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Abstract
This review explores evidence concerning psychosocial climate and experiences of doctoral students who 

study in academic and research institutions in Africa. The journey through doctoral training can be difficult 
with various psychosocial experiences, some of which could force candidates to either progress slowly or aban-
don their studies altogether. Therefore, providing critical insights to psychosocial climate of doctoral journey 
may be important to providing measured academic or training atmosphere for producing critical minds and na-
tional development-oriented graduates. This is a literature synthesis that applied the guidelines of Arksey and 
O’Malley’s and PRISMA-ScR. We searched for relevant articles from PubMed, ProQuest, Taylor & Francis Online, 
Google Scholar, and Science Direct into this review. Following the inclusion and exclusion criteria, and upon 
thorough screening, 21 published articles were included in this review. We found high levels of anxiety and 
depression among doctoral students in Africa. Accordingly, mental health conditions are due to high workload, 
harassment and poor student-supervisor relationships, among others. The students also experience challeng-
es with supervisor-student relationship, among financial difficulties, which are lead to other mental health 
problems, and delaying students’ rate of completion. Therefore, creating a conducive academic environment 
becomes a panacea for a successful training of quality doctoral students for national development. 

Full listing of authors and contacts can be 
found at the end of this article.

Introduction
Science is the backbone of every social development, 

yet Africa has for a long time lagged behind in the pro-
duction of high level of scientific knowledge due to the 
presence of fewer scientists, especially at the doctoral 
level (Kasprowicz et al., 2020). In spite of the crucial 
role a doctoral or doctor of philosophy (Ph.D.) degree 
plays in the development of nations, their numbers on 
the continent has continued to record low contributions 
such that Khisa et al. (2019) reported that African re-
searchers produce only about 1.4% of published papers 
globally. 

Several attempts are being made to boost research 
and its publications on the continent of Africa at the 
institutional, country, and regional levels. For instance, 
some universities have designated research outfits to 
promote research outputs in their various institutions

(van Schalkwyk, 2020). At the continental level, the Con-
sortium for Advanced Research and Training [CARTA], 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation’s African Education 
Research Funding Consortium, and Education Sub-Sa-
haran Africa (ESSA), Africa Academy of Science, among 
others, promote and produce research (Balogun et al., 
2021). The gap between Africa and the other continents 
in the production of experts at the doctoral level has 
however, remains a challenge. This justifies efforts like 
the World Bank’s aim to have 100,000 doctoral graduates 
trained by 2030 in some critical areas (Waruru,2022). 
With no improvement in the status quo, the realization 
of the World Bank’s call, for instance, will invariably ex-
acerbate the existing challenges doctoral students are 
already experiencing.

Cekiso, Tshotsho, Masha and Saziwa (2019) revealed 
that the low turnover for doctoral students in Africa is 
due to several cases of abandonment of studies or failure 
to complete within the stipulated time. They provided
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reasons associated with this, including methodological 
difficulties, poor planning, poor student-supervisor 
relationship, financial constraints and inexperienced 
supervisors, among others. Such circumstances do not 
only affect the student’s academic performance, but also 
culminate to the exposure of students to mental and 
other health challenges. One of the outputs of the process 
of doctoral education is the preparation to become 
independent researchers (Grant-Davie, Matheson & 
Stephens, 2017; Lamar & Helm, 2017; Levecque, Anseel, 
De Beuckelaer, et al., 2017; Mantai, 2017), yet, the 
associated stress, culminates in a long and lonely journey, 
particularly for those bundling multiple roles in addition 
to their studies (Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding & Lunde, 
2017). Some of these multiple roles are associated with 
high psychosocial, and emotional demands such that in 
a report, “Doctoral Journey in Africa”, the journey was 
likened to driving on an untarred and rocky road with 
deep potholes and uncertainties (Gulmez & Kozan, 
2017). Also, other stressors, some emanating from the 
multiple roles, that militate against the Ph.D. candidate 
include uncooperative families, changes in social life, 
unsupported social isolation, cultural differences, peer 
pressure, unproductive mentor-mentee relationships, 
high workload, academic workload, lack of work-life 
balance, bullying and harassment (Castelló, Pardo, Sala-
Bubaré & Suñe-Soler, 2017; Sverdlik & Hall, 2020). These 
stressors take a toll on doctoral students, impacting 
both the progress in their studies and well-being such 
that some mental health institutions and universities 
have raised concerns regarding the growing level of 
depression and anxiety among Ph.D. students beyond 
personal and academic challenges (Satinsky et al., 2021). 
With the high attrition and non-completion of many 
doctoral programmes in the continent, the possible 
roles played by these factors cannot be de-emphasized 
(James, 2022).

