose personal and 
professional opportunities. On the other, institutions fail to retain talent and waste their limited resources, 
while society at large loses the potential for knowledge growth and innovation. 

Over the last few decades, a substantial body of research has been conducted on the factors promoting 
persistence or, alternatively, causing dropout in higher education (Tinto, 1975; Vossensteyn et al., 2015) 
and doctoral studies (Castelló et al., 2017; Lovitts, 2001; Sverdlik et al., 2018). Scarce research has been 
devoted, however, to examine this phenomenon in the context of online doctoral programs. Thus, there is 
a need to address this gap in the understanding of adult learners’ experiences and challenges within the 
online doctoral environment. Deeper awareness about this student body may help program chairs 
strengthen their online PhD programs, faculty better comprehend the demands of their students, and future 
students adjust their expectations about what pursuing an online PhD degree actually entails. 

Several reviews have been conducted aiming to understand PhD candidates’ experiences and perspectives 
(Akojie et al., 2019; Gray & Crosta, 2019; Rigler et al., 2017; Spurlock & Cunningham, 2016; Sverdlik et al., 
2018). However, most of them have not focused exclusively on the context of online PhD programs, often 
pooling together in-person, blended, and online programs. Such approach does not allow us to discern the 
specific characteristics and challenges a fully online context might exert on students. Akojie et al.’s review 
(2019) is, thematically, the closest to our own. Nonetheless, these authors exclude part-time students, which 
we include and consider a crucial profile closely related to adult, non-traditional students. Akojie et al. also 
limited the timespan to five years, which we expand to the last two decades to grasp a fuller picture of the 
phenomenon. 

Accordingly, the purpose of this study was to comprehensively examine and critically analyze the available 
evidence on the experiences and perceptions of PhD students pursuing their degrees in an online modality. 
We specifically sought to synthesize the aspects facilitating or hampering the doctoral journey and the 
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reasons why these students persist and eventually complete their studies or, alternatively, delay completion 
or drop out from their programs.  

 

Method 
Systematic reviews are the method of choice when aiming to describe a phenomenon, summarize the 
available evidence, and document the remaining gaps in the literature (Gough & Thomas, 2016). This 
approach is particularly useful to decision makers. Hence, we adopted this approach while additionally 
following the preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) statement 
(Page et al., 2021) to report the search and article selection process. 

Research Questions 
The general research question guiding this review was: What are the experiences, perceptions, and attitudes 
of online PhD students along their doctoral journey? Derived from this broad question, we posed two 
additional sub-questions: What are the main perceived factors affecting online students’ persistence in their 
programs? How satisfied are they with the PhD program, the supervisory relationship, and the sense of 
community?  

Search Strategy 
We searched four scientific databases, accounting for both educational-focused (ERIC) and comprehensive 
scientific repositories (Web of Science, Scopus, and PsycInfo). Results were limited to peer-reviewed 
articles written in English from 2002 to 2021. Including research performed over this time span gave us a 
broad longitudinal picture of the phenomenon. Focusing on primary empirical studies, we excluded 
literature reviews, grey literature, and anecdotal papers. The search was performed in June 2021 and 
included three semantic blocks of terms: (PhD OR doctoral OR doctorate) AND (online OR distance OR 
off-campus) AND (experiences OR perceptions OR attitudes). 

The first and second blocks aimed to specify the target population of the search, while the third block aimed 
at incorporating the type of qualitative results we were seeking. The search string terminology and 
truncations were deliberately kept simple in order to retrieve the maximum number of articles and to avoid 
unintended mistakes derived from each database’s particular functioning.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
Studies had to meet the following criteria to be included in the review: (a) written in English; (b) from the 
last 20 years; (c) peer-reviewed; (d) empirical; (e) include online PhD students among its participants; and 
(f) gather accounts of the participants’ experiences throughout their online PhD programs.  

