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12 reasons why some PhD students do not finish: How to 
make sure that you complete your thesis.

Dr Jay Jericho

 



Check out the other YouTube presentations in this series

➔ How to write a research proposal

➔ How to write a data analysis chapter

➔ How to write your introduction chapter

➔ How to write a research methods chapter

➔ How to write a literature review chapter

➔ How to write a historical background chapter

➔ How to make a substantial and original contribution to knowledge



This presentation is about PASSING and GRADUATION

Listing the 12 pitfalls in this presentation aims to empower you.

Knowing about these challenges enables you to take action sooner rather than later, to 
ensure that you succeed.

For all 12 pitfalls, I offer positive suggestions and possible solutions.

It is possible to experience all challenges listed in this presentation and to produce an 
excellent thesis and graduate with high honours!



Emotional and physical health
Family commitments

Time-management
Private space
Environment
Aid/finance
Social life
Feasibility

Employment 
Collegiate support

Leisure and distractions
Motivation, hard-work and self-discipline

Top 12 challenges faced by research students



Choose the right environment

Institution

Choose the right place

Many students have their 
heart set on getting into 
university XYX but do not get 
their first or second choice. If 
your heart is not attached to 
your college, you might not 
be motivated to complete. 
You need to feel a 
connection of some kind to 
your host institution. 

FridayAccess to resources

Does your Department  have 
the right resources to aid you 
to complete your program? 
For example,  if you are 
studying nano-technology, 
you must ensure that your 
laboratory has the right 
equipment to support you.  
Do you need essential 
financial support for travel 
and other expenses?

 The right people

Do your supervisors have the 
right qualifications, 
experience, interests and 
temperament to work 
alongside you? Is there a 
supportive collegiate 
environment? Do Faculty 
members encourage their 
students? Is morale high in 
the department?

Department  Collegiate



Time: incorporate your thesis into your routine

Hourly

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Yearly

Some students who do not complete their research do not incorporate their thesis program 
into their routine. Just as you brush your teeth as a matter of routine, you need to engage 
with your project on a regular basis. Do not neglect your thesis for extended periods. 



      Timing is paramount

Are you ready to fill this chair titled ‘professional 
graduate research student’?

Not being ready to start a thesis does not mean 
that you are not up to the task of completing one.

You are better off deferring your studies until you 
are ready to start rather than rushing into the task 
at an unsuitable time in your life.



MOTIVATION and persistence are often the most important factors that determine 
whether a graduate student completes their coursework and thesis.

You may find your thesis question interesting and be passionate about the topic. However 
if you are not motivated to WORK HARD you may not finish.

The desire to receive the title ‘doctor’ when you graduate is usually not enough incentive 
to finish a doctoral research program. Many students who are motivated by solely this 
incentive do not complete. Will your research make our society a better place?

  MOTIVATION  
SELF-

DISCIPLINE  

PASSION HARD WORK 



Being a full-time ‘social butterfly’ and a 
‘party animal’ can be a problem

Taking time out to be with your friends is important and so is completing your research program. The 
vast majority of research students complete a thesis project alone and not as part of a team. If you 
struggle to work independently, you need to think carefully about what sort of research program best 
suits your personality. Many PhD students do not complete their program as they are extremely social 
people who find it difficult to be alone. Many of them are distracted by the presence of other PhD 
students in the graduate research work spaces, and frequently go for coffee and long lunches with a 
large number of graduate research students.  Try to find the right balance between work and play.



Family commitments

Spending quality time with your family is important.

So is completing your research program.

Many students do not complete their research program because 
they have heavy family commitments.

Find a solution that suits your specific lifestyle. For example:

(a) Hire a childcare assistant
(b) Switch to part-time candidature
(c) Request leave from your studies
(d) Defer your enrolment to a future date

Speak with your course advisor and welfare counsellor.



Leisure, distractions, procrastination
Leisurely activities such as exercise, sport and holidays are 
good for your physical and emotional health. They are also 
important.

And so is completing your research program.

Many students who do not complete their research program 
spend too much time engaging in leisurely activities.

