University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository

Organization, Information and Learning Sciences

Electronic Theses and Dissertations
ETDs

Fall 11-14-2017

Discovering Psychological Components of a Ph.D;;
the Road to Success

Kathryn L. Bode 4803290
University of New Mexico

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds
b Part of the Adult and Continuing Education Commons, and the Other Psychology Commons

Recommended Citation

Bode, Kathryn L. 4803290. "Discovering Psychological Components of a Ph.D.; the Road to Success." (2017).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds/46

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Electronic Theses and Dissertations at UNM Digital Repository. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Organization, Information and Learning Sciences ETDs by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more

information, please contact disc@unm.edu.


https://digitalrepository.unm.edu?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1375?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/415?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/oils_etds/46?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Foils_etds%2F46&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:disc@unm.edu

Kathryn L. Bode

Candidate

Organization, Information, and Learning Sciences
Department

This dissertation is approved, and it is acceptable in quality and form for publication:

Approved by the Dissertation Committee:

Patricia Boverie, Chairperson

Frances Wilkinson

Nick Flor

Robert Grassberger

Mary Cooley




DISCOVERING PSYCHOLOGICAL COMPONENTS OF A
PH.D.; THE ROAD TO SUCCESS

by

KATHRYN L. BODE

B.A., Psychology, George Mason University, 1983
M.A., Special Education, The University of New Mexico, 1997

DISSERTATION

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of

Doctor of Philosophy
Organization, Information, and Learning Sciences

The University of New Mexico
Albuquerque, New Mexico

December, 2017



© 2017 Kathryn Bode



DEDICATION

To my husband, Roger Carman, your optimism has been my lighthouse.

To my children and my grandchildren, you are my inspiration. Your encouragement through this

process has meant everything! Always keep learning, and reach for the stars!

To my parents, John & Diane Bode, you are my pillars; you’ve modeled perseverance, resilience,
and a joy of learning. You are the grittiest people I know and I couldn’t have asked for better

parents!

To my mentors, Dr. Patsy Boverie, Dr. Grassberger, Dr. Flor, Dr. Cooley, and Dr. Wilkinson,
you have continuously encouraged and believed in me. | am transformed, and forever grateful to

each of you.



DISCOVERING PSYCHOLOGICAL COMPONENTS OF APH.D.; THE ROAD TO
SUCCESS
By
Kathryn L. Bode
B.A., Psychology, Psychology, George Mason University, 1983
M.A., Special Education, University of New Mexico, 1997

Ph.D., Organization, Information, and Learning Sciences, University of New Mexico, 2017

ABSTRACT
This was a descriptive study which examined the psychological components involved in the
completion of a Ph.D. journey. | used a phenomenological approach to investigate doctoral
program experiences (n=23), seeking to identify strategies, skills, and experiences commonly
shared by successful Ph.D. students through a lens of Transformational Learning, Psychological
Capital (PsyCap), and Emaotional Intelligence (EI). Assessment measures included interviews,
questionnaires, and the administration of both the Emotional Intelligence Appraisal (EIA) and
Psychological Capital Questionnaires (PCQ). Findings revealed the presence of Grit, adequate
support systems, balance, positive self-talk, and a moderately high level of PsyCap. A
correlational analysis indicated a moderately strong positive correlation (r = 0.62) between EI
and PsyCap. Finally, suggestions were provided for graduate departments to help support

doctoral success.
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Discovering the Psychological Components of a Ph.D.; the Road to Success