We excluded studies that covered professional doctorates since their characteristics are quite different from 
research-intensive doctorates. Additionally, we discarded studies that did not collect first-person narratives 
(either coming from interviews or open-ended questionnaire items) and studies focused on specific courses 
or interventions that do not address the whole PhD degree. 
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Study Selection 
Once we conducted the database search and retrieved the references, we first imported them to Zotero to 
manage the whole collection and remove duplicates. Then, we uploaded the collection to Rayyan (Ouzzani 
et al., 2016), a software tool specifically developed to facilitate collaboration among researchers in the initial 
screening stages of systematic reviews. The first and second authors carried out a title and abstract 
screening, discarding thematically non-relevant studies and discussing disagreements about the 
application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Subsequently, we conducted a full-text reading of the 
remaining articles which allowed a final selection of articles to be included in this review. 

Figure 1 shows the articles’ search and selection procedure following the PRISMA statement (Page et al., 
2021). PRISMA guidelines were developed to ensure detailed and transparent reporting of the review 
process, allowing for its trustworthiness and reproducibility. We initially recovered 1,323 articles using our 
search string in all four databases. After removing 458 duplicates, two independent coders screened 865 
articles by title and abstract, deeming 43 articles for full-text assessment. After reading the whole text, 27 
articles were further discarded due to several reasons such as not being empirical, not including students’ 
first-person accounts, or referring to interventions or courses and not to the general PhD program. 
Ultimately, 16 articles were included in the review. 

Figure 1  

PRISMA 2021 Flowchart  
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Data Extraction and Analysis 
To make sense of the corpus of data, the first and second authors agreed on extracting the following 
information: bibliographic data (title, authors, year); context (country, field); methodology; participants; 
aim of the study; domains and themes; main findings; and limitations. We used thematic synthesis (Thomas 
& Harden, 2008) to analyze the results sections of the papers. This approach was specifically developed to 
guide data analysis in qualitative systematic reviews, providing a rigorous framework through a qualitative 
lens. Following the scheme outlined by Thomas and Harden (2008), we first conducted line-to-line coding 
of the studies’ findings, while inductively developing a set of codes and descriptive themes that were 
progressively refined. In a second stage, we interpreted these descriptive themes to generate analytical 
themes that aimed to cover the whole spectrum of the phenomenon under review. These descriptive and 
analytical themes will serve as the basis for structuring our analysis in the following section. 

 

Results 
Sixteen articles were eligible for inclusion in this review. Table 1 displays the articles’ findings and other key 
information. Except for one study conducted in Zimbabwe, all studies came from the USA, UK, and 
Australia. The fields of study gravitated heavily towards education (n = 7), while there were also some 
papers from medicine (n = 3) and psychology (n = 2). In four studies, the field was not explicitly mentioned. 
Most studies used a qualitative approach (13 studies with a total of 367 participants), whereas three used 
mixed methods (801 participants). The most frequent domains were the supervisory relationship (n = 6) 
and the overall PhD experience (n = 5), while other domains alluded to the sense of community (n = 2), 
emotions (n = 1), motivation (n = 1), and received support (n = 1).   



 

Table 1 

Descriptive Summary of Included Studies  

Citation Country Participants Design: Instrument Aim of the study Main findings 

Andrew 
(2012) 

AU 3 students Qualitative: Interviews Explore the challenges 
around distance 
PhD supervision 

Supervision at a distance has the advantage of flexibility 
and convenience to reconcile with personal life. It does 
not hamper creativity, but there is potential for 
loneliness. 

 
Peer and institutional support are preconditions for 

engagement. 
 

Berg (2016) US 228 current 
and recently 
graduated 
students 

Mixed methods: Survey  Understand the 
experience of 
African American 
and Latinx online 
PhD students  

Students carefully assess the risks and rewards derived 
from the decision of pursuing a doctoral degree. 

 
Challenges in the online doctorate: financial pressures, 

feelings of self-doubt, isolation, family, and work 
responsibilities (70% took an unscheduled break).  

 
Advantages: demographically blind and culturally 

diverse. 
 