You should think of a research degree as a full-time work role. 

If you are engaging in too much leisure time, and your thesis is 
not advancing at an acceptable rate, you need to reassess your 
time-management.



Aid and funding 
Some students do not complete their program as they run short of funds during their candidature.

If you decide to enrol in a graduate research program you must ensure beforehand that you will have 
sufficient access to the funds needed to complete your research.

These costs include tuition fees and living costs.

If you find yourself short of funds during your candidature you should consult with a professional who 
can refer you to a qualified financial advisor. Speaking with your graduate student association is 
normally a good option. Otherwise, consider speaking to your institution’s counselling centre.



   Employment commitments

If you are enrolled in your research program as a full-time student, you 
might find it difficult to complete this program within the time limit 
imposed if you are working full-time or you are working too often.

Working full-time and writing a thesis part-time is a challenging 
combination. You also require time for family, recreation and rest.

As a general rule, if you are working full-time, you should enrol in your 
research program as a part-time candidate and apply for leave from your 
research degree, if it is available, in cases where the need is genuine.



Support is essential

Some research 
students constantly
feel alone. They
may not succeed 
because 
they do not seek 
support 
from others or 
they are not 
supported 
by others whose 
role it is to support them. 

Support is available … who 
you approach for support depends 
on the nature of the help that you 
need ...

● Friends
● Library staff
● Private tutors
● Your physician
● Social workers
● Your supervisor
● Your partner and family
● Professional proofreaders
● Student representative body

Never hesitate to request help from those 
whose have a professional duty to support you.



Eat well, sleep well, play well ...
You should eat well and get sufficient sleep at all times as a research student. Some students abuse 
stimulants such as  caffeine and nicotine. This may have a long term detrimental effect on your 
health. You should drink water regularly and eat a balanced diet to maintain your strength.

Your emotional and physical health

Sickness and misadventure may cause some 
students to miss the final submission deadline 
for their thesis.

You should monitor your health on a regular 
basis and seek help from qualified healthcare 
workers where appropriate.

Document illness with medical certificates in 
case you need to apply for an extension.



               Solutions are available

Can your school provide a shared/dedicated work space?

Do you have 24/7 library access? Is it more quiet and 
easier to find a work station in the middle of the night?

Private study space

Is it possible to hire a private studio work 
space and use this for yourself or share 
this with a few other students?

Can your family loan you a spare room?

Many research students find it difficult to complete 
their program as they do not have a private study 
space. Some problems that might arise include:

● Distractions from noise
● Interruptions from others around you
● Losing work and resources from theft or other 

people misplacing your working materials 
● Being unable to complete work sometimes as all 

work stations are occupied by other students.



Feasible research question: 
Do you feel misguided?

You need to choose a research question that is achievable and within your abilities. The nature of some 
questions will ultimately lead to a dead-end as there is insufficient data or technology to answer the 
question. A research question may be feasible but it does not suit your aptitude. 

Your supervisors should advise you if your research 
question is not workable or does not suit your aptitude. 
Most supervisors are busy as they normally supervise 
multiple research students at the same time. They also 
have teaching, research and administration duties. 

The onus is on you to constantly reflect on whether you 
should abandon or revise your research question. Most 
colleges allow you to revise or modify your research 
question if you do this early and offer a good 
explanation. The sooner you arrange this, the more time 
you have to complete your research.



Collegiate support
PhD online chat forums

PhD Student

www.phdstudent.com/

PhinisheD

www.phinished.org/

Postgraduate Forum

www.postgraduateforum.com/

The Grad Cafe

https://thegradcafe.com/

 

http://www.phdstudent.com/
http://www.phdstudent.com/
http://www.phinished.org/
http://www.phinished.org/
http://www.postgraduateforum.com/
http://www.postgraduateforum.com/
https://thegradcafe.com/
https://thegradcafe.com/
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EVERY      
SUCCESS

Further questions

Dr. Jay Jericho

www.collegeprofessor.ca

jjericho@collegeprofessor.ca

Wishing you ... 


