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Abstract

The doctorate degree ranks third on the academic hierarchy, and is commonly viewed as an approval on a student by
an institution, to conduct original research in at least one academic discipline. Several motivations drive the need to
acquire a doctorate degree, and they include intrinsic interest, employment considerations, personal, and professional
development. To achieve this feat, some students pursue their PhD abroad for several reasons as discovered by this
study. Using a quantitative approach, this paper reports on the findings of an online survey distributed to 1901 Asian
and African students pursing their PhD to investigate their experiences, and determine their satisfaction, and its
relationship with their personal and professional growth. Findings reveal that most students were satisfied with their
decision to pursue a PhD in another continent, but were dissatisfied with some properties that made up the process.
This included their relationship with their supervisors, their study-work-life balance, and its effects on their mental
health. As you are reporting on a study that has already happened, write in past tense.
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1. Introduction

Ranking third in the academic hierarchy, and usually available to students who have obtained a Bachelor’s and
Master degree in a particular field of study, the PhD is an abbreviation originating from a Latin word Philosophiae
(lover of wisdom) doctor, meaning Doctor of Philosophy. Doctoral education has long been recognized as an
important driver for a competitive and knowledgeable society, but there are several other motivations for students
pursuing a PhD programme. In times past, a doctorate was widely seen as preparation for career in academics, but in
recent times, this is no longer the case as not everyone can have a career in academics (Herrera & Nieto, 2016).
There are various other factors that influence the pursuit for a PhD. While some students are personally motivated
due to intrinsic interest, personal development, personal fulfillment, and the joy of acquiring the degree, others are
motivated by the need for professional development, vocational requirements, and acquisition of research skills so as
to take advantage of employment opportunities (Tarvid, 2014). Regardless of the source of motivation, a doctorate
degree is of great value to the individual, and the society at large.

Historically, the PhD represented an elite award given only to students selected for further study by faculty, because
they offer the greatest academic promise. The PhD can be likened to a stamp of approval of a student by an
institution, to conduct original research in at least one academic discipline. According to Isaac, Quinlan, & Walker
(1992), the PhD serves two principle goals to faculty; to demonstrate skills, and to train research skills. Not only
does it impart professional skills in the student, it validates a student’s advanced research capabilities. PhD students
are required to undertake formal research training, including substantial transferable skills training, in order to
enhance employability. Some of these trainings cover areas such as communication skills, team-work and
networking skills, career management, research management, personal effectiveness, and research skills and
techniques (Evans & Stevenson, 2011). The requirements include the completion of coursework, exams, and a thesis
or dissertation. To achieve this feat, some students choose to study for their doctorate degree in a foreign country for
several reasons. The internationalization of higher education has become a common phenomenon with various
benefits ranging from increasing the quality of education, and contributing to the economies of the host countries, to
fostering international communication and understanding (Evans & Stevenson, 2011).

Compared to all other degrees, the rate of completion in doctoral studies is the lowest financial investments from
individuals, families, the government, and sometimes employers (Maldonado, Wiggers, & Arnold, 2013). These
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investments and expectations partly pressure the student, including the fact that the pursuit for this degree is in an
unfamiliar terrain. This paper investigates the experiences of African and Asian students who pursued their PhD
programmes in foreign countries. The major destinations for these students include Europe and America, with
several career intentions and programmes, which they did or did not satisfy. This paper explores from the student’s
perspectives, the challenges, expectations, and experiences faced on this intercontinental doctoral journey and offers
a baseline for future research on intercontinental student satisfaction.

2. Literature Review

Globalization of education is a viable means of preparing students to deal with dynamic, economic, political, and
religious realities present in today’s world (Zhang, 2016). This is why students who have limited higher education
opportunities in their home countries go abroad to seek higher education. The choice to pursue a PhD abroad is a
two-stage process; first, the student makes a decision to pursue a doctorate degree, and second, the student then
decides on where to study. The first stage of this process is usually influenced by employment options in the home
country, and the availability of quality doctoral training programmes in the home country. Considerations include
weighing the benefits against the cost of pursuing a PhD abroad, as the second stage of this process is mostly
influenced by finances. For some students whose home country provides financial assistance for PhD abroad,
support may not be a major issue to determine their choice location for doctoral studies. Other considerations such as
housing costs, timing, associated uncertainty of applying for and receiving visa for study in destination country,
separation from family and friends, and living in an unfamiliar environment that may be difficult to adjust to,
especially when language proficiency comes into play.

