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Session Content

• A brief look at the literature 

• An overview of the current study - aims and methodological 

framework

• Preliminary  findings

• Over to you for questions!



• The prevalent narrative in doctoral education is that of a journey of isolation, stress, 
burnout and mental health problems (Crook et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020, Pyhälto
et al., 2023; Savva & Nygaard, 2021).

• The neoliberal university considers wellbeing as an individual problem. 
• Women in Higher education (HE) report higher levels of ill-being (Hazell et al., 

2020; Milicev et al., 2023).
• Often, members of minoritised ethnic groups refer to feeling as an ‘outsider-within’ 

(Hill Collins, 1998) in academia which is still a predominantly white space (Bhopal et 
al., 2018). 

• Racially minoritised groups in HE tend to experience isolation, exclusionary and 
discriminatory practices resulting from systemic racism, microaggressions and 
misrecognition (Arday, 2017; Bhopal et al., 2018; Burke, 2018; Yeebo et al., 2024). 

• Especially due to relocation, racialised international doctoral researchers tend to 
experience more isolation (Crook et al., 2021; Morris, 2024). 

Overview of the Literature



The Current Study

• The primary objective of this PhD study is to explore the 
experiences of mental wellbeing of international women doctoral 
researchers from the Global South throughout their doctoral study.

• This ongoing project aims to understand the impact of doctoral 
programmes on the mental wellbeing of international women 
doctoral which would allow to make recommendations for creating 
a ‘care-full’ university for international doctoral researchers. 

The current presentation is based on 18 narrative interviews and 16 
photo diaries
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Preliminary Findings
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Life in the Margins



In a foreign country, friends 
become family. It’s from a friend’s 
birthday, I feel celebrations 
become little joys and events here 

(Divya, 2nd Year, Week 5)



Sometimes I get depressed because I am a social animal like a 
human is a social animal, I am a social animal, I need someone to 
be with. I got depressed and like no one to talk, no one to go 
around. I need to go out but I can't go alone and I need someone 
to go with me, you know I need a company… So I went back to 
Birmingham for like 10 days and then I came back back on 
Monday and then now I'm starting working again… so this is how I 
am managing and coping my wellbeing. Sometimes it's hard in 
the night because my kids used to sleep with me they're like 
you know by hugging and cuddling so I miss them I miss them, 
it’s difficult. Being a mother is challenging...
(Naila, 4th Year)



Life in the Margins

Participants experienced isolation due to structural marginalisation perpetuated by 
the geographical distance from established support networks and need for more 
opportunities to build a community on campus.
Migrating transnationally meant that doctoral researchers felt isolated as they have 
limited access to their long standing support networks.

- This meant that doctoral researchers (especially those with care giving 
responsibilities) felt that they had to juggle multiple roles and responsibilities amidst 
shifting priorities.

Many acknowledged the challenge of building a community on campus especially with 
many researchers both home and international (and full-time) opting to work remotely.

Participants were proactive in building their communities:

- Participants spoke of making a concerted effort to socialise (despite busy schedules) 
in order to build their community. 

- Many found a sense of community amongst other international students.



Be(com)ing the Intercultural Doctoral 
Researcher



This is a type of heron, 
migrated to Mumbai, 
(India) to nest. Makes me 
wonder if the birds that 
travel, leave something 
of themselves behind? 
Do they change when 
they return.
(Yona, 2nd Year, Week 3)



…What is seen as acceptable and even if you have distress, 
unease, anger is should not come out in the way you speak, at 
least like it makes the listener quite wary like in the sense you 
stand out in each conversation because your tone is different your 
accent… what you're saying is different because you are not 
layering it as it needs to be layered in the form of 
communication... So when this form of communication is there so 
when you're meeting a person you're meeting that person for that 
point in time. Like it took me a lot of time to understand that you 
cannot see this conversation as a base for a future relationship 
or a future friendship… 
(Nithya, 2nd Year)



Be(com)ing the Intercultural Doctoral Researcher
International doctoral researchers must adapt to new academic and cultural 
norms and expectations. 
Year 1 of the PhD appears to be particularly challenging as doctoral researchers 
transition into their new identity and adapt to a new environment.

