
Mahsood et al. BMC Psychology          (2025) 13:362  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-025-02668-2

RESEARCH Open Access

© The Author(s) 2025. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 
International License, which permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if 
you modified the licensed material. You do not have permission under this licence to share adapted material derived from this article or 
parts of it. The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To 
view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

BMC Psychology

Assessing the well-being of PhD scholars: 
a scoping review
Naheed Mahsood1, Usman Mahboob2*, Muhammad Asim3 and Neelofar Shaheen4 

Abstract 

Background  Gaining insight into the well-being of PhD scholars is essential for cultivating a nurturing academic 
environment that boosts their efficiency and adds to the overall excellence of higher education. Our scoping review 
aimed to comprehensively map and analyse the current body of literature on the well-being of PhD scholars, identify 
important themes and gaps, and offer valuable insights for future studies and interventions to improve the overall 
well-being of PhD scholars.

Methods  We conducted a scoping review using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Anal-
ysis–Scoping Review extension as per the Joanna Briggs Institute Protocol guidelines. A systematic search was per-
formed across search engines and databases, including Medline, Embase, PsycINFO, CINAHL Ultimate, and Web 
of Science. The data were retrieved from inception to May 2024. All identified records were gathered and imported 
into the Covidence Software for screening, removing duplication, and final selection by the review team. The socio-
ecological framework was used as a theoretical framework to analyse the data thematically.

Results  The search across five databases resulted in the identification of 3,391 records, supplemented by an addi-
tional 25 records from Google Scholar as grey literature. Following the application of the eligibility criteria and thor-
ough deliberation by the review team, 63 records were included in the review. Inductive thematic analysis system-
atically identified a conceptual framework encompassing the description of PhD scholars’ well-being. The results 
revealed a comprehensive understanding of the concept of the well-being of PhD scholars, identifying themes 
at the individual, interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy levels.

Conclusion  The scoping review highlighted the complex, diverse, and multifaceted nature of PhD scholars’ well-
being, emphasising the need for comprehensive and tailored interventions at the individual, interpersonal, institu-
tional, community, and policy levels to enhance their overall well-being.
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Background
A large increase in doctoral education enrolment in 
medical universities in developed and developing nations 
has resulted from the widespread growth of higher edu-
cation [1]. PhD academics are vital to knowledge and 
innovation, but there is a lack of information on the pre-
cise elements that affect their well-being. PhD scholars 
often experience stress, anxiety, and issues in new aca-
demic settings, which hinders their academic growth 
[2]. Well-being is a multidimensional and multifaceted 
phenomenon described as “the individual’s experience of 
his or her health” [3]. The well-being of PhD scholars has 
been a significant concern in recent years because it may 
influence their research and teaching productivity, thus 
affecting higher education quality. Given the intellectual 
and emotional toll of a PhD, it is essential to understand 
the intricacies of the PhD students’well-being. Concerns 
regarding the well-being of PhD researchers have esca-
lated following documentation of facts on the attrition 
rate among PhD scholars [4]. PhD scholars are often 
stressed by publications, frequent assessments, work-
load, paper deadlines, financial concerns, scholarly activi-
ties, future uncertainties, and relationship issues with 
supervisors [5]. The well-being of this educational group 
affects the academic quality and sustainability of the edu-
cation system in the short and long terms [6]. A previous 
study found that 56% of PhD scholars consider quitting 
due to stress, anxiety, exhaustion, and lack of interest [7]. 
Most evidence comes from Europe, the USA, and Can-
ada, omitting the perspectives of developing countries 
[8]. PhD scholars in developing countries may face dis-
tinct obstacles owing to limited resources, infrastructure, 
and support, which can harm their well-being. Compre-
hending and addressing these difficulties are essential for 
retaining, progressing, and optimising PhD scholars and 
protecting their education and research investments. In 
a systematic review, it is recommended that doctoral stu-
dent well-being be multidimensional and not limited to a 
particular setting or role, and should be conducted more 
comprehensively [6]. Despite the vital role of PhD schol-
ars in promoting knowledge and innovation within their 
fields, there is a dearth of understanding of the factors 
that impact their well-being, particularly in developing 
countries [9]. By assessing the well-being of PhD schol-
ars, policymakers can identify areas for improvement and 
develop policies to facilitate the journey of PhD schol-
ars. Our scoping review aims to explore how the concept 
of the well-being of PhD scholars in medical and allied 
health sciences is mapped in the literature and iden-
tify methodologies and theoretical frameworks used to 
describe this concept. Moreover, this review focuses on 
the medical and allied health sciences because of the spe-
cific challenges faced in these fields, such as heightened 

stress levels and burnout, which result from the rigorous 
nature of their combined academic and clinical duties.

Methods
We employed a scoping review methodology intended 
to map broad research areas, offer a comprehensive 
qualitative exploration of concepts, and synthesise vari-
ous types of evidence [10]. The research sought to iden-
tify key themes, assessment methods, and conceptual 
understanding of PhD scholars’well-being. Consequently, 
a scoping review employing an inductive and iterative 
approach was deemed the most appropriate methodol-
ogy, ensuring methodological rigor and alignment with 
the study objectives. We utilised the Population, Con-
cept, and Context (PCC) framework to explore how the 
well-being of PhD scholars has been defined and assessed 
in the literature. We developed a scoping review proto-
col following the Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Review and Meta-Analysis- Protocol (PRISMA-P) 
checklist [11] and subsequently preregistered it on the 
Open Science Framework (OSF) (https://​osf.​io/​smvyj/). 
During a preliminary search of PROSPERO, MEDLINE, 
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, and JBI Data-
base of Systematic Review and Implementation Reports, 
we could not locate any published or ongoing scoping or 
systematic reviews on this subject.

To conduct a comprehensive and systematic scop-
ing review, we implemented the protocol established by 
the Joanna Briggs Institute(JBI) [12]. Additionally, the 
PRISMA-ScR checklist [13] was used to ensure transpar-
ent and systematic reporting. The review team developed 
a systematic search strategy by identifying keywords and 
selecting appropriate databases for the literature search. 
The research commenced with a systematic search of 
the following databases: Medline (Ovid), Embase (Ovid), 
PsycINFO (Ovid), CINAHL Ultimate (EBSCO), and Web 
of Science. Subsequently, Google Scholar was used to 
identify grey literature.

Defining and aligning the research questions 
and objectives
We followed the PCC format to generate research ques-
tions for our scoping review, which represent the Popu-
lation, Concept, and Context [14]. Explicitly stating 
objectives, interventions, or phenomena of interest is 
necessary for a scoping review [12] (Table 1).

The research questions guiding the scoping review 
were derived from this structure. Therefore, our scoping 
review research questions are as follows.