Earning a Ph.D. can yield many personal and professional benefits, such as better job
opportunities, greater flexibility, better working conditions, higher income, greater knowledge
production and distribution, social and economic growth, and innovation (Litalien & Guay,
(2015). The decision to begin such a journey is serious because the journey itself is a long,
challenging, and complicated process which involves ongoing efforts to continue to
matriculation (Byers, et. Al, 2014). Yet the difficulty of the process adds respect and meaning to
the degree (Byers, et al., 2014) and so students likely entered their programs with enthusiasm and
expectations of a successful journey. Despite the positive outcomes associated with completing
a Ph.D., the average doctoral graduate in 2003 took approximately 10.1 years to matriculate
(NSF, 2006), and only 50-57% of those who started graduated (Council of Graduate Schools,
2008; Cassuto, 2013). This is an alarming statistic, and considering the rigorous admission
requirements of doctoral programs could possibly suggest a problem with the selection criteria of
potential doctoral students. Perhaps there is more to predicting success in potential doctorate
students than tradition dictates?

There is scant research on the requisite skills for success in a doctoral program. There is
more evidence of hindrances to doctoral completion, including “time management, persistence,
difficulty with program rigor, and mismatched expectations” (Byers, et al., 2014, p. 109). The
research on the actual skills required for success are few. The research that does exist regarding
what contributes to doctoral success identifies support and encouragement from faculty, family,
and peers (Byers, et al., 2014) and a few key psychological skills such as resilience and

persistence (Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). The dearth of research on this topic begs



the question, are there more psychological skills involved in doctoral success, and if so, what are
they?
Problem Statement

Limited research has been conducted to better understand doctoral program attrition rates.
Potentially, one key may be the issue of selection for doctoral programs. Data show that attrition
rates across disciplines are high. While doctoral program admissions rely on traditional methods
of selection, including prior educational grade point averages, intelligence and aptitude tests for
graduate level work, letters of reference, letters of interest to assess writing skills, and prior
success in work or school endeavors, they do not investigate the psychological skills involved in
managing such a long, challenging, and transformational journey. The traditional doctoral
program selection method does not appear to be working as intended as reflected by the number
of students that drop out. Perhaps there is something the selection processes do not consider,
such as pertinent psychological skills related to coping, managing stress, and persistence through
such a long, life changing journey.

Common sense might dictate that a certain level of psychological skill is engaged in the
successful student’s journey, such as self-efficacy, resilience, hope, optimism, self-directed
learning, organization, and learning from other student experiences. Along these lines, Litalien
& Guay, (2015) created a predictive model of Ph.D. student dropout, opining that perceived
confidence, enhanced though support by faculty, advisors, and other doctoral students, is a
foundation of doctoral student’s perseverance. While the doctoral dropout rate is high in the US,
approximately 50%, depending on the area of study (Cassuto, 2013), support from others does
not adequately explain all the potential psychological processes involved in the decision to begin

and persist in graduate studies.



Understanding some pivotal experiences which influence individuals to engage in
rigorous doctoral degree processes, and identifying skills which enable them to continue their
journey in the face of numerous challenges, can provide meaningful information for potential
doctoral candidates. Additionally, graduate departments and students might like to know if
applicants possess skills associated with perseverance through the doctoral process.

The doctoral journey is a long, rigorous, and challenging journey. The national attrition
rate (across all doctoral programs) is high (50% in 2013 per Cassuto) and even after 10 years in a
doctoral program, the completion rate is not much better (Council on Doctoral Completion,
2008). One question that arises when pondering such a high attrition rate is: what skills do the
doctoral students who persist in such a journey have that set them apart from those who do not?
| predicted that there are certain psychological skill sets that successful doctoral students utilize
to preserve through their programs. There are certain psychological constructs, such as
Psychological Capital and Emotional Intelligence which can increase well-being, and contribute
to positive organizational behavior, and to the bottom-line production of an agency (Bar-On,
2010; Luthans, Youseff & Avolio, 2007). | conjectured that successful students also possess
these same skill sets because a student’s work is their educational pursuit in terms of the required
effort, time spent at the process, and interactions with professors (i.e., bosses) or co-students (i.e.,
co-workers).