Brown 
(2017) 

US 75 students Qualitative 
(phenomenology): 
Interviews 

Explore perceived 
supports that 
contribute to 
persistence 

Main reasons for choosing an online program are 
flexibility, best fit with work and family schedule, and 
no need to travel.  

 
Advisors, family members, and co-workers are valuable 

sources of support.  
 
Excessive workload, and professors’ lack of empathy 

regarding personal responsibilities are reasons for 
quitting.  

 
Byrd (2016) US 12 students Qualitative 

(phenomenology): 
Interviews 

Understand factors 
that contribute to 
students’ sense of 
community  

Sense of community affects online doctoral experience 
positively. 

  
Being in a cohort provides security and lessens anxiety.  
 
Initial f2f seminars contribute greatly to togetherness. 
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Citation Country Participants Design: Instrument Aim of the study Main findings 

 
Facing challenging situations strengthens the bond 

between participants. 
 

Erichsen et 
al. (2014) 

US 295 students  Mixed methods: Survey Investigate distance 
doctoral students’ 
satisfaction with 
supervision 

Students are moderately satisfied with their supervisors, 
but many feel isolated and abandoned. 

 
Men are more satisfied than women. Students in blended 

programs are more satisfied than students in online 
programs. 

 
An online program is harder than a f2f one; but students 

value flexibility, freedom, and the sense of 
empowerment it provides. 

 
Fiore et al. 

(2019) 
US 18 current and 

recently 
graduated 
students 

Qualitative: Interviews Understand online 
doctoral students’ 
perceptions about 
supervision and 
persistence 

 

Supervision is the most cited factor related to persistence. 
 
Many students feel independent research is daunting and 

feel frustrated with the lack of or inconsistent advice 
received. 

  
Students do not expect the loneliness and isolation the 

doctoral journey entails. 
 

Halter et al. 
(2006) 

US 5 students Qualitative 
(phenomenology): 
Interviews 

Understand the 
experience of online 
doctoral students 

The benefits of an online PhD program (convenience, 
flexibility) outweigh the costs (isolation). 

 
Introverted, shy, and independent people fit best. 
 
Students learn new skills such as catching up with 

technology, communicating online, and building 
community. 

 
Ivankova & 

Stick 
(2007) 

US 278 current 
and former 
students  

Mixed methods: 
Interviews 

Identify factors 
contributing to 
students’ 
persistence  

Persistence is affected by program quality, relevance for 
professional life, quality advisor’s feedback, and 
student’s writing skills. 

 
Lack of synchronous and f2f interaction is a dropout 

factor. 
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Citation Country Participants Design: Instrument Aim of the study Main findings 

 
Beneficial instructors are responsive, provide quality 

advice, and are willing to accommodate students’ 
needs. 

 
Jameson & 

Torres 
(2019) 

US 40 students Qualitative: Survey and 
interviews 

 

Explore mentor-
student relationship 
and its influence on 
student’s motivation 
to persist 

 

Internal locus of control is a predictor of persistence. 
  
Students at the early stages are excited and motivated but 

have unrealistic expectations and overestimate their 
skills to conduct independent research.  

 
The relationship with the supervisor is the most rated 

factor (~75%) in supporting students’ motivation. 
 

Kennedy & 
Gray 
(2016) 

UK 24 students Qualitative: Survey and 
interviews 

 

Explore doctoral 
students’ affective 
practice within the 
online environment 

Main positive emotions felt are pleasure, satisfaction, 
excitement, and belonging; main negative emotions are 
upset, frustration, anger, fear. 

 
Emotions circulate around three sites of intensity: sense 

of personal progression, interaction with the 
community, and advisor and peers’ feedback. 

 
Kumar et al. 

(2013) 
US 9 recently 

graduated 
students 

Qualitative: Interviews Identify strategies 
used to mentor 
online doctoral 
students through 
their dissertation 

Students value mentors using different means of 
communication and providing structure, with clear 
deadlines and expectations. Encouragement, positive 
reinforcement, and gentle criticism are motivating. 