The experiences of doctoral students, including 
associated stressors have become a major concern, 
which question the continent’s ability to ease the burden 
of doctoral education, as well as create a conducive 
environment to train and produce the requisite critical 
minds for Africa’s developmental agenda. A positive 
change in the support offered by families, employers, and 
faculty members in universities is critical to catalyzing 
the needed strategies, policies, and interventions 
requisite to the success of doctoral studies. Therefore, 
the present review seeks to identify evidence on the 
psychosocial challenges of doctoral candidates in Africa. 
Evidence from this review could direct future research

in the areas of systematic review, education policies, 
and interventions with the potential to eliminate these 
precarious psychosocial challenges to pave the way to 
produce high-caliber Ph.D. holders with critical minds 
requisite to develop the continent of Africa.

Methods
We conducted this review using Arksey and O’Malley 

(2005) guidelines that follow the sequence of identifying 
and stating the research questions, identifying 
relevant studies, selecting relevant studies, , collecting 
data, summarizing and synthesizing the results, and 
consultation. The guidelines by Arksey and O’Malley 
becomes important framework in this review because 
it allows for carrying out consultation activities within 
the review. Moreover, we reported the results based 
on the PRISMA-ScR guidelines for scoping the reviews 
(Tricco et al., 2018). PRISMA-ScR is utilised in reporting 
the findings from this review to ensure transparency 
and comprehensiveness of our findings (Flinkman et al., 
2023; Xue et al., 2024).

The following research questions guided the review: 
(1) 	What are the common psychosocial stressors

among doctoral candidates in Africa? and
(2) 	What are the mental health-related issues

reported by doctoral candidates in Africa?

To answer these questions, we developed a search 
strategy using Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and 
controlled vocabularies. The searches were conducted 
in five databases, including PubMed, ProQuest, Taylor 
& Francis Online, Google Scholar, and Science Direct 
(See Table 1). These databases are open access thus, 
we could get required articles for the review. The initial 
search was carried out in PubMed and revised for 
further searches in other databases. We used keywords 
like: Ph.D. students, Ph.D. candidates, doctoral students, 
doctoral candidates, anxiety, bullying, depression, 
discrimination, harassment, Ph.D. journey, psychosocial 
factors, psychosocial climate, and stress in our search. 
This was followed by the development of eligibility 
criteria to guide the selection and retrieval of relevant 
published articles from the literature (See Table 1 for 
eligibility criteria). 

The search was directed to only published articles in 
English language and according to the research questions 
guiding the review. The selected full-text articles were 
loaded into the Mendeley software to emerge duplicate 
records. The selection of relevant studies were a two-
stage procedure. First, the titles and abstract were
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screened independently by two groups of authors (SM 
and MH-G; and MT and CWT). This process ensured 
that only articles conducted around the subject under 
study remain for full-text screening. Based on the 
stated inclusion criteria, full-text screening was also 
conducted independently by two groups of authors 
(Sm, MT and Cam; and MH-G and CWT) and reviewed 
by SA-E and EWA. The reference lists of full-text records 
were further checked for relevant articles. Moreover, 
EWA is an independent review specialist who helped 
in resolvingany discrepancies that ensued during the 
screening process. This process also helped us to select 
relevant full-text articles into the review (Figure 1 
PRISMA flow diagram).

We carried data charting and data extraction, done 
by authors SM, MH-G, MT, and CWT. In addition, authors 
CAM, SA-E, and EWA reviewed the extracted data for 
consistency. We extracted data according to authors and 
year of publication, purpose/aim of the study, method/
design, population, findings/challenges, and conclusion 
(Appendix 1). All authors reviewed the extracted data 
for certification and familiarization. We conducted 
data analysis and data synthesis based on guidelines 
for scoping review (Tricco et al., 2018). Thus, we used 
a structured method in categorizing, aggregating, and 
evaluating the extracted data.  Then, we employed a 
narrative synthesis and thematic analysis based on the 
stated research questions and aim of the review.