•	 How is the concept of well-being in PhD scholars 
defined and described in the literature?

https://osf.io/smvyj/
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•	 What methodologies have been used to explore 
well-being in PhD scholars in the medical and allied 
health sciences?

•	 What theoretical frameworks have been considered 
when discussing well-being in PhD scholars?

These research questions prompted the formulation of 
the following objectives:

•	 To explore the concept of well-being in PhD scholars 
in literature

•	 To identify methodologies used to explore the con-
cept of well-being among PhD scholars.

•	 To evaluate the theoretical framework used to dis-
cuss the concept of well-being among PhD scholars.

Developing and aligning the inclusion criteria 
with the objectives and questions
Due to the extensive nature of subject matter, we 
reviewed the English-language literature irrespective of 
time frame. The team examined all pertinent literature 
that"explicitly"or"implicitly"addressed"well-being"of PhD 
scholars in medical and allied health sciences.

Inclusion & exclusion criteria
The literature included English-language peer-reviewed 
papers, original full-text research articles, and litera-
ture reviews. The team analysed all pertinent literature 
that indirectly or directly addressed the"well-being of 
PhD scholars". The explicit illustration of well-being was 
defined as encompassing concrete and quantifiable ele-
ments, while the implicit elucidation was regarded as 
subjective and individual features contributing to over-
all satisfaction and fulfilment of PhD researchers. Both 
viewpoints were crucial for comprehending well-being in 
the doctorate academic environment.

Articles focusing on well-being in general other than 
PhD scholars or doctoral students, conference papers 
and abstracts, and articles without full text following 
contact with the corresponding authors were excluded 
from the scoping review. Records discussing the concept 

of well-being in PhD scholars from disciplines/speciali-
ties other than medical and allied health sciences were 
also excluded from the review. To ensure a uniform level 
of quality and rigour among the included studies, disser-
tations or theses that had not been published as articles, 
symposiums, or books were not considered.

Searching for evidence
The research question was divided into three concepts: 
assessing, well-being, and PhD scholars, to enhance the 
search strategy and conduct a comprehensive literature 
search. Keywords for each concept were systematically 
identified. Search queries were created for each notion 
utilising the Boolean operator"OR"to ensure a compre-
hensive scope for the enquiry. We used an iterative search 
approach combining several keywords with the Boolean 
operator"AND"to obtain pertinent results. We used the 
OVID interface for EMBASE, which employs Emtree 
terms and the"Exp"function to expand all the relevant 
terms. For CINAHL, we utilised EBSCO for CINAHL 
Headings, whereas Web of Science relies on keyword 
searches without a controlled vocabulary. By incorpo-
rating these different databases and search methods, we 
aimed to comprehensively capture the relevant literature. 
The search was conducted without any specified time 
constraints to obtain a comprehensive picture of the 
evolution, trends, and full scope of research, eliminating 
biases and including all relevant papers. We increased the 
search sensitivity by incorporating a field tag and trunca-
tion into the search queries.

A grey literature search was conducted to ensure that 
all viewpoints and perspectives on the topic were consid-
ered and no relevant information was overlooked. His-
torically, grey literature has been difficult to document, 
and cataloguing has been a challenge [15]. Therefore, a 
systematic grey literature search approach was adopted. 
The search of article titles focusing on the first 200 to 300 
results has been recommended if grey literature is used 
in systematic reviews [16].

After a thorough assessment, considering the review’s 
objectives and having detailed discussions with co-
authors and our institute’s librarian, the final search 

Table 1  The PCC format for formulating the research question

P Population: PhD scholars enrolled in different medical and allied health science subjects

C Concept: The well-being of PhD scholars is interpreted as a multidimensional and mul-
tifaceted phenomenon, and well-being is generally described in the literature as “the 
individual’s experience of his or her health”

C Context: Context encompasses the circumstances under which the study will take 
place, including the scholastic, cultural, and societal milieu, institutional rules, support 
structures, and any distinctive characteristics that potentially impact the well-being 
of PhD scholars
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query combined all individual search queries. The details 
of the concepts, key terms, and final search queries for 
each database are provided in an additional file (Annex-
ure A). A Peer Review of Electronic Search Strategies 
Checklist [17] was verified by a certified and professional 
librarian.

Selecting the evidence
All identified records were gathered and imported into 
the reference management software EndNote 20 and 
then imported into the Covidence Software for screen-
ing and removing duplications. Two review team mem-
bers, NM and MA, independently examined the titles 
and abstracts of all collated records for the eligibility 
criteria. Any conflicts between reviewers at any stage 
of the screening process were resolved by consensus. If 
the two reviewers could not reach a consensus, the other 
two reviewers, UM and NS, were consulted to finalise the 
list of records. After the initial screening, the selected 
records were extracted for full-text screening based on 
the inclusion criteria. The PRISMA flow diagram (Fig. 1) 
shows the systematic selection process of the studies and 
reasons for excluding the records.

Extracting the evidence
A data extraction sheet was developed in Microsoft 
Excel to extract data from the included records. It was 

finalised following a thorough deliberation process that 
involved all authors in achieving a unanimous agree-
ment. Three reviewers (NM, MA, and NS) retrieved data 
from five studies to pilot the extraction tool and ensure 
consistency. The data extraction sheet was then sub-
jected to iterative modifications. The changes included 
supplementary columns to streamline the data extrac-
tion process relating to an implicit or explicit descrip-
tion of the concept of the well-being of PhD Scholars. 
The data extraction sheet contained information on the 
items in terms of title, author, year of publication, jour-
nal, country/countries of origin, aim/objective of study, 
theoretical frameworks used to describe the well-being of 
PhD Scholars, study design, sample size, data collection 
tools, data analysis techniques, conclusion/key findings, 
and explanation of the well-being of PhD Scholars as an 
implicit or explicit concept. The lead investigator (NM) 
charted the data for all included items and finalised the 
data analysis strategy after the group consensus meeting. 
The co-authors (UM, MA, and NS) checked the data for 
accuracy and inclusiveness.

Evidence analysis and presentation
To identify the categories and themes that character-
ised the concept of well-being among PhD scholars, we 
implemented a qualitative inductive thematic analy-
sis [18] as we required a comprehensive description 

Fig. 1  The PRISMA flow diagram



Page 5 of 36Mahsood et al. BMC Psychology          (2025) 13:362 	

of the extracted data that was not associated with the 
researchers’preconceived notions or analytical frame-
works. The review team conducted regular meetings to 
deliberate on their initial thoughts and rationale behind 
the merits of the extracted evidence, which facilitated 
the development of themes and categories. The key find-
ings from the data extraction process are summarised in 
Table 2, and the detailed data extraction sheet is attached 
as an annexure for comprehensive reference (Annexure 
B).