Factors that shape the experiences of doctoral students includes the application procedures, visa requirements,
language, accommodation, study programmes, staff and students in the host institution, the campus environment,
place of work, and work hours. The excitement of coming into a foreign country is often dimed by the feeling of
uncertainty, and the expectations, and orientation of the new environment and culture (Ramachandran, 2011; Yilmaz,
2017). While some students quickly adjust and find their way around their new environment without issue, others
struggle with these challenges which often affect their academics and social lives. According to OECD (2016), the
number of doctoral degrees awarded annually has increased worldwide in the past decade. International students
encounter unfamiliar teaching practices, communication barriers, and identity issues. Further studies on doctoral
students highlight issues such as inadequate career guidance, indifferent mentoring relationships, cultural
insensitivity by academic advisors, and research supervisors (Campbell, 2015; OECD, 2016)

Africa is a developing continent, and it is the dream of many living in Africa to experience life in developed
countries in Europe, and America. The education sectors in these developed economies have been heavily influenced
by trans-border movement, with many students coming from Africa. Despite the expansion of the higher education
system in Africa, most African countries cannot cope with the growth of students at the postgraduate level, leaving
these candidates searching for higher education opportunities abroad, especially in European and American
universities. Nigeria for example, had approximately 71,350 degree-seeking students abroad as of 2013. It has also
been projected that the UK will host 28,800 postgraduate students, while the USA will host 7,600 postgraduate
students from Nigeria in 2024 (Schulmann, 2017). As of 2013, African students comprised 10 percent of all
internationally mobile students around the world, and this figure increased to 24 percent in 2014. Schulmann (2017)
further reveals that some 43,148 Moroccan students enrolled abroad, 25000 went to France, and 5,700 went to Spain
and Germany. Cameroon had 23,131 students enrolled in Germany, France, Italy, Belgium, and the United States.
While Algeria has about 20, 493 students studying in France, Zimbabwe, Kenya, Senegal, Angola, Ghana. Most
African countries have a considerable amount of students pursuing postgraduate degrees in the UK, US, Australia,
Brazil, Portugal, and South Africa (Schulmann, 2017). The under capacity of African institutions to handle the
volume of these students stems from challenges such as poor funding, collapsed infrastructure, staff shortages,
governance and management difficulties, and declining research productivity, affecting their ability to realize their
mandates, which includes research and doctoral training (Albert, 2015). A 2015 survey by Okahana & Allum
revealed that out of 16, 724 students from sub-Saharan Africa who applied for postgraduate studies, 34 percent were
interested in doctoral degrees (Kigotho, 2016).

For Asia, the pursuit of postgraduate degrees including the doctorate degree abroad results from several influences
such as, economic factors, increased participation rates and demand-supply gaps in higher education, demographic
trends, and the rising demand for English language education (Mani & Trines, 2018). The 2015 SEVIS reports show
that 77 percent of all international students in the US are from Asian countries, and 4 percent from Africa. The
largest numbers of international students are from China, India, and Korea (OECD, 2012). China alone had 662,100
students studying abroad in 2018, which is 8.83 percent up from the year earlier, and over 5.86 million Chinese have

Published by Sciedu Press 233 ISSN 1927-6044  E-ISSN 1927-6052



http://ijhe.sciedupress.com International Journal of Higher Education \ol. 9, No. 3; 2020

pursued studies abroad from 1978 to 2018 (Shuo, 2019). More recently in July 2018, 30 percent of all foreign
students in the US were from China, and 15 percent of these students are pursuing a doctorate degree (Zhou, 2018).
Studies reveal that for Indians, the choice destination for further studies is the US, and the UK. Although recently,
there has been an increase of student mobility towards Canada and New Zealand, because they offer prolonged stays
after graduation (Hercog & Van de Laar, 2016). This implies that the possibility of future migration also influences
the choice of doctoral students to school abroad, as some Asian and African students view it as a common path for
relocating from their countries of origin. Regardless of the rationale behind the choice of Asian and African students
to pursue a doctorate degree abroad, it is pertinent to grasp their opinions and analyze their experiences so as to
evaluate their satisfaction. To this end, this study posed the following research questions;

a) From the perspective of the intercontinental student, what has been the general personal experience in the
academic system they chose to pursue their PhD, and how satisfactory personally has this been?