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow chart summarizing search of published literature.
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Results and Findings
We carried out a scoping review of previously 

published literature on “The Road to Ph.D.,” specifically 
exploring the psychosocial climate variables such as 
stress, anxiety, depression, bullying, discrimination, and 
harassment as reported by Ph.D. students studying in 
Africa. The initial search yielded 167 articles published in 
the English language, including PubMed (37), ProQuest 
(16), Taylor & Francis Online (23), Google Scholar (64), 
and Science Direct (27). The screening based on the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria resulted in selecting 21 
full-text papers into this review (Figure 1). The results 
showed that generally, among doctoral candidates in 
Africa, the prevalence of depression and anxiety are 
24% and 17%, respectively. Thus, almost a quarter of 
doctoral candidates studying in African universities 
suffer high levels of academic-induced depression and 
anxiety and other health and social problems during the 
course of their studies.

Challenges of doctoral studies 
From the study, many challenges typically confront 

the doctoral candidates in the course of their journey to 
attain a terminal degree. We found that many of the Ph.D. 
students were faced with challenges like supervisor-
relationship, financial difficulties, and harassment, 
which normally culminated in mental health and other 
problems. 

Supervision factors 
Our review reported poor feedback, communication 

breakdown, and non-availability of some supervisors 
as key setbacks for doctoral candidates (Cekiso et al., 
2019; Elliot & Kobayashi, 2019; Fomunyam, 2020; Lt et 
al., 2021; Sverdlik et al., 2018; van Rooij et al., 2021;). 
Again, imposter syndrome, tension with the supervisory 
processes, and challenges related to skills required to 
glue ideas together by candidates are other key negative 
experiences expressed by many doctoral students 
(Odena & Burgess, 2015). Furthermore, it is observed 
that delays in review and complexities regarding 
research methodologies as well as poor student-
supervisor relationships exposed many doctoral 
candidates in Africa to depressive disorders (Elliot & 
Kobayashi, 2019; Lt et al., 2021; Sverdlik et al., 2018; van 
Rooij et al., 2021). 

Financial difficulties 
Beyond the issues related to supervision, financial 

difficulties and job market uncertainties also emerged 
as key factors causing depressive disorders among Ph.D. 
candidates since insufficient funding remains a key 
source of stress to the majority of these students (Castle, 
2013; Lt et al., 2021; Pappa et al., 2020; Wang et al., 
2019). For instance, candidates who received financial 
support were less likely to suffer burnout or develop an 
intention to drop out of their degrees (Peltonen et al., 
2017)

Global Journal of Transformative Education (2025) Vol 5

Table 1. Search Strategy 



Ansah, et al., The Road to Ph.D. 81

Discrimination and harassment 
The review further identified that many doctoral 

students face some levels of discrimination and 
harassment in the course of their studies (Fomunyam, 
2020; Hlatshwayo, 2020; McGee et al., 2019; Pappa et 
al., 2020). Some of the discriminations manifested in 
less access to information as well as academic isolation 
experienced by black-skinned students (Hlatshwayo, 
2020). From the reviews, students who identified 
themselves as from different African countries reported 
emotional, psychological, and physical stress in addition 
to entertaining some fears related to attrition or 
late completion of their studies (McGee et al., 2019). 
Generally, however, most students in the review 
expressed dissatisfaction with their relationship with 
supervisors coupled with the lack of proper mentoring 
structures (Omoya et al., 2024). 

Furthermore, poor social life, cultural shock, and 
lack of confidence to present research output to the 
scientific community also thrown high level of challenges 
to most black-skinned doctoral students because of the 
prevalence of social differences, including the sense of 
acceptance and fitting-in (Ezebilo, 2012; McGee et al., 
2019; Pappa et al., 2020; Rocha et al., 2021; Wang et al., 
2019). The issue of study-work-life balance, where the 
candidate schemes to develop and attract peer support, 
and academic networks in addition to, perhaps, an 
already existing poor family network, also pose several 
challenges to many doctoral candidates in Africa (Omoya 
et al., 2024). 