Result
The search of five databases yielded 3391 records. We 
identified an additional 25 records from Google Scholar 
as grey literature. Covidence identified 853 duplicate 
records, and 25 duplicate records were identified manu-
ally. 63 records met the eligibility criteria after a sys-
tematic screening and selection process following the 
PRISM-ScR flow diagram and logical exclusion, as illus-
trated in Fig. 1.

A substantial number of articles (30 articles, 47.6%)
were published in the 2010 s [3, 6, 8, 9, 22–25, 29, 31, 36, 
40, 43, 45, 46, 48, 49, 57, 58, 60, 63, 65, 67, 69, 70, 72–74, 
76, 79] while a slightly higher number (33 articles, 52.4%) 
were published in the 2010 s [19–21, 26–28, 30, 32–35, 
37–39, 42, 44, 47, 51–53, 56, 61, 62, 66, 68, 71, 75, 77, 
78, 80–83]. In high-income countries, 51 studies (80.9%) 
were conducted [3, 6, 8, 9, 19–21, 23–33, 35–40, 42, 43, 
46–49, 52, 53, 56–58, 60, 61, 66–68, 70–78, 80, 83], which 
accounted for the plurality of the studies, seven studies 
(11.1%) were conducted in upper-middle-income coun-
tries [22, 45, 62, 63, 65, 79, 82], while two studies (3.2%) 
were in lower-middle-income countries [51, 69]. Studies 
from low-income countries have not yet been conducted. 
Furthermore, three studies (4.8%) were conducted in 
multiple regions [34, 44, 81]. The World [84] country 
classifications by income level were used to categorize 
countries into high, upper-middle, lower-middle, and 
low-income categories [84].

The selected articles employed a variety of study 
designs. The predominant design utilized in the study 
was cross-sectional/survey (34 articles,53.9%) [3, 19, 
21, 22, 25–28, 30, 32–36, 38–40, 43–46, 49, 65, 66, 
68, 71, 72, 74, 76, 78–82]. The other designs that were 
included in the study were correlational studies (two 
articles, 3.2%) [69, 77], longitudinal studies (three arti-
cles, 4.8%) [29, 61, 83], reviews (six articles, 9.5%) [6, 8, 
9, 48, 62, 67], qualitative studies (seven articles, 11.1%) 
[20, 31, 42, 56, 63, 70, 73], mixed method studies (eight 
articles, 12.7%) [23, 24, 37, 47, 51, 57, 60, 75], interven-
tion studies (one article, 1.6%) [52], pilot studies (one 
article, 1.6%) [53], and one-group ex post facto design 
(one article, 1.6%) [58]. Aside from the six reviews, the 

sample sizes exhibited significant variation. Out of the 
total number of studies, 15 (26.3%) had less than 100 
participants [20, 22–24, 27, 31, 51, 52, 56, 63, 70, 73, 75, 
79, 80], while 18 studies (31.6%) had a participant range 
between 101 and 500 [19, 25, 26, 28, 29, 38, 42, 45, 47, 
53, 58, 65, 69, 72, 74, 78, 81, 83]. Ten studies (17.5%) 
included a participant range of 501 to 1000 [3, 33, 46, 
49, 57, 61, 68, 76, 77, 82]. Six studies (10.6%) had a par-
ticipant range of 1001 to 2000 [21, 30, 35–37, 60]. Addi-
tionally, five studies, accounting for 8.8% of the total, 
had a participant range of 2001 to 5000 [32, 39, 40, 66, 
71]. Of all the studies, only three (5.3%) had a partici-
pant count of over 5000 [34, 43, 44], with the most sig-
nificant sample size being 6812 [44].

Surveys and questionnaires comprised the primary 
methods of data collection (42 articles, 66.7%) [3, 19, 21, 
22, 25–30, 32–36, 38–40, 43–46, 49, 52, 53, 58, 61, 65, 66, 
68, 69, 71, 72, 74, 76–83]. Interviews and focus groups 
were implemented in seven studies (11.1%) [20, 31, 42, 
56, 63, 70, 73], whereas eight studies (12.7%) imple-
mented multiple methodologies of data collection [23, 
24, 37, 47, 51, 57, 60, 75]. Furthermore, databases were 
used for data acquisition in six review articles (9.5%) [6, 
8, 9, 48, 62, 67]. The bulk of the studies (50 papers, 79.4%) 
employed specialized instruments, scales, or question-
naires to gather data [3, 19, 21–30, 32–40, 43–47, 49, 51–
53, 57, 58, 60, 61, 65, 66, 68, 69, 71, 72, 74–83]. Except for 
the six reviews and seven qualitative investigations, most 
studies (45 articles, 90.0%) utilized valid and reliable tools 
[3, 19, 21–30, 32, 33, 35–40, 43–47, 49, 52, 53, 57, 58, 60, 
61, 65, 66, 68, 69, 71, 72, 74, 76, 77, 79, 81–83]. Of the 
total number of studies, only five (10.0%) did not provide 
information on the validity and reliability of the instru-
ment or questionnaire utilised [34, 51, 75, 78, 80].

In 40 articles (65.1%), theoretical frameworks were 
employed to describe the well-being of PhD scholars [3, 
6, 9, 19, 20, 23–25, 29, 32, 34, 35, 38–40, 42, 44–46, 48, 
49, 52, 56–58, 60–63, 65, 66, 70, 73–79, 83]. These stud-
ies employed diverse theoretical frameworks, demon-
strating the multifaceted nature of well-being among 
PhD scholars. The frameworks encompassed a variety of 
psychological theories, including the Six-Factor Model 
of Psychological well-being [34] and Self-Determination 
Theory [42], as well as stress and burnout models such as 
the Perfectionism and Stress Model [19] and the Conser-
vation of Resources Theory [29]. The Broaden-and-Build 
Theory of Emotions [6] and Diener’s Tripartite Model 
of Subjective Well-Being [9] examined emotional expe-
riences and overall life satisfaction. Theoretical models 
addressing stress and coping mechanisms were also prev-
alent. The Transactional Theory of Stress and Emotions 
[32], the Conservation of Resources Theory [6], and the 
Effort-Reward Imbalance Model [61] as the frameworks 
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explored how stressors and coping strategies impact PhD 
scholars’well-being.

The significance of social support and community in 
improving well-being has been emphasised through 
frameworks such as Social Support Theory [29], Social 
Identification Theory [38], and the academic community 
and supervisory practices framework [38]. These theo-
ries emphasise the significance of human interaction and 
the academic community in supporting PhD academics. 
The concept of self-determination theory (SDT) [6, 9, 
29, 42, 60, 66, 76] has gained prominence as a consist-
ent paradigm highlighting the importance of autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness in fostering well-being. 
Graduate Socialization Theory [83], the Postgraduate 
Research Experience Survey (PRES) framework [66], 
and the Impact Analysis (IA) methodological framework 
[40] were among the frameworks that were specific to 
the academic context. These frameworks comprehen-
sively understand the distinctive obstacles and factors 
that influence well-being during the doctoral research 
process.

