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1. Introduction 
It is almost a confession, a whisper of excitement with a dash of dread. Do you dare to 
say those fateful words that will change your life forever… 

“I want to do a Doctorate” 

Eek! Are you saying it quietly in case someone hears? Can you really believe you are 
even thinking about this? Are you telling yourself ‘I must be mad!’ If thoughts like these 
are bouncing round in your brain, like a pinball, don’t worry; it’s a perfectly natural 
reaction. A doctorate is a fine aspiration but it is also a daunting one. It is good to take 
stock before you embark on that journey. 

What an exciting journey it is. You are its hero, a courageous individual who dreams of 
making a significant contribution to the world of health and social care. What nobler 
cause could there be? 

You have probably had this idea niggling away in your head for some time and are 
almost ready to act. But how will you prep? What route will you take? And where can 
you go for advice? That is why we have produced this short guide to help you on your 
way. 

The first thing to remember is that you are not alone. Yours is a journey that many 
have taken, some direct and others via the scenic route, but all have two things in 
common: passion (the accelerator) and trepidation (the brake). We understand both. 
We are also aware of your passengers. Your journey has implications not only for 
yourself but also your friends and family. 

Our map is precise. We are intentionally being pretty specific here and focusing on 
answering the small questions as well as the big that arise at the very start of the 
journey. The point of contemplation and exploration before making that final 
commitment.   

We aim to provide some answers, provoke new thoughts and hope to make you smile. 
Most of all we hope this resource will support you as you prepare to set out on your 
doctoral journey. What a wonderful journey it will be. 

 

     
Lynne and Rob. 



2. Turning down the volume of your inner critic. 
You may be wondering ‘why start here?’ A good question to ask. The reason? Because the voice 
of our inner critic is a voice which, if we listen to it, can stop us from moving forward for a long 
time. It is a voice familiar to us all, especially when we start to think about moving out of our 
comfort zone. It is the self-talk we can engage in which says things like: 

• ‘You’re not good enough to do this’ 
• ‘You haven’t even got a great research question’ 
• ‘No-one will want to supervise you’ 
• ‘You need to do some more reading before you do anything else’ 
• ‘Who do you think you are?’ 

This is the voice of our inner critic or saboteur. The voice of self-doubt whose mission is well 
intentioned, to keep us safe from harm. The voice that becomes louder and more anxious when 
we start to stretch ourselves. The voice which, if we listen to it, can literally sabotage our journey 
before it even begins. 

Maybe in the past people have told you that you need to be more confident, as if that is something 
you can just go out and get. We would like to suggest another way of thinking about this.  Instead 
of trying to become more confident, perhaps it’s time to rethink your relationship with self-doubt.  
Who wouldn’t question their ability to embark upon a doctorate? It is a big undertaking. But we 
want to encourage you, at this point in your journey, to pause for a moment and do some work to 
quieten the voice of your inner critic. 

It is important to understand that the aim here is not to get rid of your inner critic but to learn two 
things: 

 1. To recognise it for what it is when it shows up 
 2. To develop some simple techniques to turn down its volume.  

Recognising the voice of your inner critic 

Here are some ways of starting to recognise when your inner critic is talking: 

• It uses words like ‘should, can’t, ought, won’t’ 
• The things it says are harsh and mean (things that you wouldn’t say to your best friend) 
• It focuses on problems not solutions 
• It takes big leaps of association (you weren’t good as an undergraduate and so you won’t be 

great as a postgraduate) 



Realistic v inner critic thinking 
Some people feel that their inner critic is helpful but one thing to be sure about here is that it never 
is. The reason they think this is because they are mixing up inner critic thinking and realistic 
thinking. The challenge is being able to distinguish between the two. Here are a few examples of 
how they differ: 

As you can see the voice of realistic thinking is curious and explores possibilities and options, it 
moves you forward and is less hysterical and black and white in what it says.  

Let’s do some work. 

To help you get to know and recognise your inner critic, grab a pen and paper and jot down the 
kinds of things that your inner critic is saying to you right now as you think about doing a 
doctorate. How is it questioning and mocking your dream? What are you telling yourself that 
makes you doubt your own ability? 

Let’s now revisit what you have written. What would this look like if you wrote from a realistic 
perspective?  