Conceptual Framework

The theoretical framework for this study was a three-fold combination of Emotional
Intelligence (E.l.), Transformative Learning Theory (T.L.T.), and Psychological Capital
(PsyCap). These three theories evolved from the field of positive psychology which emphasizes

what is right with individuals, rather than the traditional focus of illness. These theories



provided a framework of positive psychological skills which can predict positive outcomes
including happiness, increased productivity, and overall wellbeing, in individuals, and as
proposed in this study, in doctoral students. The following section defines these theories and
their components.
Transformational Learning Theory

Transformational learning theory can be defined in numerous ways, depending on
perspective. For this study, this theory was defined by a combination of Mezirow & Associate’s
(1990) definition, a change in what one knows because of an experience which upsets the
foundations of what they thought they knew. In other words, something that causes an individual
to question what they know and propels them towards a new awareness or change in perception.

Transformational learning plays an integral theoretical role in the doctoral journey. The
doctoral process is a transformational one because it significantly changes individuals (Phillips &
Pugh, 2010). The way a student responds to the inherent disorienting dilemmas of a doctoral
program, or their perceptions of support and belonging, affect whether they will be able to see
things optimistically and persevere to the finish line.

Emotional Intelligence

The phenomenon of Emotional Intelligence (E.I.) states that there is much more involved
in the prediction of an individuals’ potential for life success than a traditional cognitive
intelligence quotient used for decades (Goleman, 1995, p. 43) and the emotional ability to
interact with others is paramount to work success (Boyatzis, Rochford, & Cavanagh, 2017).
Perhaps this “something more” enables individuals to not just survive, but thrive in their
everyday lives. This phenomenon is rooted in positivity, enhances one’s potential to positively

influence others, increases organizational economic gains, and enhances employee job



satisfaction. E.l. is the process of bringing intelligence to emotions and can be viewed in four
separate areas: being in touch with one’s emotions, being able to handle one’s emotions,
identifying other people’s emotional states, and responding to other people’s emotional states
(Goleman, 1995). E.I. can include the ability to manage self and relationships (Boyatzis &
Saatcioglu, 2008; Boyatzis, Rochford, & Cavanaugh, 2017), can be influenced through
organizational leaders’ moods and actions (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002), and is a
decider when skills are even (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002). It can be developed, and
enables people to thrive.

Psychological Capital

People have certain skills which enable them to be more successful in the workplace, and
that affect their overall psychological wellbeing (Luthans et al., 2007). Positive psychological
capital (PsyCap), also developed out of the field of positive psychology, focuses on behavioral
skill sets common among successful, happy individuals.

Luthans, et al (2006) posit that people who are successful appear to have a combination
of skills, which, when combined, act in a matter that is synergistic and more collectively
powerful than any of the skills individually (Luthans et al., 2006). These state-like psychological
capital skills are coined PsyCap Hero skills, can be measured and can change (Luthans et al.,
2006; Luthans, Avey, & Patera, 2008). The acronym HERO stands for hope, efficacy, resilience,
and optimism. Please refer to figure 1 which depicts the synergistic nature of PsyCap.

Hope

Hope can be defined in several ways. For this study, | adopted a state-like definition: a

“positive motivational state based on an interactively derived sense of successful (1) agency

(goal-directed energy) and (2) pathways (planning to meet goals)” (Snyder, 2002, p. 250).



According to this definition, hope is broken into two parts: willpower or determination, and
pathways. Determination is what motivates someone to achieve their goals (Luthans, Avey,
Clapp-Smith & Li, 2008), while pathways refer to different ways to accomplish goals, a skill
which is useful when obstacles are encountered (Luthans, Avolio, Avey & Norman, 2007).
Self- Efficacy

Self-efficacy refers to the confidence one must manage obstacles, or meet challenges.
According to Bandura (1994), self-efficacy is the ability one must get the job done regardless of
obstacles which may arise. For the purposes of this study | used the following definition of self-
efficacy as proposed by Luthans, Youseff, and Avolio (2007), and which encompasses
Bandura’s meaning. According to Luthans, Youseff, and Avolio (2007), self-efficacy is the self-
reliance to begin, and the ongoing efforts to continue to persevere with personal goals, even
when faced with challenges or obstacles. Self-efficacy also requires an ability to redirect ones-
self as needed, and to be resilient when faced with challenges (Luthans, Youseff, and Avolio,
2007).
Resilience

Resilience is defined as a “capacity to rebound or bounce back from adversity, conflict,
failure, or even positive events, progress, and increased responsibility” (Luthans, 2002, p. 702).