It is important to note that a substantial number of 
studies (23 articles, 34.9%) [8, 21, 22, 26–28, 30, 31, 33, 
36, 37, 43, 47, 51, 53, 67–69, 71, 72, 80–82] did not explic-
itly specify the theoretical frameworks they employed, 
which suggests a potential lacuna in the theoretical foun-
dation of some research in this field.

Most articles (59 articles, 93.6%) discussed the well-
being of PhD scholars as an implicit concept. The concept 
of well-being was defined both explicitly and implicitly in 
only four articles (6.4%) [6, 8, 43, 57] (Table 3).

We utilised the socioecological framework as a con-
ceptual framework to explore the concepts and factors 
influencing the well-being of PhD scholars (Fig.  2). The 
social-ecological systems framework offers a comprehen-
sive approach to understanding sustainability and gov-
ernance arrangements across diverse contexts, providing 
a valuable tool for diagnosing interactions and outcomes 
in complex social-ecological systems [85].

According to the socio-ecological framework, the pri-
mary themes are as follows:

1.	 Well-being of PhD scholars at the individual level 
with subthemes of personal well-being, mental/psy-
chological and emotional well-being, physical well-
being, professional well-being, and scholarly well-
being.

2.	 Well-being of PhD scholars at the interpersonal 
level with collegial and supervisor-related well-being 
subthemes.

3.	 Well-being of PhD scholars at the institutional 
level with academic and organizational well-being 
subthemes.

4.	 Well-being of PhD scholars at the community level 
with cultural and social well-being subthemes.

5.	 Well-being of PhD scholars at the policy level with 
a subtheme of strategy-driven well-being.

The socio-ecological framework was employed to 
develop themes at the individual, interpersonal, insti-
tutional, community, and policy levels, as illustrated in 
Fig. 3 and Table 4.

Theme 1: Well‑being of PhD scholars at the individual Level
The well-being of PhD scholars at the individual level 
of the socioecological framework involves various 
subthemes, including personal, mental/psychological, 
emotional, physical, professional, and scholarly well-
being, all of which significantly impact their experience 
in the PhD journey.

i. Personal well-being centres on an individual’s 
self-perception, ability to cope with challenges, 
and capacity for resilience. PhD scholars frequently 
face challenges related to self-critical perfectionism 
[19], self-depreciation [26] and self-confidence [73]. 
Nevertheless, difficulties can be alleviated through 
self-compassion [19], resilience [31, 34, 61, 70], and 
implementation of effective coping techniques [47, 
70].

“Self-critical perfectionism is linked to depression 
and exhaustion, therefore, it’s important to find 
ways to help doctorate students cope, such as self-
compassion (76).”

Self-care practices [25, 67] and personalised well-
being interventions [33] are indispensable, along with 
awareness [56, 73], perseverance [27, 69], and passion 
for long-term goals [69].

Additionally, factors such as self-efficacy [8, 47], con-
fidence [73], and self-determined motivation [9] are 
essential for successfully completing the PhD program 
within the institutional timeframe [52]. Personal char-
acteristics, such as age, gender, and nationality, fur-
ther influence well-being [77], attachment styles [79], 
perception biases, and taboos [75]. Financial strain 
substantially influences well-being [58], which encom-
passes delayed life events due to financial concerns 
[68]. Spiritual, religious, and existential well-being were 
also significant factors [65].

“When an academic-work-to-personal-life con-
flict exists, distress increases by 6% per point on 
the 0–10 scale. Distressed students also regretted 
choosing doctoral studies [30].”
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ii. Mental/psychological & emotional well-being: 
The mental health challenges that scholars encounter 
include anxiety & depression [3, 9, 34, 39, 45, 46, 52, 
57, 68, 71, 76, 82], stress & burnout [9, 19, 23, 25, 26, 
32, 33, 39, 42, 46, 47, 49, 52, 57, 61, 63, 67, 69, 71, 76, 
78, 82], homesickness [22], and psychological distress 
[9, 23, 38, 52, 67, 69]. The impostor phenomenon 
exacerbates these problems [62], exhaustion [36, 46, 
57, 76], and irreproducibility [47]. Environmental 
factors exacerbate mental and emotional challenges 
[48] and program delays [51], while mental health 
outcomes are influenced by gender differences [53].

“PhD students report more mental illness symptoms 
than highly educated people in the general popula-
tion, highlighting the need for help and a major issue 
for institutions [34].”

It is essential to have support systems, such as mental 
health services [33] and interventions [71] that are spe-
cifically designed to improve well-being. These support 
systems boost mental health, reduce depression and 
psychological distress, and reduce isolation, anxiety, and 
tiredness [52].

Emotional well-being and regulation encompass the 
management of emotional distress [24, 27] and challenges 

Table 3  Description of characteristics of included articles

Elements n (%)

Decade 2000’s 0 (0%)

2010’s 30 (47.6%)

2020’s 33 (52.4%)

Countries High-income countries 51 (80.9%)

Upper-middle-income 7 (11.1%)

Lower-middle-income 2 (3.2%)

Low-income 0 (0%)

Multiple regions 3 (4.8%)

Study design Cross-Sectional/Survey 34 (53.9%)

Correlational 2 (3.2%)

Longitudinal 3 (4.8%)

Review 6 (9.5%)

Qualitative 7 (11.1%)

Mixed method 8 (12.7%)

Intervention study 1 (1.6%)

Pilot study 1 (1.6%)

one-group ex post facto design 1 (1.6%)

Sample size
(excluding 6 reviews)

 < 100 15(26.3%)

101–500 18(31.6%)

501–1000 10(17.5%)

1001–2000 6(10.6%)

2001–5000 5(8.8%)

 > 5000 (maximum sample size 6812) 3(5.3%)

Methods of data collection Survey & questionnaires 42 (66.7%)

Interviews/focus groups 7 (11.1%)

Multiple methods 8 (12.7%)

Databases for articles (reviews) 6 (9.5%)

Tool/scales/questionnaire used Yes 50(79.4%)

No 13(20.6%)

The validity/reliability of the tool mentioned (excluding 6 reviews and 7 qualitative studies) Yes 45 (90.0%)

No 5 (10.0%)

Theoretical frameworks used to describe the well-being of PhD Scholars Yes 40 (63.5%)

No 23 (36.5%)

Explanation of the well-being of PhD Scholars as an implicit or explicit concept Implicit 59 (93.6%)

Explicit 4 (6.4%)
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[70], including insecurity and loneliness [36]. The cultiva-
tion of positive emotional resources [75] and emotional 
strength [69] is indispensable for preserving one’s overall 
health.