Some techniques to turn down the volume of your inner critic 

Give it an identity 
Look back over the comments you have written from the perspective of your inner critic. Imagine 
what kind of character would say such things? It might be a person, a cartoon character, an 
animal, a shape, whatever works for you. What words would describe it e.g. bossy, mean, 
overpowering, people-pleasing? What kind of voice does it speak with? Be as curious as you can 
be here, give it a colour, imagine its voice.  

Inner Critic Talk Realistic Thinking

You aren’t good enough to do a doctorate How can I find out if I’m good enough to do a 
doctorate

You haven’t even got a good research questions At this stage in the journey do I actually need a fully 
formed research question?

No-one will want to supervise you I need to find out more information about who I can 
talk to about this

You need to do more reading before you do 
anything else

I need to find out how much more reading I really 
need to do

Ooh get you! Who do you think you are? I know I have a valuable contribution to make and it 
is important to me to explore this

You’ll never be able to fit it in with work and family 
life

What conversations to I need to have to explore 
how this might work for all of us

You'll never be able to afford it I wonder what opportunities for funding are 
available to support me?



When you have done that draw it, describe it, give it a name. This exercise will give you a quick 
way of recognising it when it shows up and a way of being playful with it, to rob that voice of its 
power. 

Get it out of the room 
When you are aware that your inner critic is present one way of quietening it is to get it out of the 
room. Start by acknowledging its’ presence. Imagine taking it by the hand (or whatever else you 
can grab hold of), thanking it for caring about you then walk it out of the room. Close the door and 
sigh. 

Make it small  
Another technique is to make it small. Visualise it and then imagine it drinking from the ‘shrink me’ 
bottle from Alice in Wonderland. Watch as it gets smaller and smaller. As it shrinks imagine its 
shout becoming a whisper then a barely audible squeak. 

Assign it to the bin.  
If you notice that you are having lots of inner critic thoughts another way of quietening them down 
is to literally get them out of your head. Write each one down on a scrap of paper - then one by 
one screw them up and put them in a bin. Then put the bin outside of the room. 

Check in with what it is trying to protect you from 
Don’t hate it. Our inner critic is, in its own misguided way, doing its best to keep us safe from 
harm. It has our best intentions at heart. If you think about the things it says to you when you are 
thinking of doing a doctorate take a moment to consider what it is trying to protect you from. 
Maybe it doesn’t want you to fail, or to put yourself under too much pressure.  

Another approach to quietening it is to reassure it that you know what you are doing. Therefore  
when it shows up spend a few minutes thinking about what it is trying to protect you from. Thank it 
for its concern and for looking out for you and then reassure it: ‘I’ve got this covered’. It doesn’t 
need a running commentary. 



3. The mouse roars 
Before you start reading this section you definitely need to spend a few moments quieten your 
inner critic. Shrink it, banish it from the room, tape its’ mouth shut. We are entering the territory of 
your inner mentor, ‘the voice inside of you that has utter calm, that emanates love and knows 
exactly who you would be if you were brave enough to show up as your true self’ (Tara Mohr 
2014). 

Unlike our inner critic, whose voice is loud, destructive and disparaging, the voice of our inner 
mentor tends to be quieter and yet, when we tap into it, a powerful force for moving us towards 
our dreams and aspirations. It is an important voice to listen to as you explore the possibility of 
embarking upon a doctorate.  

Over the coming weeks you will hopefully be having conversations with a range of people. They 
will share their thoughts about the options open to you, whether they think you can/should do a 
doctorate and make suggestions about your proposed area of research. But they are not you. This 
is your journey, your doctorate, your life.  

Even the fact that you are considering a doctorate is a gutsy statement of intent. Yet for all of that 
bravery, you may still have doubts. Looming large for most people is, ‘Am I good enough?’ Of 
course, replies the rest of the world but it’s you who needs to believe it. In this section we really 
want to encourage you to look inward and have a conversation with yourself. It is so easy to seek 
the advice of others and to leave out the most important conversation of all.  

Let’s do some work 

We would encourage you to give this conversation the priority, time and attention it deserves. 
Actually make time for it and take yourself to a place that feels comfortable and inspiring. Make 
sure it’s somewhere you won’t be interrupted and have something with you to jot down your 
thoughts or record them if, for example, you are thinking whilst out walking.  