It is an important component of coping with stressful situations (Schetter & Dolbier,
2011). It is also defined as an ability to draw on resources to help return to one’s starting point
after a stressful experience (Schetter & Dolbier, 2011), and (Hobfoll, 2011).
Optimism

Optimism is the ability to see things from a positive perspective, and to believe that good

things, not bad, will happen (Luthans et al., 2007). Realistic optimism, the ability to put a



positive spin on things that happen and to believe that good things will happen rather than bad
things, builds hope, and enables one to bounce back quickly from setback (Luthans, Avey,
Norman, Combs, & Avolio, 2006).
Psychological Capital (PsyCap) Assessment

The PsyCap assessment tool measures the degree of the synergistic effect of its combined
subsets. It “predicts performance and satisfaction better than any of the individual strengths that
make it up” (Luthans et al., 2006, p. 388). PsyCap can be measured (Luthans, Avolio, & Avey,
2007), and it is amenable to change through instruction (Luthans, et. All, 2006). Perhaps other
organizations, such as educational institutions, can measure, and even enhance the PsyCap skills

of perspective doctoral students.

Hope

Optimism PsyCap Efficacy

Resilience

Figure 1 The synergy of Psychological Capital.
Education as “Work”

As previously discussed, the doctoral journey is a long, transformative process that
utilizes, and possibly even taxes, a student’s psychological resources. Psychological health is

important and is related to the resources one has stored for use in reaching goals (Weyrouch,



2010). Those lacking stored resources may experience performance or health deficits
(Weyrouch, 2010). For this reason, doctoral students and graduate schools would benefit from a
method to ascertain the amount of stored psychological resources required for a successful Ph.D.
journey.

There is evidence that the psychological skills of both E.I. and PsyCap provide a
foundation and prediction of success for individuals in the workplace. These same predictors of
success could be applied to the doctoral journey because the requirements of success are similar
for both situations, considering that the doctoral journey is the students’ “work.” Work success
requires emotional intelligence, the ability to adapt, to be resilient, to persevere, and to maintain
positive attitudes, even in the face of challenges (Luthans, Avey, Clapp-Smith & Lu, 2008;
Pillay, Buitendach, & Kanengoni, 2014), all skills needed to successfully navigate, and complete
the doctoral degree process.

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this descriptive study was to investigate the phenomenon of high doctoral
program dropout rates from an angle of doctoral success, and to evaluate the degree of
psychological capital and emotional intelligence in the transformational journeys of doctoral
students. For this study, doctoral success is defined as completion of formal a doctoral program
and conferment of a doctorate degree.

Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the problem of high doctoral attrition rates as a phenomenon to

be investigated. | introduced a theoretical framework which I used to view the problem,

including Transformative Learning, Emotional Intelligence, and Psychological Capital.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

This chapter examines the literature as it relates to doctoral success. Sections include
doctoral program attrition and relevant literature, Transformative Learning theory, Grit theory,
Motivation and Goal theories (including content, process, and self-determination theories),
Emotional Intelligence, and Psychological Capital.