“Identifying, acknowledging, and managing emo-
tions is essential for staying focused and achieving 

long-term goals [27].”

iii. Physical well-being encompasses the mainte-
nance of general health [26], access to healthcare ser-
vices [68], and quality of sleep [26]. It is imperative 
to prioritise physical health to support the academic 
and personal lives of PhD scholars as they frequently 
experience sleep issues and illness symptoms [66].

“Over half (59%) of respondents reported poor or 
very bad overall health, which may be aggravated 
by insufficient sleep, as those who neglect their 
physical health may encounter higher stress and 
mental health issues [26].”

iv. Professional well-being: The work environ-
ment and opportunities for professional devel-
opment impact the well-being of PhD scholars. 
Scholars’perspectives on occupational health and 
safety, job autonomy, work engagement, and career 
advancement are indispensable [28]. Concerns about 
future employment prospects [63] and the pursuit of 
professional milestones are factors that affect well-
being [68]. Additionally, job demands [43], career 
confidence [26], and the degree of job control [43] 
play a significant role in shaping scholars’professional 
well-being.

Fig. 2  Conceptual Framework of Well-Being of PhD Scholars

Fig. 3  Percentage and Distribution of Themes and Subthemes in the Included Studies
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Table 4  Themes, subthemes, and categories of Well-being of PhD Scholars

Themes Subthemes Categories and Axial Codes

1. Well-being of PhD Scholars at the Individual 
Level
(59 out of 63 studies [93.16%])

a. Personal well-being
(36 out of 63 studies [57.14%])

Self-Perception, Coping, and Resilience (25 out of 63 
studies [39.6%])
•Self-critical perfectionism (76) •Self-compassion (76) 
•Self-depreciation (47) •Personal identity and self-concept 
(6) •Self-confidence (40) •Resilience (24, 38, 53, 67) 
•Coping Strategies (38, 60) •Adjustment (19) •Conflict 
resolution skills (53) •Intention to persist (23) •Intention 
to quit (42, 51) •Awareness (educational, self-awareness, 
contextual awareness) (40, 66) •Perseverance (43, 48) 
•Passion for long-term goals (43) •Self-care practices (22, 
37) •Self-care skills (50) •Personalized well-being Interven-
tions (52) •Self-determined motivation (9) •Self-Efficacy 
(8, 60) •Confidence in completing the PhD program 
within the institutional timeframe (63) •Perception biases 
and taboos (73) •Attachment styles (44) •Age, Gender, 
and Nationality (74)

Life Satisfaction, Motivation, and Financial Well-
being (17 out of 63 studies [26.9%])
•Balancing responsibilities (20) •Life satisfaction (9, 31, 
37, 44, 50, 60) •Overcommitment (67) •Quality of life (65, 
75) •Competence satisfaction (34) •Personal growth (32) 
•Intrinsic motivation (34) •Intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion (9) •Lack of interest
(3, 32) •Financial strain (33) •Delayed life Events due 
to financial concerns (71) •Personal funding concerns 
(57) •Future expectations (44) •Spiritual well-being (36) • 
Religious well-being(36) •Existential well-being (36)

b. Mental/Psychological & Emotional well-being
(43 out of 63 studies [68.2%])

Mental Health Challenges and Impact (36 out of 63 
studies [57.1%])
•Anxiety & depression (3, 9, 28, 29, 32, 41, 53, 56, 63, 65, 
71, 72) •Stress and burnout (9, 20, 22, 29, 31, 32, 35, 37, 
41, 43, 47, 51, 52, 56, 58, 60, 63, 65, 67, 72, 75, 76) •Mental 
health issues (27, 52) •Mental health impact of irreproduc-
ibility (60) •Homesickness (19) •Exhaustion (25, 29, 32, 41) 
•Psychological distress (9, 20, 37, 43, 55, 63) •Suicidality 
and risk Factors (54) •Impostor phenomenon and its 
relationship to psychological well-being (68) •Mental 
health profiles (69) •Environmental factors impacting 
mental health (30) •Mental and emotional challenges due 
to delays in program completion (62) •Prevalence of psy-
chosomatic symptoms (64) •Gender differences in mental 
well-being (64) •Mental health outcomes (28, 64, 71)

Support Systems and Well-being Enhancement (9 
out of 63 studies [14.2%])
•Support services for mental health (52) •Mental 
health practices (73) •Mental health initiatives tailored 
to department-specific needs (72) •Tailored interven-
tions for mental health support (30) •Protective factors 
against suicidality (54) •Decreased feelings of isolation 
and anxiety (63) •Improved mental health outcomes 
and reduced risks of depression or psychological distress 
(63) •Stress reduction (37) •Reduction of burnout experi-
ence (39) •Psychological resilience (44)

Emotional Well-being and Regulation (7 out of 63 
studies [11.1%])
•Emotional distress (21, 48) •Emotional regulation (50) 
•Difficulties in emotion regulation (48, 50) •Emotional 
strength (43) •Emotional challenges (38) •Loneliness 
and insecurities (25) •Positive emotional resources (73) 
•Emotional strength (43) •Psychological capital (73) •Emo-
tional challenges (38)

c. Physical well-being
(3 out of 63 studies [4.7%])

Physical Health (3 out of 63 studies [4.7%])
•General Health (47) •Sleep quality (47) •Illness symptoms 
(70) •Access to healthcare services (71)
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Table 4  (continued)

Themes Subthemes Categories and Axial Codes

d. Professional well-being
(13 out of 63 studies [20.6%])

Work Environment and Professional Growth (8 
out of 63 studies [12.6%])
•Perceptions of health and safety at work (49) •Autonomy 
in work (58) •Job autonomy (49) •Work engagement 
(67) •Professional growth (21) •Career development 
(49) •Career advancement (32) •Career aspirations (50) 
•Concerns about future employment (35) •Professional 
milestones (71)

Job Satisfaction and Personal Fulfilment (6 out of 63 
studies [9.5%])
•Increased satisfaction with life and work-life balance (63) 
•Job satisfaction (52) •Recognition of the value of work 
(58) •Work-family interface (27) •Importance of work-life 
balance (54) •Career confidence (47) •Job demands (27) 
•Job control (27) •Relationships and relatedness with cow-
orkers (58)

e. Scholarly well-being
(11 out of 63 studies [17.4%])

Integration and Identity in Research (6 out of 63 stud-
ies [9.5%])
•Integration within research environments (25) 
•Researcher identity (77) •Integration into the research 
community (39) •Sense of equality within the research 
community (39) •Support from the researcher community 
(42) •Scholarly community as a factor influencing well-
being (3) •Sense of belonging (41)

Confidence and Autonomy in Research (8 out of 63 
studies [12.6%])
•Research self-efficacy (25, 28, 46) •Personal research 
confidence (77) •Perceived meaning of thesis work (32) 
•Research environment (25, 60, 70) •Autonomy in research 
projects (41)