Spend a few moments really imagining what it would be like to do a doctorate. Visualise getting 
the email that says you’ve been accepted onto the programme, your first day attending university, 
getting results from your data collection, the day you are awarded your doctorate, the awards 
ceremony when you get to wear the gown and hat. 

When you have made those connections here are some questions to reflect on. 

• What does it feel like?  
• What images come up for you?  
• What makes this important work to do? For example: 

• Making a contribution to clinical practice.  
• Contributing to the evidence base of your profession.  
• Giving something back to your clients.  
• Being a role model for your children. 
• Achieving a personal goal.  

• When you stand in this perspective what do you really know to be true about yourself to 
support you in making this move?  

Be honest here. Most of us can access easily the things we don’t feel good about and can reel off 
long lists of the things we can’t do. This is a time to do some realistic thinking.  

Recognise the things you have already achieved in your life, the personal characteristics that you 
know will support you, things you are good at. 



It might include: 

• I completed my undergraduate programme. 
• I completed a Masters. 
• I love learning. 
• I enjoy a challenge.  
• I am good at seeing things through.  
• I care passionately about making a contribution to clinical practice. 
• I have a calling to do this. 
• I know I can do it. 
• I am so excited and passionate about doing this. 

Let’s deepen the connection. When you stand in this space what perspective does this give you 
on your ability to study for a doctorate? How is your self-assurance doing right now? 

As well as helping you to think more realistically about your ability to do a doctorate answering 
these questions will stand you in good stead also for when you are having discussions with your 
line manager or potential course leaders or supervisors. These are some of the questions they 
may well ask you. 

 



4. What are my options? 
If you are still reading then there is no doubt that you are curious and with curiosity comes 
questions. So, let’s take a look at some of those questions with the benefit of… distance. 
  
How do you know if you’re bright enough to do a doctorate? The truth here is that ultimately this 
decision will be taken by academic staff, either your lead supervisor or course leader. If you 
already have an MSc, then that task becomes easier. That tiny phrase is living proof that you can 
work your socks off. It’s not just a qualification, it’s a three-letter cv. Hard-earned evidence that you 
have commitment, by the truckload. It is a fine achievement. 
  
But what if you don’t have an MSc? What then? Are you doomed? Do you have to wear a T-shirt 
with “I am bright, honest” blazoned across the front? Not at all, but you will need to do some 
careful background work. The pre-requisite of having an MSc as an entry requirement for a 
doctorate varies from university to university. It is influenced also by the kind of doctorate you 
choose to take, your level of clinical experience, your engagement with CPD and, for those 
wanting to do a PhD, the alignment of your broad area of interest with that of your potential 
supervisors’.  

For example, the entry requirement for some professional doctorates is a good first degree (2.1) 
whilst others require completion of a masters. Some academics may agree to supervise a PhD 
student without them having a masters whilst others won’t. In this instance, you will usually be 
asked to register for a masters of philosophy first and then, after a specified period of time, 
engage in a transfer process to assess your progress to determine whether or not you can 
progress to a PhD.  

Given the variation between universities the key message here is to check out the entry 
requirements for universities you are interested in and, if you don’t meet them, don’t make 
assumptions. Pick up the phone and have the discussion.  

If you are wanting to study for a doctorate in a clinically related topic it is also worth bearing in 
mind that there may be a requirement for you to have completed a specified number of years in 
clinical practice post-qualification*. Again this will vary across universities and type of doctorate 
but many universities look for between 3-5 years post qualification experience. 

*This may not apply if you are applying for an advertised PhD studentship where the area of 
research is already defined and you are being employed to undertake the specific study.  

What kinds of doctorates exist? 
All UK doctorates comply with the standards set by the UK Quality Assurance Agency. These state 
that the main focus of a doctorate is 

work to demonstrate an original contribution to knowledge in their subject, field 
or profession, through original research or the original application of existing 
knowledge or understanding. (UK Quality Assurance Agency) 

There are a number of ways in which this can be achieved and whilst the academic standards are 
the same whichever route you choose the journey is different. 

PhD by research 
This is probably the most well know route to a doctorate in which you work with a small 
supervisory team to undertake a specific piece of research. People choosing this route usually 
have a strong desire to focus on a specific issue arising from or relevant to their practice. A PhD is 
a deep dive into a topic close to your heart. Whilst you will come in contact with a range of 
academic staff and other doctoral students during your studies your relationship with your 
supervisory team is crucial. This is usually a group of 2 or 3 people who have recognised 
expertise in your subject area and/or methods you will be using in your research. 