b) What is the relationship between this experience, and their personal and professional growth?
3. Research Design and Methodology
3.1 Instrument

A quantitative approach was utilized to explore the opinions of doctoral students on their experiences during their
study. This is an approach that deals with the process of collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and writing the results of
the study (Creswell, 2008). Data was collected through an online survey run by the Nature team using their database,
and analysed by Shift Learning in 2019. The Nature team has run a biennial PhD career survey since 2011 on
relevant topics that resonate with graduates from all over the globe. Prior to the survey administration, an initial
qualitative phase took place, where interviews were carried out with random participants to ensure the guestions
covered with the survey were relevant, and resonated with the goal of the survey. This online survey was developed
by Nature, and sent to their database and subscribers via a number of channels. The survey was distributed to cohorts
of intercontinental students currently running their PhD in several regions, and it was live for approximately six
weeks. This approach allowed for a numeric description of intercontinental students’ opinions as it concerned their
personal experiences, in their bid to achieve the goal of obtaining a doctorate degree abroad, as well as their
satisfaction of the program undertaken. The use of qualitative data from a fewer number of intercontinental students
may have been more detailed, but the goal of this research was to obtain a set of data across a larger population
(Creswell, 2008). This study was available only to intercontinental students currently running their PhD program in
foreign countries. Even though this type of non probability sampling does not clearly state that the sample is
representative of the population, it can offer valuable information in line with the purpose of this study.

3.2 Data Collection

The population of this study included 1901 intercontinental students, who were pursuing a doctorate degree as at the
time of this study. The data was derived from an existing survey by Nature, which had pre-established validity and
reliability, as the Nature team had run a biennial PhD career survey since 2011. To enhance and boost the response
rate in specific regions which have been previously under-represented, the survey was translated into four languages.
These languages included Mandarin Chinese, Portuguese, Spanish, and French, in addition to English. The survey
included up to 56 questions, and respondents who provided poor quality responses were removed from the data set,
in addition to those with missing data. The survey questions were formed in the light of literature to feed the major
research questions, and the questionnaire was divided into five major sections.

Questions in the first section were introductory in nature, so as to obtain details about the participant’s origin, why
they chose to pursue a PhD abroad, and what country they chose to study in. The second section focused on
discovering the participants’ personal experiences, in order to obtain details about their high and low moments in the
course of their study. Questions in this section were designed to obtain details about their concerns, and satisfaction
with their course of study. The third section was designed to collect data on their individual programmes, their
interaction with faculty members, and their opinions on the organization of the academic system they studied in. The
next section was sensitive in nature as it obtained data on their mental health, and their experiences with
discrimination in their study environment. The final section obtained data on participants’ future career plans, career
expectations, and career support. Questions in this section were also reflective in order to determine their current
state of mind considering their experiences with pursuing a doctorate degree abroad.

3.3 Participants

Responses were obtained from 1901 doctoral students (n=1901), of which 49 percent were males, 50 percent were
females, and 1 percent chose not to say.
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As depicted in Figure 1 above, the participant’s age ranged from 18 to 64, and more than half 77 percent of the
participants were between the ages of 25-34 years old. The regions of origin in the sample represent the regions from
the target population drawn, with 1743 respondents from Asia, and 158 respondents from Africa. As shown in figure
2, 40 percent of Asian respondents were from China, 29 percent from India, 5 percent from Japan, and 5 percent
from South Korea. Figure 3 shows that 36 percent of African respondents were from South Africa, 23 percent from
Nigeria, 6 percent from Morocco, and 6 percent from Egypt. All participants were assured confidentiality as their
names were not required, and responses on other personal information details asked would only depict the
composition of the sample. The most important limitation of this research was lack of face-to-face communication,
and the difficulty in corresponding to all participants as this limited the possibility of a deeper analysis. Each section
of the questionnaire was filled with open ended questions, so as to obtain additional views of the participants in order
to compensate for this limitation.
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4. Findings and Discussion