 
Challenges: taking mentor’s feedback constructively and 

acting on it; developing a “tough skin”; finding time to 
write; receiving enough peer support; implementing 
research at a distance. 

 
Lee (2020) UK 13 current and 

recently 
graduated 
students 

Qualitative 
(Phenomenology): 
Interviews 

Explore the 
experiences of 
online PhD students 

Students have unrealistic expectations by assuming an 
online PhD is easier than a traditional one.  

 
Initial residential activities foster sense of community and 

help students overcome their initial feelings of 
uncertainty. 
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Citation Country Participants Design: Instrument Aim of the study Main findings 

Students feel increasingly competent as they advance 
through the dissertation phase. When graduating, 
many feel “scholarly” but not “scholars.” 

 
Madhlangob

e et al. 
(2014) 

ZW 5 PhD and 6 
master’s 
students 

Qualitative: Interviews Describe motivational 
factors that increase 
successful doctoral 
and master’s 
graduation 

 

Students take cultural (being labelled a failure by family 
and friends), social (self-initiated exile from friends), 
and financial (borrowing money from loan sharks) 
risks.  

 
“Team power,” including family and friends, is a strong 

predictor of success.  
Natal et al. 

(2020) 
US 17 students Qualitative 

(phenomenology): 
Interviews 

Examine the 
experiences of Asian 
and Latinx online 
doctoral students 

Both Asian and Latinx are collectivists, experience a sense 
of duty, and rely on their families to earn their degree.  

 
Asian students feel pressure to attain an “honorable 

profession.” 
 
Latinx are more likely to be first-generation college 

students and want to reduce the stigma associated with 
their culture. 

 
The online modality erases being perceived as culturally 

different. 
 

Naylor et al. 
(2018) 

AU 115 students Qualitative: Survey  Examine the 
expectations and 
experiences of off-
campus PhD 
students 

Students expect the PhD to be time-consuming, 
challenging, and personally rewarding; but also, 
solitary and difficult to balance with personal life. 

 
80% find the experience positive. 70% say they are 

overworked, but that perception is unrelated to PhD 
satisfaction. 

 
Inadequate supervision is heavily linked to a negative 

PhD experience. 
 

Studebaker & 
Curtis 
(2021) 

US 21 current and 
recently 
graduated 
students 

Qualitative: Email 
interview 

Explore how 
institutions can 
build sense of 
community in an 

Being part of a cohort and courses’ structure help build 
sense of community. 
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Citation Country Participants Design: Instrument Aim of the study Main findings 

online doctoral 
program 

Connections, although mainly asynchronous (e.g., instant 
messaging, group chats, video conferencing), 
contribute to success. 

 

Note. AU = Australia. ZW = Zimbabwe. N = 16.



 

We identified three analytical themes that run through the sixteen reviewed articles: (a) the overall online 
PhD experience, encompassing students’ expectations, perceived challenges, and satisfaction with the 
program; (b) relational factors such as the supervisory relationship and the community of peers; and (c) 
personal factors such as motivation, emotions, skills, and personality. 

Analytical Theme 1: The Overall Online PhD Experience  
The online modality allows students to access educational opportunities that would not be available 
otherwise (Erichsen et al., 2014; Halter et al., 2006). They choose to pursue a doctorate online for a variety 
of reasons, mainly for the flexibility it provides to work at their own pace and from any location and also for 
the convenience of not having to travel or commute to campus (Halter et al., 2006). This is essential if we 
consider the non-traditional profile of most of these students. They are usually working professionals who 
must reconcile their studies with job and family responsibilities, thus having to juggle multiple roles and 
usually managing chronic time scarcity. Furthermore, many participants value joining a global community 
and the networking opportunities it entails (Kennedy & Gray, 2016), while ethnic minority students 
appreciate the “demographically blind” context (Berg, 2016) that erases perceptions of cultural differences 
and allows them to be just regular students (Natal et al., 2020). 