Alongside conducting your research you will be asked to undertake a programme of related 
studies. This is often at the start of your studies but can stretch across the whole journey. The 
programme of related studies are run usually by the Graduate School or the Faculty you are 
associated with. It is designed to support you in developing your research skills and expertise and 
wider aspects of your personal development and subject specific expertise.  

If you are considering studying alongside your clinical work make sure you check out what a 
programme of related studies might look like and how and when it is delivered. Participating in 
these modules can be a challenge for students in full time employment. Universities are aware of 
the challenges faced by part-time students and are working to address the issue of accessing 
such programmes. This may be an issue to discuss with your line manager in terms of negotiating 
study leave.  

Professional doctorate 
Professional doctorates and becoming increasingly popular with health professionals looking to 
combine doctoral studies with clinical practice. One of the factors influencing the expansion of this 
type of doctorate is that they have a significant taught component which focuses not only on 
developing research expertise but also on developing subject specific expertise. Professional 
doctorates may be broad, e.g. a Professional Doctorate in Health and Social Care, or they may be 
more specific, e.g. a Professional Doctorate in Evidence Based Healthcare or a Professional 
Doctorate in Counselling Psychology. 

Professional doctorates are usually structured so that the taught component is delivered first. 
During this time you are part of a cohort of students learning together. As you progress through 
the taught component you will also be developing your research proposal which you undertake in 
the second half of your studies. Once you progress to your research component you are then 
studying more independently and working collaboration with a supervisory team.  

PhD by Publication 
This pathway is less common for health professionals but has been taken by some people who, 
over a period of years, have amassed a significant raft of publications in a defined area of 
practice. 

The publications may be peer-reviewed academic papers, books or other cited works which are 
brought together and linked with a substantial commentary which demonstrates the coherence of 
the work and its significance. 

Will I be studying full-time or part-time? 
For the majority of health professionals there may not be a lot of choice about this due to personal 
and financial commitments and a desire to continue in practice.  However, there are opportunities 
which may make full-time study a possibility.   

Studying Full Time 
How would it feel to know that for 3-4 years you could focus solely on your doctorate? Step out of 
your day job, go back to university and immerse yourself back into academia? The freedom to 
attend lectures, seminars, utilise all the resources of the university and be part of the world of 
academic research? Exciting, tempting, - possibly. 

How would it feel to ‘leave the day job’? Would you miss your clinical work? Would you need to 
give this up completely or would it be possible to negotiate some clinical contact to maintain your 
clinical skills? What implications would this have for your pension. All questions to consider. 



Being awarded a personal fellowship.  
Personal fellowships are awarded to individuals who show the potential to achieve a doctorate in 
an area of research relevant to the priorities of the funding body, can demonstrate engagement 
with and a commitment to research and the potential to go on to be a leader of research, often 
within a clinical rather than academic setting.   

An example of such awards are the doctoral awards made within National Institute for Health 
Research Integrated Clinical Academic programme (link at the end of this section). These 
fellowships reimburse your salary costs to your employer, to enable you to study on a full or part-
time time basis, whilst enabling your employer to backfill your post. They also cover the costs of 
your academic fees, research costs and a comprehensive clinical and academic training 
programme. Alongside NIHR a small number of the major medical research charities make similar 
awards.  

Applying for a PhD studentship 
It is not unknown for health professionals to take the decision to leave practice and apply for an 
advertised full-time PhD studentship within a specific university. This means taking the decision to 
opt out of clinical practice for 3-4 years and take a drop in salary. But it does enable you to focus 
specifically on your research, be part of a research group and to complete your doctorate within a 
shorter timescale.  

PhD studentships come in two forms. Firstly, through established research groups who have 
obtained funding for a PhD studentship as part of a specified project grant. You in effect are being 
employed to deliver a specific research project, working with a pre-determined team and 
supervisors.  

The majority of universities also advertise PhD studentships on an annual basis. These are based 
usually within a specific department or faculty. Whilst a broad area of research is identified there is 
more room to work with the supervisors to develop and shape the specific project you would work 
on than with a funded PhD project. 