Mental health disorder 
The review also reveals that doctoral students are at 

high risk of developing depression due to academic and 
work pressures and other factors (Anwer et al., 2021; 
Cornwall et al., 2019; Frick & Pyhältö, 2022; Levecque 
et al., 2017; Lt et al., 2021; McGee et al., 2019; Pappa et 
al., 2020; Satinsky et al., 2021; Wang et al., 2019;). From 
the reviews, depression, poor sleep hygiene, moderate-
to-severe anxiety levels, and perceived stress were high 
among Ph.D. candidates. These were further heightened 
during the COVID-19 pandemic’s lockdown on social 
activities coupled with other existing challenges like 
unstable internet connectivity and uncertainties 
surrounding the progress and potential of programme of 
study (Satinsky et al., 2021). Uncertainties surrounding 
doctoral studies, pressure on time, poor social life, 
academic stress and anxiety about how to belong to a 
scholarly community emerged as dominant early-stage 
stressors among doctoral students in Africa (Cornwall,

et al., 2019). It was also noted that family issues, coupled 
with advancement in age, in some situations, and 
difficulty in managing academic activities affected the 
quality of life and mental health of many Ph.D. candidates 
to a large extent (Hazell, et al, 2020). 

Discussion
The evidence gathered from the reviewed studies 

showed a high prevalence of a variety of mental health 
challenges like depression and anxiety among doctoral 
students in Africa. Moreover, it is evident that these health 
issues are being exacerbated by psychosocial problems, 
including stress, financial challenges, discrimination, 
and harassment among the students. For instance, some 
doctoral students experienced harassment, unwanted 
sexual attention, sexual coercion, discrimination or 
discriminatory behaviours, and marginalization from 
faculty members as well as their supervisors or supposed 
mentors (Boyle & McKinzie, 2021). Psychologically, 
these findings echo the occurrence of stress, unpleasant 
experiences, ups and downs, fear, and anguish that are 
likely to be inherent in the Ph.D. journey that a student 
undertakes in Africa. These findings are in tandem with 
the reports of other researchers who have highlighted 
that the Ph.D. journey undertaken in Africa is inherent 
with stress, anxiety, depression, and other mental health 
problems (Barry, Woods, Martin, Stirling & Warnecke, 
2019; Barry, Woods, Warnecke, Stirling & Martin, 2018).

For instance, Anwer et al. (2021) in a quantitative 
survey observed that postgraduate research students 
had poor sleep hygiene, moderate-to-severe anxiety 
levels, and perceived stress generally. The same 
study observed a positive association between poor 
sleep habits and reported stress or anxiety among 
postgraduate research students in general. The study 
further revealed that depression and anxiety are highly 
prevalent among Ph.D. students from resource-poor 
communities (Satinsky et al., 2021). The above findings 
point to the fact that stress, anxiety, and depression are 
major conditions that generally affect doctoral students. 
Not only do these situations challenge the mental health 
and well-being status of the graduates, they also create 
an academic environment that compromises the quality 
of training offered to develop critical minds for social 
development in general. It is important to understand 
that conducive teaching and learning environment is 
essential for training critical mind Ph.D. graduates who 
can take up serious developmental research and other 
positions for national growth and sustainability.
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Furthermore, student-supervisor relationships, 
bullying and other forms of harassment from the 
supervisor present a worrying concern for doctoral 
students. For instance, supervisor bullying and 
harassment are identified as a serious concern for 
several African doctoral students (Sverdlik, et al., 2018; 
Cekiso et al., 2019; Elliot & Kobayashi, 2019; Fomunyam, 
2020). Also, poor feedback, communication breakdown 
and non-availability of some supervisors, imposter 
syndrome, tensions surrounding the supervisory process, 
and poor student-supervisor relationships present both 
academic and personal problems that further challenge 
the mental health of many doctoral students in Africa 
(Lt et al., 2021; van Rooij et al., 2021; Sverdlik et al., 
2018; Cekiso et al., 2019; Fomunyam, 2020). In as much 
as it is critical to be concerned about how these factors 
affect the health and completion rate of the students, 
the ability of such circumstances to limit the eventual 
production of competitive researchers for the continent 
is also of grave concern. Moreover, such conditions may 
compromise completion rate and further push away the 
few who managed to graduate into a foreign world, to 
the detriment of the larger development of Africa. 

We also found that age, family size, financial hardship, 
disagreement between students as well as uncertainties 
around the sense of belonging of Ph.D. candidates could 
become common stressors to doctoral candidates in 
Africa (Lt et al., 2021). At the social level, for example, it 
is observed that students with advanced age (45 years 
and above) and/or those having large families are more 
prone to doctoral-induced challenges. We believe that 
such situations arise because a large family may affect 
the already challenged financial issues of the student. 
In such situation, many students may take up additional 
jobs for extra income, putting further burden on their 
already limited time. 