Before presenting and discussing the findings of this study, it is pertinent to note some of the features of the
backgrounds of the respondents, as these were found to have influenced their responses. Although 78 percent of
respondents had no caring responsibilities, 11 percent answered yes to caring for an adult, 2 percent answered yes to
caring for a child over 12 years old, while 11 percent answered yes to caring for a child under 12 years old. Also,
approximately a fifth of students were employed concurrent their studies. These demographics depict that
respondents were not entirely dedicating all their time to their studies alone, and as such had other factors that
influenced their experiences while studying. The data generated and analysed by this study were categorized into
various segments exemplifying and epitomizing the dynamic experiences of these doctoral students. The segments
were further merged to form two themes (1) Investigating Students’ Satisfaction with the Choice of Academic
Environment Based on their Experience; (2) Identifying the Relationship between Doctoral Students’ Experience and
their Future Career Projections. These themes are elaborately discussed below.

4.1 Investigating Students’ Satisfaction with the Choice of Academic Environment based on Their Experience

This theme emerged from the first research question which was: From the perspective of the intercontinental student,
what has been the general personal experience in the academic system they chose to pursue their PhD, and how
satisfactory has this been? To answer this question, several feeder survey questions were asked to first determine the
respondents’ reason for choosing to pursue a PhD programme e.g. which was the most important reason you decided to
enroll in a PhD programme? Other questions were designed to find out the respondent’s country of origin, what
country they choose to pursue a doctorate degree, and why? Findings revealed that 37 percent of respondents were not
studying in the country they grew up in, 52 percent were most likely to complete their PhD in Europe, while 25 percent
will do so in the United States. Apart from experiencing a new culture, the main motivator for studying outside their
country of origin were funding, and employment considerations. Only a few participants implied that they chose to
study abroad for political reasons. Dominant for most African and Asian students was the issue of the lack of funding
opportunities in their home country. The availability of resources, particularly funding was a central ingredient for the
completion of a doctoral degree (Pyhalto, 2012). The presence of financial security, clear and long-term financing
through out the duration of a doctorate programme impacted upon the experience of the doctoral student positively.

In Africa, the predominant focus of many funding schemes is on the Master Degree training, and doctoral funding
represents a small part of the overall scholarship portfolio (Harle, 2013). This is because there is a high level of demand
for Master’s level training, and the doctoral awards are considered unattractive to the funder due to the risk of
non-completion. In fact, many doctoral awards advertised are only partially funded. Africa is a developing continent
and its education system is also developing, thereby constraining the flourishing of postgraduate and particularly PhD
education. More importantly, most African institutions lack the provision of quality PhD programmes. Infrastructure
for research in universities in Africa except South Africa is weak and obsolete. Research institutions lack the resources
to update and maintain their research centers, laboratories, libraries, and work spaces. This makes most African
students consider pursing their PhD in other continents, where these resources that facilitates a quality programme are
present. This also affects Asian students as they equally seek better research funding, and infrastructure abroad.
According to Hercog & Van da Larr (2017), the primary reason for Asians going abroad for studies is the possibility of
schooling, and eventually working in a good environment that operates with new highly advanced technological
facilities.

Data analysis by Shift Learning revealed that, 74 percent of respondents were satisfied with their decision to pursue a
PhD, and 71 percent of respondents were completely satisfied with their choice to pursue a PhD abroad. 57 percent of
respondents from Africa were particularly dissatisfied with funding availability, while 56 percent were dissatisfied
with the stipends they received. For Asian students, 39 percent were dissatisfied with vacation time, 23 percent were
dissatisfied with the opportunities available to attend meetings, while 42 percent were dissatisfied with their benefits.
Students were most likely to enjoy the intellectual challenge of being a PhD student (38%), and working with
interesting people(18%). They were least likely to enjoy the social life of a PhD student (1%). Other areas of
enjoyment mentioned by respondents included flexibility, the positive impact of their work, independence, travel and
personal development. Factors which appear to correlate strongly with overall satisfaction include relationship with
supervisor, and guidance from advisor in laboratories. Students' relationship with supervisor did seem to have a
particular impact on their overall satisfaction beacuse, 53 percent of respondents who are dissatisfied with their overall
PhD experience are dissatisfied with this relationship.