To give you an idea of what this option means financially, the nationally recommended stipend for 
a PhD student in 2017 is around £14,500 which is tax free. Such studentships usually cover 
academic fees and costs associated with undertaking the research. 

If you register with a university as a full time student it is possible also to augment your salary by 
continuing to do some clinical work. This may mean taking on a part-time clinical post or working 
as an independent practitioner. If this option is something you want to explore further you need to 
be aware that universities have regulations about how many hours a week you can work in paid 
employment when you are registered as a full time student. So make sure you check this out. 

Part-time study 
This is probably the most common mode of study for health professionals, combining study 
alongside their existing clinical work. This will mean studying in the evening and weekends and 
exploring with your line manager the possibility of negotiating study leave to do things like attend 
taught components of your doctoral programme or supervision or to take some focused time to 
conduct your data analysis or write up parts of your thesis.  

As you can imagine responses to such requests vary considerably and, to get the best outcome 
from such a discussion, this is something you need to prepare for. It is important, in this instance, 
to focus as much on what your studies will bring into the organisation as what it will do for you.  

Examples of things to think about include: what transferable skills you will be developing and how 
you could utilise these skills in your clinical setting; how the focus of your doctorate will contribute 
to your clinical work; how completing a doctorate aligns with the organisations research strategy;  
how the focus of your doctorate aligns with a workplace priority; how the networks you develop will 
support the organisation; what new roles could you take on within your team to support research 
capability building. 



Let’s do some work. 
Now is a good time to start narrowing the lens by starting to focus more specifically on the kind of 
doctoral journey you feel would work for you. 

You probably already have a good idea but before you hone in on your preferred doctoral journey 
have you at least explored the different options mentioned above? Just for a few moments be a 
curious explorer and check out any options you may not be familiar with. Here are a few 
suggestions of places to explore: 

1. Funded PhD Studentships  
Jobs.ac.uk   
http://www.jobs.ac.uk 

Also Find a PhD. 
https://www.findaphd.com 

2. Personal Clinical Academic Fellowships 
National Institute for Health Research: Integrated Clinical Academic Doctoral awards   
http://www.nihr.ac.uk/funding-and-support/funding-for-training-and-career-development/
training-programmes/nihr-hee-ica-programme/nihr-hee-ica-programme-cdrf.htm 

3. Professional Doctorates 
Find a Professional Doctorate  
https://www.findaprofessionaldoctorate.com/search/browsebyinst.aspx 

Having done some exploring are you now clear about the kind of doctorate you want to do? To 
stand firmly in the ground of, ‘Yes, it’s definitely a PhD’, or ‘Yes, it’s definitely a Professional 
Doctorate’?  

If not who do you need to arrange to talk with to help you make this decision? This could be, for 
example, someone who has already undertaken the kind of doctorate you are thinking of doing or 
the admissions department at a university. Another option to be open to at this point are the 
groups and individuals who use social media as a way of connecting. You might consider 
exploring Twitter, Facebook and Linkedin hashtags and groups. Set yourself a deadline by which 
to have done this work and be clear about the things you want to find out. 

 

http://www.jobs.ac.uk
https://www.findaphd.com
http://www.nihr.ac.uk/funding-and-support/funding-for-training-and-career-development/training-programmes/nihr-hee-ica-programme/nihr-hee-ica-programme-cdrf.htm
https://www.findaprofessionaldoctorate.com/search/browsebyinst.aspx


5. Let’s talk about costs 
There are many costs associated with doing a doctorate and not all of them are financial. Time, 
relationships, energy and emotion all have value and so can be viewed as a currency. Like shrewd 
investors, we must manage these assets with care to fully appreciate their worth. It is important 
therefore to view your ‘costs’ holistically.› 

Let’s not beat around the bush here, the cost of this endeavour is directly proportionate to the 
task. What you are doing is brave, courageous and profound. You’re embarking on a journey that 
will take you to the dizzying heights of academia. That’s not flat. No rolling hills for you. You’re 
heading up those hairpin bends to the very top of the mountain. We’re talking Alps, Rockies, 
Himalayas. To make such a journey takes fuel, stamina and… cash. The higher the goal, the 
higher the price. 
 