Doctoral Program Attrition

Approximately half of doctoral students in the United States dropout (Cassuto, 2013).
Despite the personal and professional benefits of a Ph.D. (Litalien & Guay, 2015), it is a long,
challenging, and complicated process (Byers, Smith, Hwang, Angove, Chandler, & Christian,
2014). According to a compilation of national data on Ph.D. graduate rates across numerous
STEM and Social Science fields (Council of Graduate Schools, 2008), the completion rates after
3,4,5,6,7,8,9, and 10 years in STEM fields range from 4.2% to 59.1% years, after 3, 6, and 10
years, respectively, while in the Social Science and Humanities field completion rates range from
5.0%, 26.0%, and 53.0%. The high attrition rate affects both STEM and Social Science fields.
See Table 1 for specifics regarding these completion rate statistics. Figure 2 depicts the Science,

Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) 10-year completion rates.

Table 1

Cumulative 10-year Doctoral Completion Rates by Broad Field by Percentage

Field 3yr 4yr 5yr 6yr 7yr 8yr 9yr 10yr
Engineering 7.1 171 346 485 56.8 608 626 63.0
Life Sciences 4.2 9.4 217 426 537 596 619 629
Math & Physical Sciences 25 8.9 234 393 482 522 539 547
Social Sciences 6.7 115 208 31.0 409 475 527 559
Humanities 2.8 6.1 11.8 198 293 367 446 493
STEM 4.2 114 264 427 519 56.3 581 591
Social Sci/Humanities 5.0 9.1 16.6 26.0 358 427 491 53.0
Total 4.5 105 225 361 455 509 546 56.6




STEM vs Social Science/Humanities 10 yr Completion Rates
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Figure 2. STEM and Social Science completion rates.

Earning a Ph.D. can yield many personal and professional benefits, such as better job
opportunities, greater flexibility, better working conditions, higher income, greater knowledge
production and distribution, social and economic growth, and innovation (Litalien & Guay,
(2015). However, the journey to earn a doctorate degree is a long, challenging, and complicated
process which involves a serious decision to first embark on the journey, and ongoing efforts to
continue the process to matriculation (Byers, et al. 2014 2014). Furthermore, the doctoral study
is difficult and is considered lonely, stressful, and challenging (de Valero, 2001; McAlpine &
Norton, 2006; Smith et al., 2006). Despite the seriousness of the decision to start a doctoral
program, only 50-57% of those who started the journey graduated (Council of Graduate Schools,
2008; Cassuto, 2013).

The doctoral process is transformational because it significantly changes individuals
(Phillips & Pugh, 2010). It demands ongoing personal sacrifices in terms of time, money, and
relationships (Herzig, 2002), and metaphorically speaking, is a marathon. Yet the difficulty of
the process adds respect and meaning to the degree (Byers, et al. 2014). Considering the
seriousness of the decision to begin such a journey, and the personal rewards received upon the

completed goal, common sense dictates an assumption that most students, having made a highly

10



personal decision to begin the journey, will persist and graduate regardless of obstacles that
might arise. Contrary to this assumption, the attrition rate of doctoral students shows otherwise.

In 2003, the average doctoral student took approximately 10.1 years to complete their
degree (NSF, 2006). Additionally, the actual completion rate varies in terms of field of study.
According to a 12-year study of over 30 institutions, five fields, 54 different disciplines, 330
programs, and 49 thousand students, the highest Ph.D. matriculation rates are in civil engineering
programs where 78% of the students graduate. The social science programs, such as psychology,
economics, and sociology, average about 56% graduates, and the lowest graduates are in the
political science arena at 44% (Smallwood, 2004; Council of Graduate Schools, 2008;).
Furthermore, the attrition rate for doctoral students increases by almost five times after six years
in school (Council of Graduate Schools, 2008). Given these statistics, an inherent question is
why is there such a large difference between the numbers of students who persevere and
graduate in one field as compared to another? Additionally, considering these attrition rates and
the large number of students, educational departments, and educational facilities affected by this
problem, there is a dearth of research on this problem (Litalien & Guay, 2015). In the
humanities fields, one in three will finish, two in three will dropout. Administrators think that
some of the attrition is healthy, yet from a business perspective, attrition costs a lot of money,
and takes a toll on dropout’s lives. There is little known about the problem of high attrition in
doctoral programs, and many departments are ignorant of the problem until faced with statistics.
Reasons for Failure