Imposter phenomenon - many spoke of self-doubt and questioning whether they 
were capable of living up to supervisory expectations.

Participants shared the need to learn the art of ‘layered communication’ – having to 
(re)learn how to communicate in the current setting.

Many spoke of the cultural differences in forming and maintaining interpersonal 
relationships. 

The  supervisory relationship inevitably had a lasting impact on the doctoral 
experience

Caring supervisory relationships seem to prioritise autonomy, consistent and 
open communication and pastoral support.



Navigating Care-less Systems



... I feel like this pigeon mostly these days, 
seen as a cute detail as long as I keep away 
from the sterile environment. Sure I can 
make a life for myself, if I can manage to 
with twigs I gather in my 20 hour work 
slots. Of course I have a right to live and to 
work, as long as it does not upset the 
sensibilities of the constituents. No one 
really knows, though, how to deal with a 
pigeon, who flies high 20 meters above the 
ground and can manage to lead a life in a 
very precarious nest. Precarious, as pigeons 
are used to nest in the crevices of rocky cliffs. 
But pigeons are urban residents now, flying 
rats, as they are often seen in the UK, and no 
one seems to have any idea how to live with 
them, after centuries of cohabitation.
(Garip, 3rd year, Week 12)



I think it’s a very, it adds layers and complexities to me. A PhD is quite the 
experience, it’s just being that you know nobody tells you how to do it and 
you’re figuring it out as you go, literally you’re figuring it out as you go and as 
you add a layer of gender, colour, race, neurodiversity, I think it makes it so 
much more complex… When you don’t see colour you don’t see how you don’t 
see the inequalities and inequities in the system, you assume you are 
operating on a levelled playing field… So sometimes you’re not sure someone 
has treated you in a certain way because you are you, or because you’re Black, 
or because and how do you differentiate, how do I separate my Kenyanness
and Africanness from who I am as Njeri? So there’s times where somebody has 
said something to me and I’m like hmm. And sometimes you’re not even able 
to and that’s the thing with microaggressions you cannot quantify them like it’s 
not like it’s not like somebody called me the N word but the way 
microaggressions are so subtle is because you can’t quantify them but it’s 
how you feel somebody treated you…
(Njeri, 2nd Year)



Navigating Care-less Systems
International Doctoral Researchers must live in the midst of an unwelcoming 
environment fuelled by current anti-immigrant rhetoric, UK visa and immigration 
policies, restricted funding opportunities and a profit-based approach to international 
students in universities.

Financial precarity - regardless of funding status, participants spoke of the financial struggles 
of living and studying in the UK

A form of racial capitalism? Self-funded doctoral researchers felt as though they are ‘money 
pots’ and not as valued students. 

Precarious futures – The current crisis in HE and the anti-immigration sentiment in the UK 
presented a very uncertain future for participants, many of whom regard the PhD as a means 
for career progression and a better future for themselves and their loved ones.

A culture of ‘soft and subtle racism’ were noted by participants.

Furthermore, the “apolotical” university made students feel uncared for. 

While universities offer wellbeing services, participants raised concerns about cultural 
sensitivity and safety of services.



A Few Offerings

• Compassionate communication – Feedback is crucial for doctoral 
researcher development however reflect on how it is delivered.

• Cultural sensitivity and awareness – take a proactive interest in what is 
happening in your supervisee’s country of origin. 

• Understanding intersectional identity – Doctoral researchers are a 
diverse group.

• Increasing a sense of belonging requires some work from institutions:
- Provide dedicated spaces for doctoral researchers to work.
- Do we need a research culture reset? Facilitate a sense of community 
• Reflect on the cultural safety of services offered to students.
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Thank you 
so much for listening!

thirsha.de-silva@port.ac.uk
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