Add to that, our turbulent economy and you might feel worried, the ground is unstable and the 
road ahead is foggy. This is the perfect breeding ground for gremlins. ‘Hide’, they say, ‘stay where 
you are, the road is fraught with danger, your heart, mind and bank balance are ill equipped for 
such a journey’. Remember they say this to protect you and keep you in safe and familiar territory. 
So therefore this is a time to be aware of the difference between inner critic talk and realistic 
thinking and it’s time to do some realistic thinking. Probably the 3 largest costs to think about at 
the moment are time, relationships and finance. 

Time 
Studying for a doctorate on a part-time basis takes between 3-6 years depending on your route. If 
you are combining your studies with full-time work this means being prepared to work in the 
evenings and weekends for a significant number of years. We know it is possible as many people 
have trod this path. But, from experience, we also know that, no matter how much supervisors 
stress this before people embark upon a doctorate, there is a tendency to under-estimate the 
reality of this demand on your time.  

One thing that is difficult to gauge is how this looks over the course of the journey. There will be 
times when the pace feels manageable, times when it picks up and times when it feels like you 
are flying by the seat of your pants. 

So thinking realistically, how could you make this work for you? What would be different about 
your life style? If you are taking on this journey what are the things you need to let go of to fit it in? 

Relationships 
If you think back to your undergraduate graduation ceremony there is usually a point in the 
ceremony when the Chancellor thanks all of the families sitting in the audience looking and feeling 
as proud as punch. There is a reason for this, we all know that they travel this journey with us and 
this is even more the case in this situation. They will be cheering you on, picking up the chores, 
accepting that playtime can’t happen, taking the children out to give you some peace and quiet. 

We understand that this will vary depending on your personal circumstances but committing to 
between 3-6 years of study, especially if you are looking to combine doctoral studies with full-time 
employment, will impact inevitably on partners, children, friendship and family.  

It is important to consider how you will integrate your studies into what, for most people, is an 
already busy life. If you need to let go of some things perhaps you will be looking to other family 
members to pick them up? Maybe time at weekends to do things together will be reduced. Maybe 
you will need to use some of your annual leave for study? Only you know who are the important 
people in your life that you need to have this conversation with.  

Whilst it is easy to dwell on the challenges let’s not forget the positives here. If you have children 
what a fantastic role model you will be. Study time can be shared time and there are countless 



examples of parents sitting down to work on their doctorates whilst teenagers are studying for 
exams. 

Finance 
Academic fees 
PhDs. Each year the Research Council UK publishes its fees for PhDs and to give you an idea the 
fees for 2017/18 are published at £4,121 for full-time study and half of this for part-time.  

Professional doctorates. This is more difficult to give you guidance on as fees vary considerably 
across universities and across programmes. So our advice here is to do some background work 
and check this out with the courses you are interested in.  

Associated costs 
Whilst academic fees are published it is more difficult to give guidance on other costs associated 
with undertaking doctoral studies as these are so specific to individuals and the research they are 
doing. However most doctoral studies will incur additional costs which might include costs 
associated with actually conducting your research e.g. travel costs if you are going into the field to 
collect data, paying for transcription of interviews.  

Whilst universities provide the majority of the software needed for most doctoral studies you may 
not always be able to work on campus and some software may not be available via remote 
access. This is especially true for things like data analysis programmes. There are usually books 
you will want to purchase and meeting you want to attend. So when you are doing your 
calculations remember to think about some of these things as well as the fees. 
  
Financial assistance 
If you have been awarded a personal fellowship some or all of the above costs will be met by your 
funder. However many part-time doctoral students are needing to cover these costs themselves. 

There are some external sources of funding that you can apply for in the shape of small personal 
awards and these include grants given by professional bodies, charitable trusts and medical 
research charities. Alongside covering academic fees many such organisations have schemes to 
fund things like attending a conference to present your data. Some employers are also willing to 
contribute towards academic fees and this avenue is also well worth exploring. 

An alternative perspective on finance -  our gremlin warns us of ‘debt’ but isn’t debt just another 
word for ‘investment?’ You are ploughing your resources into the one thing you know better than 
anyone… yourself. There is no better thing to invest in.  

Let’s do some work 
Here are some questions to think about in relation to costs. 

1. If you think about the 3 headings, time, relationships and finance, who do you need to have 
conversations with under each of the headings?  

2. What background work do you need to do to clarify your situation e.g. do you need to explore 
potential sources of financial support or talk with your line manager to explore their take on study 
leave? 