Some reasons for failure in doctoral programs include bad selections by programs,
financial concerns, worry about prospective employment post-graduation, poor odds of

succeeding, realization that part of the reasons to seek a Ph.D. is to seek external approval,
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(Smallwood, 2004) and realizing a mismatch between the purpose for pursuit of a degree and
desires (Smallwood, 2004). However valid the reasons for dropout, the personal, organizational,
and societal costs are great (Litalien & Guay, 2015). Furthermore, monetary costs are not the
only costs associated with failure. A loss in self-esteem, and reduced career offers may also
occur (Litalien & Guay, 2015). Additionally, there is a significant loss of time which had been
devoted to the process, and cost in loss of time also applies to the student’s mentors and others
involved in their programs (Litalien & Guay, 2015).

Other factors which are affected by high Ph.D. attrition rates include the effect that it has
on the educational programs in terms of their monetary, relational, and time investment in
students (Litalien & Guay, 2015). Clearly the student is not the only one affected when they
dropout, and some fields are starting to notice that doctoral attrition is a problem.

Herzig (2002) notes that the field of Mathematics has become fed up with the high
attrition rate of doctoral students (which ranges from 30-70%), the low percentage of minorities,
and the lack of diversity of ethnic groups involved in their programs. This study identifies
several difficulties in program completion and ill-preparedness of students. Some of the reasons
students appear to be ill-prepared include not being ready to teach at undergraduate levels, which
is part of their entry into the field. They are not ready to do research, and they do not utilize
available resources (Herzig,2002). Integration into their program’s social (socialization with
faculty) and academic requirements also seem to be a contributor to risk of attrition because
authentic participation in teaching and departmental social activities is a prerequisite of doctoral
success (Herzig, 2002). Alternatively, when a cohort demonstrates cohesiveness and fosters

bonding or support of social relationships with professors, attrition is reduced. These are
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important things a doctoral student should know, yet they are assumed, or implied, and not well
stated (Herzig, 2002).

Golde (2000) focuses on the stories of doctoral students and their reasons for dropping
out of their programs. Interestingly, while other studies focus on the failures or shortcomings of
the students themselves as the reasons for attrition, this study points out that there are
departmental/faculty actions or behaviors that may also influence a student’s decision to drop
out. Additionally, the labels of success or failure, as ascribed to students, and the perceived
association of these labels to students while they are still enrolled, may negatively impact student
outcomes. Also interesting is the notion that students who do leave are possibly not comfortable
with telling faculty exactly why they left. This study sheds light on the importance of
departmental behaviors, the degree of involvement with doctoral students, and the impact that
the absence of such open discussions can have on a doctoral student’s decisions to drop out.

Other interesting research by Brailsford (2010), utilized semi-structured interviews to
discover the reasons 11 individuals began and ended their doctoral journeys. These individuals
alluded to loneliness as a reason for attrition. Respondents also referred to the role that initial
supportive individuals play prior to beginning such a long process, and ignorance about the high
attrition rates associated with doctoral programs before they started the process. This study
provides responses from participants with prior work experiences, and some of the reasons for
beginning this process were related to improving career outlook and proving self-worth. The
study emphasizes the need to really fall in love with one’s doctoral topic so that it will serve as
motivation to persevere through a program.

A similar phenomenological study (Castro, Garcia, Cavazos, & Castro, 2011) also

utilized semi structured interview questions to discover issues related to women enrolled in
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doctoral programs. This study applied theories of emotional intelligence and resilience, and
specifically how women tend to use negative events in their lives (such as rejection, loss,
perceived slights, etc.) to drive them to succeed despite odds. Women tend to identify
independence, a personalized locus of control, perseverance, proving worth through
achievement, support by mentors and family, and a desire to overcome negative experiences
such as perceived poor parental role models or support, abusive childhoods, or being separated
from family, as reasons for student success. This study is one of the few that identifies
psychological components as drivers of success in the pursuit of a doctorate.