2. Well-being of PhD Scholars at the Interpersonal 
level
(24 out of 63 studies (38.09%])

a. Collegial well-being
(10 out of 63 studies (15.8%])

Peer Support Systems and Networks (10 out of 63 
studies (15.8%])
•Peer support (23, 55, 63, 66) •Mentoring relationships (28, 
38, 69) •Institution-wide social support (24) •Networking 
activities (48) •Social identification with peers, supervisors, 
and the academic community (55) •Social-Collegial (77)

b. Supervisor-related well-being
(16 out of 63 studies [25.3%])

Supervisory Relationships and Support (16 out of 63 
studies [25.3%])
•Relationships with supervisor (65, 77) •Navigating 
supervisory relationships (57) •Supportive supervision 
and open communication (58) •Supervisor leadership 
styles (27) •Supervisory working alliance (33) •Supervision 
practices (3) •Supervisory support (23, 26, 34, 42, 47, 55, 
62) •Satisfaction with supervision quality (61) •Supervisor 
support and departmental assistance impact on well-
being (62) •Supervision quality and frequency (41) •Sup-
port from multiple supervisors (39)

3. Well-being of PhD Scholars at the Institutional 
level
(34 out of 63 studies (53.9%])

a. Academic well-being
(22 out of 63 studies [34.9%])

Academic Performance and Engagement (12 out of 63 
studies [19.04%])
•Academic performance (37, 46, 56, 76) •Academic 
achievement (44) •Achievement orientation (47) •Aca-
demic milestones (71) •Doctoral engagement (34) •Study 
engagement (3, 32) •Program satisfaction (51) •Overall 
study experiences and satisfaction (61)

Challenges, Stressors, and Support (13 out of 63 stud-
ies [20.6%])
• Impact of PhD studies on well-being (54) •Candidature-
related challenges (20) •Role-related challenges (57) 
•Academic stress (68) •Academic challenges (28) •Per-
ceived problems in doctoral Studies (3) •Challenges faced 
during doctoral studies (61) •Workload (41, 76) •Years 
of PhD study (74) •Expertise development (20) •Training 
programs and academic support (61) •Academic profes-
sion fit (59) •Attendance at postgraduate student events 
(74) •Writing profiles (29)
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“Feeling understood and supported by other group 
members reduced isolation and anxiety, improved 
life and work-life balance, and increased confidence 
in completing their PhD within the institutional 
deadline [52].”

v. Scholarly well-being: Integration and identity 
within research environments are essential com-
ponents of scholarly well-being [36]. Key factors 
included a sense of belonging [76], support from the 
research community [74] and equality within the 
research community [72].

Personal research confidence [37] and the autonomy of 
PhD scholars in their research [76] are essential for aca-
demic achievement. Research self-efficacy [21, 36, 45] 
is a key factor that fuels motivation and determination. 
When scholars perceive their thesis work as meaningful, 
they exhibit higher levels of engagement [57]. The auton-
omy in research initiatives promotes independence and 
intellectual liberty [76].

“Formal and informal integration was substan-
tially connected with a sense of belonging… it may 
indirectly affect quitting intention and contentment 
[76].”

Theme 2: Well‑being of PhD scholars at the interpersonal 
level
The interpersonal well-being of doctoral candidates, 
encompassing collegial and supervisor-related aspects, is 
crucial to their overall academic performance and satis-
faction throughout their scholarly pursuits.

i. Collegial well-being: The peer support offers pro-
fessional and emotional support [29, 38, 52, 56]. 
This sense of community and belonging is further 
bolstered by institutional social support [31], which 
cultivates a supportive academic environment. Net-
working activities [27] and social identification with 
peers, supervisors, and the broader academic com-
munity are essential for a scholar’s social-collegial 

Table 4  (continued)

Themes Subthemes Categories and Axial Codes

b. Organizational well-being
(17 out of 63 studies [26.9%])

Program Climate and Organizational Support (17 
out of 63 studies [26.9%])
•Program climate (56, 75) •Training environment fit (59) 
•Organizational culture fit (59) •Facilities and resources 
provided by universities (61) •Financial support and trans-
parency in graduate programs (26, 40, 71) •Supportive 
academic environment (29, 52, 72) •Collaborative 
approach involving students and faculty (72) •Evaluation 
and follow-up for sustained well-being outcomes (72) 
•Departmental support (8, 62) •Support services for early 
career researchers (48) •Positive faculty interaction (56) 
•Gender equality (49) •Spatial and temporal experiences 
of well-being (6) •Effort-reward imbalance (67) •Collabora-
tion and teamwork opportunities (58)

4. Well-being of PhD Scholars at the Community 
level(19 out of 63 studies [30.1%])

Cultural and Social well-being (19 out of 63 studies 
[30.1%])

Family and Community Support (15 out of 63 studies 
[23.8%])
•Family support (38, 43, 47, 66) •Community of support 
(66) •Supportive relationships (21, 45) •Support systems 
(35, 52, 54, 60) •Positive relationships with parents 
and friends (43) •Supportive family environment (43) 
•Sources of support (75) •Sense of belonging (41, 56, 69, 
75) •Social factors (44)
Challenges and Balancing Responsibilities (4 out of 63 
studies [6.3%])
•Difficult relationships (21) •Relationship conflict (33) 
•Managing family and personal responsibilities (57) 
•Balancing writing and family relationships (38)
Cultural Diversity and Inclusion (5 out of 63 studies 
[7.9%])
•Gender and ethnic diversity (33) •Perceptions of equi-
table treatment (56) •Experiences of discrimination 
(46) •Societal expectations (66) •Spiritual and religious 
well-being (36)

5. Well-being of PhD Scholars at the Policy level
(2 out of 63 studies [3.1%])

Strategy-Driven well-being
(2 out of 63 studies [3.1%])

Governance and Financial Support (2 out of 63 studies 
[3.1%])
•Higher Education Policies (35) •Institutional policies 
and support (59) •Institutional accountability (35) •Finan-
cial support policies (59) •Financial support fit (59)
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well-being [38], ensuring that they feel supported and 
integrated throughout their PhD voyage.

“Research shows that high social support and iden-
tity are substantially linked to mental well-being 
and psychological suffering in this population [38].”

ii. Supervisor-related well-being: The quality and 
dynamics of supervisory relationships are the pri-
mary focus of supervisor-related well-being [81]. It is 
imperative to effectively navigate these relationships 
to achieve academic success and personal fulfilment 
[80]. Open communication and supportive supervi-
sion are essential elements for cultivating productive 
and positive working relationships [42]. The quality 
and frequency of supervision significantly influence 
scholars’experiences [76], as well as the leadership 
styles [43] and supervision practices [3] of supervi-
sors. Supervisory and departmental support have a 
substantial impact on scholars’ well-being [51]. Addi-
tionally, having access to multiple supervisors can 
provide a more extensive support network, which 
can improve their overall satisfaction and success in 
academic endeavours [72].