The complexity of the relationship between a supervisor and a doctoral student cannot be overemphasized. This is
because the implications of its effectiveness, or ineffectiveness directly affects the outcome of the student’s doctoral
journey (Prazeres, 2017). A study by Vydrova, Ticha & Flegl (2015) revealed that the main reasons for dissatisfaction
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were related to the time supervisors devote to their students, communication problems, and the impossibility of solving
study-related problems with supervisors. This study concurs with Vydrova, Ticha & Flegl (2015) as over 50 percent of
respondents suggest that they receive less than an hour contact time with their supervisors per week. Prazeres (2017)
further likened this relationship to one that exists between a physician, and their patient. He stated that satisfaction was
dependent on the interaction between supervisor and student. To improve satisfaction, the doctoral student and
supervisor must be willing to negotiate and agree on a practical, and achievable research path. This would require
smooth communication, and the investment of quality time, to encourage the progression of the research and the
doctoral study (Prazerez, 2017). Put simply, an effective and efficient relationship between the PhD student and their
supervisor, will yield positive results, while a negative one may lead to academic failure.

4.2 Identifying the Relationship between Doctoral Students’ Experience and Their Future Career Projections

The above theme emerged from the research question; What is the relationship between the PhD student and their
supervisor, and their personal and professional growth? The question aimed to investigate the influence of the
participant’s current experiences on their general wellbeing, career plans and expectations. Only 10% of respondents
believed their PhD programme exceeded their expectations, whereas 37% believed their PhD programme hasn’t met
their expectations. The latter opinion particularly reflected those based in India (55%). Reasons given as to why their
experience fell short of their expectations connect to their benefits, career pathway guidance, and their work-life
balance. 27 percent of respondents reported that they spent 41-50 hours on their PHD programme per week, and 25
percent reported that they spent 51-60 hours. 85 percent of respondents who spent over 41 hours a week on their PhD
were dissatisfied with their hours worked. According to Abbott (2013, Pg. 44), “work-life balance is a state where an
individual manages real or potential conflicts, between different demands on his/her time and energy, in a way that
satisfies his/her needs for well-being and self-fulfillment.”

The concept of ‘study-work-life-balance’ emerged in relation to work-life-balance, but takes into cognisance the
experiences of students who had to combine activities in their private lives, work obligations, and the demands of
their studies. A study by Pookaiyaudom (2015) explored the effects of work-life balance on some international
students at a university in Thailand revealed that the workload and working hours of the student had a significant
impact on their study-work-life-balance. Pookaiyaudom insist that international students who are away from their
family and friends and cannot access their support, found it difficult to manage their personal life, study, and work
demands. An effective study-work-life-balance improves the well-being of the student, and facilitates stress control
as they try to manage the different demands they are expected to meet. Evwerhamre (2019) also explored the issue of
work-life balance for selected PhD students studying abroad, and concluded that institutional support such as
assistantship roles from the university, contributed to the stress faced by international PhD students as it affected
their work-life balance. Most of these students were not aware of any work-life balance initiatives by the university,
while some did not use these initiatives despite their awareness as it did not meet their individual needs. According
to a respondent, the academic system was described as “Negative and toxic. People are stressed and many seem on
the edge of a mental break down. There is huge pressure to work long hours and to overachieve. The pressure to
publish seems to result in rushed science and papers, which could jeopardise their quality.”