While most literature focuses on the failure of students, Grover (2007) identified three
components of a successful doctoral student: competence, motivation, and the ability to manage
their education. He describes competence as the ability to learn and to utilize tools, motivation
as the drive to continue a path despite problems, and management of their program as the ability
to successfully negotiate an unpredictable and unstructured journey. He created a prescriptive
staged model for successful doctoral journeys (Groover, 2007). This model discusses some
challenges students encounter, and how students manage to move through these challenges so
that they can complete their programs. Of interest is the observation that students do not have a
good understanding of what the doctoral process looks like before they begin (Groover, 2007).
The student is often ill equipped to transverse their program because the nature of the Ph.D.
program is that it is an ill-structured one, and students are left to figure things out on their own.
Having had a great deal of direction in past degrees, this is a new situation, with unique problems
(Groover, 2007). While advisors can provide administrative direction, this is not always a
sufficient solution. A common set of mistakes is identified by the author, and coupled with

prescriptive solutions to avoid these pitfalls. Four stages of doctoral student study are identified:
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exploration, engagement, consolidation, and entry (Groover, 2017). Also of interest in this
article is the reference to a synergistic effect of both student motivation and student competence
as fuel for a well-orchestrated program. Student mistakes include:

e Being too reactive

¢ Being too independent (not asking for help)
e Failure to build an asset base

e Not being politically astute

e Not creating synergy

e Not carefully evaluating opportunity
e Falling into a lull period

e Not managing doctoral committee

e Not managing advisor

e Being too ambitious

e Not making appropriate tradeoffs

e Leaving program too early

Perhaps, the most interesting, and useful parts of this article is the opinion that the
students who leave, leave too soon because they are reactive. For example, reactiveness might
include receiving a poor grade or unexpected feedback on a paper and not taking time to process
emotions before lashing out at a professor, or giving up, something that a well-developed
emotional intelligent individual might handle differently. This is another indication that there
must be some skills or strategies present in those who do not leave, allowing them to be
successful and overcome obstacles.

Doctoral admission processes are competitive, and generally require a minimum grade
point average, minimum graduate school exam scores, letters of reference, and interviews.
Selection is generally based on the assumption that these requirements are good indicators or

predictors of the capacity to complete their programs. If the average student attrition rate is high
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across all disciplines, then perhaps the traditional selection procedures may need some review. If
they are wrong half the time, these predictors can hardly be considered good indicators for
student success. Furthermore, if these traditional methods are faulty half the time, they may not
be measuring the meaningful predictors of student completion. Such a screening tool could be
used in conjunction with other selection processes to help assist the selection committee with
assessing whether an individual possesses the potential to flourish in the program, rather than
flounder. The dropout rate is significantly higher in the first three years, possibly due to the rigor
of required coursework, so a PsyCap intervention would probably be most useful during those
first few years.
Skills Required for Success

There is very little published about the skills needed to be successful in a doctoral
program. Literature does discuss some of the things that get in the way of success such as time
management, persistence, difficulty with program rigor, and mismatched expectations, etc.
(Byers, et al., 2014, p. 109). However, the research of specific psychological skills required for
success, or those that are present in successful doctoral graduates, are scarce. The little bit that
does exist states that support and encouragement from family and peers is important (Byers, et
al., 2014). It also notes that some graduates report that resilience and persistence are present
(Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012).
Grit Theory