Time pressure, uncertainty regarding the doctoral 
process, intrapersonal regulations, concerns for career 
prospects, and lack of a supportive network also stress 
many doctoral students (Cornwall et al., 2019). For 
instance, because of high level of unemployment in 
the continent, many postgraduate students were very 
apprehensive of their chances to secure a meaningful 
job after school. Thus, the school environment becomes 
a potent setting to address such students’ concern to 
allay the anxiety and depression associated with such 
high level of uncertainties. So, it is important that other 
coping strategies such as regular interactions with 
colleague doctoral students and clinging to spiritual 

issues or associations are used to help address these 
challenges that are imminent to the psychosocial 
conditions prevalent among doctoral students in Africa 
(Leung & Pong., 2021).

Policy and practice
The need to produce a high number of Ph.D. holders 

in Africa has recently become a political concern at both 
national and regional levels because of the urgent need 
to enhance graduate skills for research capacity and 
policy formulation to drive innovation and development 
in countries on the continent of Africa (Molla & Cuthbert, 
2016). Unfortunately, doctoral studies in Africa have 
several severe challenges due to unclear policies 
regarding the pursuit of a Ph.D. (Molla & Cuthbert, 
2016). To bridge this gap, there is an urgent need for 
policies on the development of doctoral programmes 
to train scholars with critical understanding of both 
local challenges and indigenous knowledge, in addition 
to the global mindset expected for the doctoral level. 
Regrettably, there are hardly any clear and up-to-date 
policies on the development of Ph.D. programmes and 
doctoral training and practice in Africa. Therefore, it is 
not surprising that doctoral training in Africa is hugely 
characterized by stress, depression, and anxiety among 
its students (Levecque, Anseel, De Beuckelaer, Van der 
Heyden, & Gisle, 2017). The quality of doctoral trainees 
developed on the continent would therefore need to 
be backed by an evidence-based policy to reduce the 
high attrition rates and late completion of studies, and 
promote production of high quality Ph.D. holders that 
can effectively contribute to the needed developmental 
agenda of Africa.

Limitations
The findings of this review provide relevant 

information on the psychosocial climate experiences of 
doctoral studies and student-related health challenges 
in Africa. However, this review has some limitations. 
We relied heavily on peer-reviewed literature published 
in the English language to gather our findings. Some 
equally relevant articles published in other languages 
were therefore, not accessed. This could limit the data 
gathered in coverage and in depth. The study, invariably 
contains biases inherent in the reviewed articles. 
Moreover, we cannot avoid the limitations inherent in 
the articles we included in this review.
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Conclusion
This paper aims to identify and map evidence of 

the psychosocial challenges doctoral candidates face 
while studying in Africa. We conclude that there is a 
high level of psychosocial challenges facing doctoral 
students who study in institutions on the African 
continent. Thus, many of these students face mental 
health challenges, including depression and anxiety as 
a result of harmful psychosocial climate issues like poor 
supervisor-supervisee relations, poor communication, 
financial difficulties, work-family-study conflicts, 
discrimination, bullying, and harassment. We further 
conclude that creating a requisite psychosocial climate 
for doctoral studies may be a panacea to the successful 
completion of the Ph.D. programme, which will go a long 
way to augment scholars on the continent and create 
an enviable knowledge hub for the global community. 
We further assert that the journey to attaining doctoral 
degree can be challenging unless a very conducive 
learning environment is created for the students. We 
describe the doctoral journey in Africa as driving on a 
lonely an untarred and rocky road with deep potholes 
and uncertainties through a desert or deep forest. 

Recommendations
Our review did not explore the coping strategies and 

institutional preparedness to manage the psychosocial 
challenges and health-related issues associated with 
doctoral studies in Africa. It is, therefore, prudent that 
future research examines how doctoral students cope 
with these psychosocial issues and other health-related 
challenges. Equally researchable would-be studies 
reviewing the relevance of existing strategies put in 
place by institutions to guide the development of Ph.D. 
graduates are needed, especially to ensure the smooth 
and requisite environment for doctoral studies in Africa. 
There is equally the need for training supervisors and 
university administrators who can create conducive 
training environment for these students. Moreover, 
students have to be taught how to seek appropriate help 
and redress in cases of discrimination and harassment, 
from the appropriate agencies in their schools. Further, 
there is the need for provision of high level of financial 
assistants to doctoral students. 
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