Data analyzed revealed that 36 percent of respondents sought help for anxiety or depression issues caused by their
doctoral study. 43 percent of these respondents sought help via their institution, even though 26 percent didn’t find it
helpful. 9 percent of respondents indicated that they did seek for help from their institution, but none was available.
Qualitative interviews indicate that mental health support within universities were usually available, but not
promoted and most times inaccessible due to long waiting times, lack of counselors, and at a high cost. Depression
and anxiety are mental issues that should not be ignored as they can negatively affect the well-being of the student
leading to psychological distress. Depression can be defined as a mood that includes a feeling of hopelessness,
helplessness, or worthlessness (Liu et al., 2019; Shete & Garkal, 2015). Anxiety is an emotion characterized by
unpleasant inner feelings, which leads to complaints, caution, worry, and nervousness (Liu et al., 2019; Shete &
Garkal, 2015). Doctoral students worried about their finances, employment opportunities, thesis writing, publishing,
and their relationship with supervisors. These causes pressure and stress, which in turn affected their mental health.
Findings from this study also revealed that discrimination and bullying by respondents also affected their mental
health, especially when these incidents were played down to protect the university’s reputation. 21 percent of
respondents experienced bullying, discrimination and harassment during the course of their doctoral journey, and
half of these students were unable to speak out about their experiences for the fear of repercussions as they could not
do so anonymously. These forms of discrimination as discovered were political, cultural, socio-economic, and
xenophobic in nature. Approximately 48 percent of respondents stated that the common perpetrators of such
behaviours were their supervisors, while 38 percent indicated that they experienced such from students.
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Respondents also indicated that work-life balance was a barrier to pursuing an academic career after their studies.
The obvious choice of many doctoral graduates was an academic career in research and higher education, and this
study supported this finding. This is because over 56 percent of respondents ranked academia as the sector they
would most likely work in on completion of their PhD. 67 percent of respondents believed their PhD would improve
their job prospects either substantially or dramatically. This increased to 78 percent when exploring results from
African respondents specifically. In the past, most doctoral graduates who sought employment opportunities in
academia, experienced a smooth transition from doctoral and post doctoral work, to a full-time position as an
academic professor in an institution of higher learning. This is no longer the case as the supply of doctorate degree
holders have now exceeded the demand for them (Etmanski, Walters, & Zarifa, 2017). The job market is now highly
competitive, forcing PhD holders to consider other employment options. Findings reveal that 28 percent of
respondents are considering working in the industrial sector after studies, while other respondents consider the
medical, government, and non-profit sectors as options. Reflecting on their experiences during their doctoral journey,
8 percent of respondents insist that if given the chance to start over again, they would not consider pursuing a
doctorate degree. Most participants wished they had been fully aware of the funding, and financial requirements
before commencing their program. While others indicate that gaining insight on the career options outside of
academia, and the impact of the doctoral journey on their wellbeing, and mental health, prior to the commencement
of their program would have been beneficial.

5. Conclusion

This study contributes significantly to existing literature by investigating the experiences of Asian and African
doctoral students who chose to study abroad, and exposes the impact of these experiences on their general wellbeing,
and their career prospects. Findings reveal that these students who move to other continents to pursue a PhD, do so
in order to experience a new culture, and for funding and employment considerations. The stress which originates
from the demands from their personal lives, workload, and study demands affects their mental health, causing some
of these students to suffer depression and anxiety. This study also found that another cause of mental issues suffered
by some of these students stems from discrimination and harassment, which they suffer from supervisors, and other
students they encounter in the academic environment they choose to study. It is also worthy to note that this
discrimination, and in some cases bullying are political, cultural, socio-economic, and xenophobic in nature. Most
students do not speak out about their experiences, causing more damage to their mental health as they bottle up these
issues. Majority are unaware of mental health support from their institutions of learning, and those who are,
experience difficulty in their bid to access these counselors. To remedy the issue of mental health while pursuing a
PhD, a ‘study-work-life-balance’ is of great importance.

This study suggests that international institutions of higher learning should pay more attention to international
doctorate students. PhD supervisors should spend quality time with their students, provide them with useful
information as it concerns their research, and better communicate and provide support where needed. Further
research on the effects of study-work-life balance on the mental health of doctorate students, and its influence on
their career satisfaction, expectations and projections should be explored.
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