Prior expectations about the doctorate are rather inaccurate, however. Students frequently underestimate 
some issues such as the difficulty of online programs compared to traditional ones —with many assuming 
the former to be somewhat easier—(Lee, 2020), the workload requirements (Brown, 2017), or the level of 
isolation that working on their thesis will entail (Fiore et al., 2019). These unrealistic expectations gradually 
adjust as participants progress in their programs, which is relevant since realistic expectations are 
correlated with satisfaction and persistence (Naylor et al., 2018). 

The online doctorate is a non-linear, arduous journey. Studying online requires more self-discipline, 
commitment, and focus than studying in a traditional format (Erichsen et al., 2014). More than half the 
participants in Brown (2017) and Jameson and Torres (2019) contemplated dropping out at some point. 
Without going that far, taking a break is very frequent. In Berg (2016), almost 70% of the participants took 
a break due to financial constraints, family responsibilities, or academic issues. Students find the most 
challenging aspects of their PhD journeys are feelings of loneliness or abandonment and having to fend for 
themselves; the difficulty in attending to the demands of the program while meeting job and family 
obligations; and the debt burden and general financial struggles. 

Despite the hardships, most students are satisfied with their online PhD programs. In Naylor et al. (2018), 
80% of learners described a positive experience, regardless of their demographic characteristics. 
Meanwhile, satisfaction was strongly linked to effective supervision in Erichsen et al. (2014), and it grew as 
the student persisted and advanced with the program in Ivankova and Stick (2007). One of Halter et al.’s 
(2006) participants put words to this generalized perception:  

I did feel that isolation sitting behind my computer. It was a small price to pay for having 
an opportunity to sit in a course on a winter night and be in my pajamas and coffee with 
me. The good outweighs the bad. (p. 102) 
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Analytical Theme 2: Relational Factors  
The supervisory relationship is the most important factor (Fiore et al., 2019; Naylor et al., 2018) affecting 
students’ satisfaction, persistence, and successful completion of the doctorate. It is pivotal in facilitating the 
transition from the coursework stage of the PhD journey to the often perceived as daunting dissertation 
stage, where more independent research and writing are required. This central role of the advisor in 
facilitating students’ advancement works also in the opposite direction: a poor relationship with the advisor 
is a direct path toward lack of motivation (Jameson & Torres, 2019) and disaffection (Naylor et al., 2018), 
and consequently lies behind many decisions to drop out (Fiore et al., 2019; Jameson & Torres, 2019). 

Online delivery introduces some additional challenges to PhD supervision. For instance, the initial 
matching of the student with the supervisor is crucial but often challenging (Lee, 2020). Communication 
can also be hampered by distance and should be facilitated proactively by advisors (Kumar et al., 2013). On 
the students’ side, difficulties lie in acting on an advisor’s feedback and developing a “tough skin” to be able 
to cope with the constant criticism constructively (Kumar et al., 2013). Overall, Kumar et al.’s participants 
valued mentors that provide structure, clear expectations, and deadlines; timely and specific feedback on 
the strengths and weaknesses of the work done; and gentle criticism and positive reinforcement, all of which 
acted as motivators.  

On the other hand, students highly appreciate having a community of peers (Andrew, 2012) and think it 
contributes decisively to their adjustment and success in the program (Lee, 2020; Studebaker & Curtis, 
2021). Having a strong community is closely related to engagement and thus persistence (Byrd, 2016), and 
it is a protective factor when intentions to drop out arise. Reliance on peers helps students alleviate isolation 
and develop coping mechanisms to face challenges during their doctoral studies (Halter et al., 2006). In 
this sense, having a cohort with which students experience the same milestones at the same time gives them 
a sense of security and consistency, in what they describe as a “family-like” sentiment (Byrd, 2016; 
Studebaker & Curtis, 2021). In-person contact at some point during the PhD program, in the form of initial 
residencies or sporadic face-to-face meetings, markedly helps build this togetherness, igniting community-
building (Berg, 2016; Byrd, 2016; Halter et al., 2006). 