 
 



  

6. Finding a home for your doctorate. 
We hope that by the time you get to this point you have narrowed your lens enough to know 
whether you are going to do a PhD or professional doctorate because this is where you come to a 
fork in the road. This next decision is an important decision and whilst it might be tempting to feel 
a sense of gratitude to anyone willing to accept you push this thought into the background.  

The university you locate your doctorate in will form one of the cornerstones of your future 
research career development. It can influence the networks and resources you have access to, 
the success you may have in attracting your next funding application and, if you are applying for a 
personal fellowship, it can impact on whether or not you awarded the fellowship. 

The increasing use of information technology within teaching and learning environments has 
opened up more options for studying. Taught courses are delivered via remote access with maybe 
one or two instances of face to face meetings. Supervision can be conducted via Skype. You are 
no longer limited to exploring only your local university. 

Professional Doctorate 
To some extent if you are applying to do a professional doctorate your decision is more straight 
forward as it will be influenced by the content and structure of the programme.  

Whilst we have provided a link to Find a Professional Doctorate bear in mind that this is not an 
exhaustive list. There will be professional doctorates which aren’t included on this database. 

The work you need to do is that of looking through different programmes to determine which ones 
may meet your needs. The content of professional doctorates varies considerably and we would 
encourage you to do some careful research before coming to a final decision.  

We would also encourage you to contact the course leaders to discuss with them things like how 
and when the programme is delivered, the balance between the taught component and the 
research component, how supervisors for the research component are allocated. You may have a 
preference for face to face contact for taught modules, or conversely you may be happy accessing 
courses remotely. It is also worth checking if there are any plans to make changes to the 
programme, for example the way it is delivered or the choice of modules.  

PhD 
Deciding where to locate your PhD will require you to do more background work to identify your 
supervisor. This is such an important decision as you will be working closely with this person over 
a number of years. Whilst you will be supervised by two or three people you don’t have to worry 
about putting the team together. That is your main supervisors job. Your focus at this stage needs 
to be on identifying who your lead supervisor will be. 

Given that you want to research a topic that is close to your heart you probably have a good idea 
of the people who are researching in the same broad area. Which names come up on a regular 
basis in the academic literature you read? If you’ve attended any conferences or workshops 
recently who was talking on your topic or presenting posters? Most universities now have a great 
deal of information about the research they are involved in on their websites. Do some looking 
around, look people up and get a sense of who you might contact. Check out their profile on the 
university website, on social media or Linkedin, do they say that they supervise PhD students?  

It’s fine to send an email with a little information about yourself explaining that you are interested 
in exploring the possibility of doing a PhD and would like to arrange to talk with them further. This 
will probably feel like a very big step and something you need to summon up the courage to do. It 
would be normal for your inner critic to pipe up at this point with all kinds of reasons for not doing 
this.  



However, remember that academic supervisors are used to receiving this kind of email and will 
normally welcome them. It is fun to meet with potentially new doctoral students and explore their 
ideas. It is usual to spend time together getting to know each other and exploring possibilities. It is 
also fine to talk with one or more potential supervisor, just let them know that you are exploring a 
number of different options at the moment. 

You should also feel confident to ask some questions of your own about their supervisory 
experience, if it isn’t obvious from the information on their personal profile. How many students 
have they supervised and how many PhD students are they currently supervising. If they are 
supervising more than 4 or 5 PhD students do they have the capacity to take you on? One of the 
most important things, if not the most important thing, to think about at this point is, how would I 
feel working with this person for a number of years?’  

Also don’t forget to explore what other support would be available to you within the Faculty and 
wider University. Get a feel of what the doctoral research community at the university is like. How 
do they support part-time students?  

So, the work for you to do if you are wanting to do a PhD is to start exploring the world of potential 
supervisors. 

 



7. Taking a breath and leaping   
Like all the best ideas, it takes time for the concept to brew and then…ZAP! it begins. This an 
important decision and it’s worth taking time to take stock and, indeed, we have asked you to do 
so. This is an axis point of your life. By making such a momentous decision, you are making a 
statement of intent. That you believe in yourself, that you are a cause worthy of investment and a 
very credible entity. We shape our own destiny. We’re ‘grown-ups’. We’re cool. 

There comes a day when you take that deep breath and floor that accelerator. The road trip 
begins.  