“Supportive supervision with open communication 
has been recognized as the primary factor contribut-
ing to the well-being of PhD students [42].”

Theme 3: Well‑being of PhD scholars at the institutional 
level
PhD scholars’ institutional well-being, encompassing 
both academic and organizational well-being subthemes, 
significantly influences their overall satisfaction and 
achievement.

i. Academic well-being: Scholars’ satisfaction with 
their programs is influenced by crucial characteris-
tics, such as academic achievement [79], milestone 
completion [68], and doctoral engagement [60], all 
of which are related to academic performance and 
engagement.

PhD research projects are bound to involve challenges 
and difficulties that affect researchers’ well-being [35]. 
Common obstacles include challenges connected to can-
didacy [23], roles [80], academic stress [62], perceived 
difficulty in doctoral studies [3], and workload [19, 76]. 
The duration of doctoral studies and the acquisition of 
expertise often present difficulties [23]. Overcoming 
these difficulties is essential and can be achieved through 
training programs and academic support [81].

“Poor academic preparation and support…. nega-
tively affect academic development and mental 
health [62].”

ii. Organizational well-being: The well-being of 
an organisation is influenced by the programme’s 
climate [39, 78] and the supportive academic envi-
ronment offered by the institution [33, 46, 71]. It is 
crucial to have a positive program climate, strong 
alignment with the training environment, and align-
ment with the organisation’s culture [44]. An inclu-
sive academic environment is fostered by providing 
sufficient facilities, resources, and financial support, 
as well as promoting transparency in graduate pro-
grams [40, 68, 73]. Collaborative approaches involv-
ing students and faculty [71], supportive learning 
settings, and departmental assistance [8, 51] improve 
scholars’ overall well-being.

“Doctoral students’mental health is significantly 
influenced by the organizational cultural fit they 
experience [44].”

Moreover, offering services to early career researchers 
[8, 51] and promoting positive interactions with faculty 
members [39] further augment this aspect. Both learn-
ing environment and resource management are critical 
factors.

Theme 4: Well‑being of PhD scholars at the community 
Level
The well-being of PhD researchers is significantly 
impacted by cultural and social factors, including sup-
port from their families and communities and the pres-
ence of cultural diversity and inclusiveness.

Cultural and social well-being: PhD scholars’ well-
being is significantly influenced by the support they 
receive from their families and communities. Establish-
ing supportive relationships with family and friends fos-
ters a robust support system that offers both emotional 
and practical aid [20, 24]. To preserve one’s well-being, 
it is crucial to have a favourable family environment and 
a feeling of inclusion in the community [39, 76, 78, 83]. 
Social elements, such as the presence of supportive net-
works and a community of support, play a role in the 
scholar’s capacity to effectively manage the demands of 
their PhD programme [33, 35, 47, 63].

“Strong academic and local community links pro-
vided emotional support, reducing loneliness, 
according to students [39].”
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PhD scholars frequently encounter obstacles and strive 
to balance their obligations [80]. Managing personal and 
family responsibilities can be difficult because of tensions 
induced by complex relationships and conflicts [24, 58]. 
Writing and academic work are frequently challenging 
for scholars to manage in conjunction with their familial 
obligations, which can harm their overall health [70].

PhD scholars’experiences and perceptions of equitable 
treatment are influenced by the gender and ethnic diver-
sity of the academic environment [58]. Their well-being 
may be influenced by their experiences of discrimination 
[21] and societal expectations [56]. Furthermore, spir-
itual and religious well-being are critical components 
of cultural inclusion, as they offer scholars from various 
backgrounds a sense of purpose and community [65].

“Academic racism is obvious. There’s more to it than 
individual experiences—a society that marginalizes 
voices makes it hard to feel accepted or respected [56].”

Theme 5: Well‑being of PhD scholars at the policy Level
PhD scholars’well-being at the policy level is heavily 
influenced by strategy-driven initiatives that focus on 
governance and financial support.

Strategy-driven well-being: Government and edu-
cational authorities’policies on higher education sig-
nificantly influence the academic environment, affecting 
various aspects such as resource distribution and aca-
demic criteria [63]. Institutional policies and support 
mechanisms are equally important as they establish a 
structure in which scholars function [44]. These policies 
guarantee that institutions are held responsible for the 
well-being and achievements of their students.

“Policymakers disregard the fact that publish-
ing papers is difficult, time-consuming, and pos-
sibly lethal. This requirement has been publicly 
denounced in academics [63].”

PhD scholars frequently face substantial financial obli-
gations, rendering financial support policies crucial. 
Scholars’capacity to pursue their studies without undue 
financial stress is substantially improved when financial 
support matches their needs [44].

Discussion
Our scoping review aimed to map the literature on the 
description of the well-being of PhD scholars across 
multiple socio-ecological levels. The results revealed 
a comprehensive understanding of the well-being of 
PhD scholars, identifying themes at the individual, 
interpersonal, institutional, community, and policy 
levels.

The well-being of PhD scholars at the individual level 
includes personal, mental/psychological, emotional, 
physical, professional, and scholarly well-being.

Our scoping review highlighted personal well-being as 
a complex interplay between individual traits and over-
all well-being. Recent research has highlighted that PhD 
scholars need resilience and coping strategies to manage 
their academic stress. Dimitra Kokotsaki revealed that 
resilience helps doctorate students cope with stressors 
and obstacles, suggesting that increased perceived resil-
ience can improve functioning and guard against distress 
and low well-being [86]. Additionally, Megan E. Cowie 
discovered that self-critical perfectionism causes psy-
chological suffering and burnout [87]. According to Fazal 
Ilahi, self-compassion can also protect PhD students 
from stress, anxiety, and depression, increasing their 
mental health and emotional well-being [88].

E Hwang found that financial stress delays life events 
and creates tension, which can hamper doctoral 
candidates’development [89]. The balance between inner 
and extrinsic motivation is also crucial for performance 
in doctorate studies. Financial pressures can reduce 
intrinsic drive, according to Sara Diogo, lowering PhD 
students’academic performance and well-being [90].

The results of our scoping review supported recently 
published research showing a significant occurrence of 
anxiety, depression, and stress among PhD students. 
Gabriela A. Nagy highlighted the alarming mental health 
crisis among PhD students, who reported higher lev-
els of anxiety and depression compared to the general 
population [91]. Recent studies have emphasised the 
role of emotional regulation and resilience in overcom-
ing these challenges. Stefania Velardo emphasized the 
need to develop emotional regulation skills and encour-
age students to monitor and seek help with their emo-
tions, thereby addressing burnout [92]. Chloe Casey has 
advocated for mental health support networks, empha-
sizing the necessity for a comprehensive understand-
ing and management of doctoral students’mental health 
[93]. These findings suggest that the implementation of 
enhanced mental health services can positively impact 
student achievement.