Finally, alongside advisors and peers, online PhD students rely on other sources of support such as 
significant others, family, friends, or co-workers to help them push ahead (Byrd, 2016). They receive 
assistance from these persons in areas such as childcare, running errands, or addressing financial issues. 
However, despite this support, their persistent feeling is one of not being able to meet their whole range of 
responsibilities (Brown, 2017). 

Analytical Theme 3: Personal Factors 
Personal factors such as motivation, emotions, skills, and personality impact students’ achievement in a 
program, dynamically interacting with the abovementioned relational factors. Intrinsic motivation in the 
form of self-direction, passion, and drive has a remarkable effect on students’ persistence across studies, 
even outweighing external factors such as the characteristics of the program, the quality of the advisor’s 
performance, or the students’ work/life balance (Fiore et al., 2019; Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Emotion wise, 
Kennedy and Gray (2016) found that students felt the most positive about personal sense of progression 
and belonging to the community, while the absence of embodied communication, inflexible deadlines, and 
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study “invading” nights and weekends elicited the most negative affects. In addition, some personalities, 
such as independent, introverted, or goal-oriented people, seem to better adapt to online PhD work (Halter 
et al., 2006). 

The stage students are in the program is relevant. Studies differentiate between the course stage and the 
dissertation stage of the PhD program. In the former, the student takes compulsory courses, while the latter 
progressively entails actual independent research and writing. Figure 2 summarizes some trends, derived 
from our analysis, on the modulating effect of the PhD stages on personal variables.  

Figure 2 

Observed Trends in the Online Doctoral Journey 

 

Initially, students are highly motivated (Ivankova & Stick, 2007) but have an inaccurate perception of what 
a distance PhD program implies (Jameson & Torres, 2019; Lee, 2020). During the 1st year, unadjusted 
expectations confront reality, while motivation is based on an external locus of control. Around the end of 
the 1st year or at the beginning of the 2nd year, expectations tend to adjust as students get to know the 
reality of an online doctorate. They are entering the dissertation stage. This transition is often lived as a 
time of shock and crisis (Fiore et al., 2019; Jameson & Torres, 2019; Lee, 2020) since the harshness of the 
program becomes evident and self-competence is not yet fully settled. In this period, students are 
particularly vulnerable to frustration if some external factors, particularly the supervisory relationship, fail 
to motivate them (Fiore et al., 2019). Progressively, while advancing in the program, students start to gain 
more confidence in their ability to carry out independent research (Jameson & Torres, 2019), and thus, 
intrinsic motivation grows (Ivankova & Stick, 2007). This higher level of perceived competence is 
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accompanied by the development of a scholarly identity and the confidence in being able to successfully 
complete the PhD program (Natal et al., 2020). 

 

Discussion 
The purpose of this systematic review was to summarize current knowledge about the experiences and 
perceptions of online PhD students along their academic journey. To follow, we outline the main arguments 
derived from this work. 

First, online doctoral students are generally satisfied with their programs, yet feelings of isolation, the 
study/life balance, and financial constraints are challenging. We found that students’ satisfaction with their 
programs was high across disciplines. Previous studies provided conflicting evidence in this regard, with 
some finding, as in our case, no difference in students’ satisfaction among disciplines (Barnes & Randall, 
2012) and others (Nettles & Millett, 2006) lower satisfaction in the social sciences than in natural sciences. 
Unsurprisingly, the most predictive factor related to satisfaction was the number of semesters students have 
been enrolled in the program. This can be related to evidence indicating that as students advance in a 
program, so do their perceived skills in conducting independent research, adjusted expectations on what a 
PhD program entails, and intrinsic motivation to pursue their goals. Satisfaction is also closely related to 
online doctorates’ profiles. As non-traditional students, pursuing an online degree allows them to balance 
their studies with personal responsibilities and better manage chronic time scarcity. 