So why the deep breath? Why must every major challenge begin with a long, deep intake of air? 
The answer is twofold. In a physical context, oxygen enriches us: it infuses the blood and clears 
our brain. It brings the natural environment to core of our being so we aren’t just in it, we are it: an 
active participant in the world as a whole. But breath is not just a physical act, it is embedded in 
our psyche. We are ‘breathing in’ the scale of the task that we wish to process. A doctorate is a big 
one, it is worthy of respect.  

When we speak of a doctorate in terms of a journey, we often view it as daunting. A long and 
winding road that is arduous to endure. But that is not a fact, it’s a subjective viewpoint, voiced by 
(who else but) a gremlin. Like all journeys, it is what you make of it. And let’s not forget it is 
voluntary. You don’t have to do it. You could just stay in, watch the telly, snuggle up under a duvet 
with your old friend, the gremlin. Enjoy that stagnant pool. 

But to go on a journey is exciting. It’s fun. For every steep climb, there’s a wonderful view. For 
every long stretch, there’s a hilltop café. And no matter how busy you are, there are those 
moments when you look out the window and think, ‘Wow, I’m here, I’m actually here, half way up 
Mount Blanc’. Those are fine moments. Because it’s not just the destination that’s important, it’s 
also the journey itself.  All journeys start out the same. With one step, one movement, one leap. 

So here’s the thing. When we think of taking a leap pictures come into our mind of a massive step, 
a leap into the unknown, the potential to fall off a cliff. What if we reframe what a leap looks like? 
Picture ourselves running down a runway picking up speed ready for take-off. A leap above all is 
about movement and movement can be small steps. 

To get you moving here is a different way of thinking about a leap based on the work of Tara Mohr, 
a coach and women’s leadership expert. She has identified 6 characteristics of a leap which 
reframes it more like leaping from stepping stone to stepping stone, rather than trying to clear the 
stream in one big jump: 

1. It supports your moving towards your goal of deciding about doing a doctorate. 

2. It enables you to gather information about something that is, at the moment unknown to 
you. 

3. It is simple and can be summarised in 1 or 2 sentences. 

4. It can be completed in 1-2 weeks. 

5. It takes you out of your comfort zone. 

6. It puts you in contact with your intended audience. 

Does that feel any different? One of the important characteristics to remember here is the last 
one, it puts you in contact with your intended audience.  



This is a call to action. To get out there and start talking with people. It may be your manager to 
explore the support they are able to give you, it may be someone who has done a PhD, it may be 
a colleague to explore your broad ideas, it may be an academic or it may be your partner.  

Let’s do some work. 
• Make a list of the things about doing a doctorate that are unknown to you at the moment.  

• Decide which is the most important to investigate first. 

• Write in 1 or 2 sentences what it is that you want to find out 

• Who can help you find out information about this? 

• Set yourself a time frame to complete this leap within the next 1-2 weeks. 

We know that some of these conversations may feel scary and will probably stretch you out of 
your comfort zone. But that’s OK. Whilst it might feel uncomfortable it’s alright to feel nervous or 
anxious why wouldn’t you? Try not to attach judgement to what you are feeling because it is the 
judgement which awakens your inner critic and leads you down the path of, ‘you think you can do 
a doctorate and look at how nervous you are even talking to someone about it’. Stop at the ‘I feel 
nervous’. 

When you have taken your first leap it’s time to celebrate and then design the next one. Move 
forward leap, by leap by leap. 

 



8. Starting the conversation 
As you have read through the different sections we hope you are getting a feel for the kind of work 
you need to do to support you in moving forward.  

There will doubtless be things that you need to investigate further via internet searches and 
reading. However, the thing we would encourage you to do more than anything is to get out there 
and start talking to people. Move away from your computer screen and start the various 
conversations you need to have to help you firm up what is right for you.  

There is something affirming about talking to other people and turning your thoughts into a 
statement of intent. The questions people ask you will help to clarify your thinking and maybe 
challenge your assumptions.  

A doctorate is not a monologue, it’s a conversation. And then some. It’s not a speech, it’s a party. 
A room full of fascinating people and guess what? You’re one of them! The world-expert on a 
riveting subject: the wonderful, curious YOU.  

So time to get out there, be curious, get talking and start listening. Time to start the conversation 
and stand firmly in the ground of giving voice to, ‘I want to do a doctorate’. 

There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.
Maya Angelou 
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