Physical well-being, including sleep and healthcare, is 
essential for overall health. Hannah K. Allen (2021) found 
that many PhD students have poor sleep quality, which 
increases stress and lowers academic performance [94].

Professional well-being was found to be significantly 
influenced by work environment and job satisfaction. 
Consistent with the conclusions of Juita-Elena (Wie) 
Yusuf, work-life balance is essential for the professional 
growth and well-being of PhD students, as it enhances 
mental and physical health and alleviates stress [78]. 
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Recent studies, notably Alexandra Coso Strong, have 
demonstrated that autonomy and acknowledgement 
assist PhD students in overcoming challenges and 
enhancing intrinsic motivation [95].

The review focused on the integration of the research 
environment as well as the aspects of confidence and 
autonomy in accordance with the existing literature. Cas-
telló found that doctoral students require a robust sense 
of community to succeed and persist in their studies. 
Conversely, a deficiency in research community integra-
tion may result in feelings of inadequacy and isolation 
[96]. Additionally, research self-efficacy and confidence 
are crucial for academic well-being. A study conducted 
by Raluca Livinți revealed that research confidence 
reduces stress levels and enhances research productivity 
and academic satisfaction [97].

At the interpersonal level, the well-being of PhD schol-
ars is significantly influenced by support extended by col-
leagues and supervisors. Recent research has highlighted 
the critical role of social support in academic environ-
ments, affirming that peer support systems and networks 
are essential for the well-being of PhD scholars. Muham-
mad Sufyan conducted a study underscoring the critical 
importance of peer support in alleviating stress among PhD 
scholars, thereby enhancing their overall well-being [98].

The quality of supervisory interactions significantly 
impacts PhD scholars’ well-being. Empirical evidence 
from Amjad Almusaed’s study confirmed that proficient 
supervision is vital in the research talents, motivation, 
and general academic achievement of PhD students [99]. 
Empirical studies have demonstrated that supervisory 
leadership and communication influence the well-being 
of PhD students. A survey by Ivan Gruzdev highlighted 
the significant impact of supervision style on the happi-
ness and propensity of PhD students to switch supervi-
sors [100].

The well-being of PhD scholars at the institutional 
level comprises academic and organizational well-being. 
Karma Yangdon found that excessive academic work-
loads harm students’well-being and performance [101]. 
This emphasises the importance of enhancing support 
and achieving a better balance in academic institutions.

The program climate and organizational support were 
significant for well-being, which is consistent with the 
recent literature. McCray emphasized the significance of 
institutional support and program satisfaction, as institu-
tional support for doctoral candidates boosts resilience 
and achievement [102]. According to Rodrigo Rosa, it is 
crucial for PhD academics to have a supportive academic 
atmosphere that encompasses gender equality and team-
work [103].

Family and community support play a crucial role 
at the community level, while cultural diversity and 

inclusiveness significantly impact academic experience. 
Managing personal, familial, and educational obliga-
tions remains a significant hurdle. Shweta Mishra found 
that family and community support reduces stress and 
improves well-being in PhD students, particularly those 
from underrepresented backgrounds, by providing 
essential encouragement and resources that help them 
navigate challenges in higher education [104]. As Owens 
found, managing responsibilities and adapting to cultural 
diversity is difficult. Owens stressed the need to promote 
cultural diversity among doctoral students to create an 
inclusive research environment and improve doctorate 
students’academic and personal growth [105].

The well-being of PhD scholars at the policy level 
includes governance and financial support. Policies must 
be based on the needs of PhD scholars to enhance their 
well-being. Research conducted by M. Nerad emphasized 
the need to implement comprehensive financial poli-
cies that support doctoral candidates to enhance their 
research experience and ensure timely completion [106]. 
An optimal academic environment is cultivated through 
open and transparent access to resources and well-
defined financing methodologies that distribute research 
expenses and supervision funds. Current scholarly 
research has endorsed the adoption of government inter-
ventions to address the financial and academic challenges 
faced by PhD students. Jamil Salmi has underscored the 
need to advocate for equal opportunities in higher educa-
tion to facilitate social integration and advance economic 
development. He emphasises the need to adopt targeted 
measures to support marginalised communities and 
enhance their access to educational opportunities [107].

Limitation
This scoping review aimed to evaluate the well-being 
of PhD scholars within the fields of medical and allied 
health sciences, which may limit the generalisabil-
ity of the findings to PhD scholars in other disciplines. 
The absence of literature from diverse academic envi-
ronments may have resulted in the omission of criti-
cal insights into the well-being of PhD researchers. The 
review was confined to English-language publications, 
potentially excluding pertinent studies published in other 
languages. To ensure consistency, focus, and quality, dis-
sertations, theses, symposiums, and book chapters were 
excluded from the review. While this exclusion may have 
omitted certain data and perspectives, the emphasis 
was placed on peer-reviewed journal publications that 
undergo rigorous evaluation to provide evidence. Despite 
comprehensive search efforts, 12 full-text articles could 
not be retrieved because of access restrictions. Attempts 
were made to obtain these articles, including contacting 
the corresponding authors; however, these efforts were 
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unsuccessful, resulting in their exclusion and the poten-
tial omission of relevant insights regarding the well-being 
of PhD scholars.

Conclusions
Our scoping review provides a comprehensive frame-
work addressing the well-being of PhD scholars at the 
individual, interpersonal, institutional, community, and 
policy levels. This broader perspective enables the formu-
lation of effective and tailored interventions as well as a 
systematic understanding of the various factors influenc-
ing the well-being of PhD scholars. The descriptive details 
of the articles included in this scoping review offer com-
prehensive insight into the current state of research on 
the well-being of PhD scholars. The findings indicate that 
the majority of research studies have been conducted in 
high-income countries, highlighting the need for greater 
geographic diversity, particularly in lower-middle- and 
low-income countries. The predominant study design 
was cross-sectional surveys, emphasising the need for 
more in-depth qualitative, intervention-based, and longi-
tudinal research to achieve a comprehensive understand-
ing of the well-being of PhD scholars. Future research 
should also aim to establish and implement clear defini-
tions of well-being and employ robust theoretical frame-
works to guide future investigations.

Our scoping review uncovered the complex, diverse, 
and multifaceted nature of the well-being of PhD schol-
ars at five different levels of the socio-ecological frame-
work. Overall, this review emphasises the complexity of 
PhD researchers’well-being and the necessity of a holis-
tic approach to address the diverse challenges they face 
across multiple levels of their academic journey.
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