Nonetheless, taking a break for one or more semesters and considering leaving the program was a very 
frequent occurrence. There are several reasons for this circumstance. Loneliness, difficulties with managing 
study with work and family responsibilities, and financial issues all take a toll on online doctoral candidates. 
The studies reviewed indicated students were often not prepared for the isolation they would go through 
during a PhD program. Even though loneliness is commonly referred to in the literature as a hampering 
factor in the general doctoral population (Rigler et al., 2017), the distance modality seems to aggravate this 
predicament. In this regard, students experienced ambivalent feelings: they chose the online modality for 
its flexibility and “anytime, anywhere” features, but eventually found themselves craving physical 
proximity. Ultimately, they felt it was extremely helpful for programs to have some kind of face-to-face 
interaction, which helped ignite a sense of community later in the program. Indeed, Conrad (2005) noted 
an “enormous surge in connectedness and satisfaction with the program design” (p. 9) in online doctoral 
students who were able to meet face-to-face at least once. 

Previous research showed that while flexibility provides educational opportunities, it also demands more 
self-regulatory skills on the students’ side (Xavier & Meneses, 2021). Our results point to an equivalent 
concern regarding study/life balance. The same flexibility that allows adult learners to pursue an online 
PhD program is to blame for blurred borders between their academic and personal lives, and the sensation 
that the latter progressively shrinks. Relatedly, Akojie et al. (2019) highlighted how this feeling of being 
chronically time-deprived is particularly pervasive among online doctoral students. This is relevant since 
Evans et al. (2018) found that perceived poor study/life balance is a risk factor for depression and anxiety 
during a PhD program. Financial hurdles are another factor jeopardizing students’ progress. Many online 
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doctorates do not give an accurate picture of the actual costs of a PhD program, even more so because they 
usually prolong their studies, which adds to mounting costs and uncertainty. Rigler et al. (2017) linked 
ongoing enrolment with current costs, opportunity costs, and the expected benefits of attaining a PhD 
degree. Similarly, the studies reviewed pointed at students carefully assessing the worth of earning a 
doctorate considering its trade-offs. Minority students and those living in low-income countries were 
particularly affected by financial concerns. All the above-mentioned challenges might be causally connected 
to the mental health vulnerabilities detected in PhD candidates, which greatly exceed those of the general 
population (“Being a PhD Student Shouldn’t Be Bad for Your Health,” 2019; Evans et al., 2018). 

The second argument derived from this study concerns two common factors affecting success and 
satisfaction: the supervisory relationship determines the quality of students’ academic experience, while a 
strong sense of community helps them to get ahead. 

Supervision was the most frequent domain covered in the studies reviewed and a central factor in students’ 
testimonies when it comes to not only successfully completing their online PhD degree but also facilitating 
future career prospects. This protagonist role of the supervisor in the PhD student’s academic life has been 
extensively examined in the literature, from the classic work of Tinto (1975) to recent reviews on doctoral 
students (Madan, 2021; Sverdlik et al., 2018). Golde (2000) described how behind many attrition stories 
lies a bad relationship with the supervisor. This is also true in our results, where online students think an 
initial match with the supervisor, in their first year, is crucial but often challenging. Golde also stated that 
poor supervision has often more to do with indifference than downright neglect or abuse. In this respect, 
among the dissatisfied doctorates in the studies reviewed, many felt stuck with unsupportive supervisors 
who did not seem to care, and ended up having to resort to internal motivators like passion or drive to cope 
and persist in their studies. Gray and Crosta (2019) remarked that the qualities of a good supervisor are 
independent of the delivery modality, but also that counseling students online introduced additional 
challenges to interaction. Doctoral students in the studies also felt building satisfactory relationships and 
rapport was harder in the absence of face-to-face interaction. For this reason, they preferred a supervisor 
who takes a proactive stance on accompaniment but who is also flexible enough to take into account that 
most students are working adults with multiple responsibilities. 

While the supervisor is a central figure in facilitating students’ progress, having a community of supporting 
peers is what helps online doctorates cope when the former or other aspects of the PhD program do not go 
as expected. Sakurai et al. (2012) observed that while there is often ambivalence regarding the supervisor’s 
impact on their engagement and performance when students happen to have a community of peers, it has 
almost always a positive net effect. Our findings support this reflection. Separately, previous research 
highlighted the importance of the cohort-based program structure (Akojie et al., 2019), and how not being 
in a cohort program is detrimental to students’ socialization, resulting in increased perceived isolation 
(Spurlock & Cunningham, 2016). In our findings, the cohort-based community was progressively seen by 
online doctoral students as an academic “family.” It helped them overcome academic difficulties, fight 
loneliness, and, above all, keep motivated. Peers shared knowledge in an informal way and helped each 
other emotionally. In this regard, we should bear in mind that community-oriented students perform better 
than those working individually (Spurlock & Cunningham, 2016). 
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The third main argument concerns how personal factors such as expectations, motivation, emotions, and 
skills modulate students’ fit throughout a PhD program. Past research (Sakurai et al., 2017) noted that 
engagement and persistence in the PhD journey are influenced by personal aspects such as motivation, self-
regulatory strategies, and skills. Yet these factors are, in turn, dynamic and evolve as the individual 
progresses from the initial stage of a PhD program to a more advanced one in which conducting research 
independently and writing the thesis take centre stage. In this sense, we identified several trends in this 
review. Online doctoral students begin the PhD journey highly motivated but with unrealistic expectations 
of what lies ahead and feeling insecure about their writing skills. As they begin facing the reality of the 
doctorate, expectations adjust, but this period around the end of the first year can be one of crisis. Our 
findings reflect both Sakurai et al.’s (2012) remarking that motivation needs to be continuously nurtured, 
and Sverdlik et al.’s (2018) stressing that lack thereof is, for many, the main reason for dropping out, and 
thus the need for institutional support in times of crisis. For those who advance in their programs, however, 
the perception of increased ability to do research is accompanied by a developing “scholarly” identity —even 
though many, as working professionals, do not aim towards an academic path— with drive and inner 
motivation following.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 
We reviewed the available literature regarding online doctoral experience, and most of it came from 
Western, English-speaking countries and the fields of education and psychology. A more diverse set of 
studies encompassing populations from other geographical areas, ethnicities, genders, and scientific fields 
would certainly add nuance and complexity to our findings. In this regard, it would be especially instructive 
to use an intersectional approach that examines how the interaction of race, class, and gender influences 
the lived experiences of online PhD students. In this review, we have stressed the online feature of the PhD 
experience. Still, reviewing part-timers’ specific struggles (Gardner & Gopaul, 2012; Gatrell, 2020) might 
widen understanding of this doctoral population. Although there is partial overlap with full-timers in terms 
of challenges encountered, part-timers are a particularly understudied, precarious, and peripheral doctoral 
population. Likewise, we have indicated some crucial differences between the online and face-to-face 
doctoral experience. However, not being the focus of our work, further research on this topic in terms of its 
impact on persistence and students’ well-being would be valuable. Finally, it would be enlightening to 
research the voices of those doctoral candidates who left academia. The studies reviewed remark that 
enrolled students and those ahead in their programs are the most satisfied, yet we lacked hearing from 
those who dropped out. 

 

Conclusions 
Pursuing an online doctorate is more isolating than face to face and introduces additional challenges to the 
supervision process and students’ study/work/life balance. This review showed that relational factors, 
either as part of a supervisory relationship or in a community of peers, were crucial in assisting online 
doctoral students to persist in their studies and avoid intentions to drop out. Accordingly, institutions can 
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improve the online PhD experience by strengthening cohort-based structures, providing some type of in-
person opportunity throughout the programs to boost socialization, and facilitating awareness and training 
among supervisors with regards to adult, working professional students’ particular needs in terms of 
flexibility and accompaniment. 
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