There must be other factors that are more indicative of student success than what has
been traditionally measured. One current theory explained by Duckworth (2016) says that one
of the definitive factors in determining whether an individual will succeed is grit, and that it is

two times more important than talent in determining success (Duckworth, 2016). Grit is
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independent of talent, changes, is dependent on a combination of hope, passion and
perseverance, and is influenced by mindset and self-talk (Duckworth, 2016). Duckworth opines
that “flow and grit go hand in hand, and that grittier adults report more flow, not less”
(Duckworth, 2016, p. 130) and that gritty people ascribe greater significance to their goals
(Duckworth, 2016), meaning they have a special attachment to the goals they establish and work
for. Another special component of this theory is that Grit does not depend on a special talent, or
solely on intelligence, but on determination and perseverance. It can be influenced by the degree
of interest associated to a task and the attitude one has towards learning and those who appreciate
learning and appreciate opportunities for life-long learning can impact their grittiness. The
theory of Grit might play a role in the accomplishment of the doctoral degree.
Motivation and Goal Theories

Other factors which may influence an individual’s ability to succeed include motivation,
goal, and self-determination theories. Motivation theories have evolved over the years as
psychologists have postulated numerous theories about what it is that moves the human to act, to
do what they do. There are two types of motivation: extrinsic and intrinsic. Extrinsic motivation
is the motivation that is tied to something outside, it is not valued from within a person. An
example of extrinsic motivation is when a child performs well on a test because she knew her
mother wanted her to do well. Intrinsic motivation comes from within (Jones, 2014). Itis
something that is valued by the individual, and they perform an action because they enjoy it.
Motivational theories can generally be divided into two categories; what (content) motivates or

how (process) motivated.
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Content Theories of Motivation

Hierarchy of Needs

In 1943, Maslow established his Hierarchy of Needs which essentially stated that the
motivation to act is a need to satisfy requirements of human survival, and that lower level need
satisfaction is prerequisite to higher order satisfaction. Some basic needs include food, shelter,
and safety. The highest level of needs is a for self-actualization. Thus, according to Maslow’s
theory, the motivation to embark upon a process of self-actualization (such as a process of
seeking a higher-level degree) is dependent on first having other basic needs met, including self-
esteem, love and belonging.
McGregor’s “X” and “Y” Theory

In 1957, McGregor wrote about his “X” and “Y” theory of motivation. This theory
posited that there are two types of people, those who are ambitious, like work, are creative, and
seek responsibility (“Y” people), and those who are complete opposites (“X” people). The “Y”
people are self-directed, self-controlled, and do not require intervention or control. They are
self-actualized, and do not rely on others. Contrary to “Y?”, the “X” people require external
control, are focused on lower level needs, are not interested in self-actualization. This theory
was an attempt to describe two very different groups of people within a work setting (Hattagandi,
2015).
Achievement Theory

McClelland offered an Achievement Theory of Motivation in 1961 which suggests that
individuals have a need to achieve, a need for power, and a need to belong with others. The need

to achieve includes the desire to better one’s self and to succeed. The need for power is defined
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by a drive to get things done through a control of other people, and the need to belong is what
drives the creation of friendships.
The Equity Theory

The Equity Theory, presented by Adams in 1963, posits that motivation is based on a
perception of justice or fairness, and that when things do not seem equitable that people are
motivated to change what they can to achieve a perception of equity.
The ERG Theory

In 1969 Aldefer presented a theory based on a modification of Maslow’s Hierarchy: The
ERG Theory. This theory stated that people are motivated by the need for growth (G), or self-
actualization, and that they need to relate (R) to others, and that they need to exist (E). Unlike
Maslow’s Hierarchy, Aldefer claimed that these needs could be meet in any order, at any time.
This theory seems more practical than Maslow’s in that it provides an explanation for why a
person who does not feel a sense of belonging could self-actualize.
Two-Factor Theory

Herzberg’s Two-Factor Hygiene theory of motivation (1987) is simple: there are things
that motivate workers, and there are things that do not. The things that motivate workers are
intrinsic and include challenges, opportunity to grow, opportunity to be promoted, and
opportunity to achieve. The motivation items are those satisfying items, but the hygiene items
are those extrinsic items that do not satisfy and must take be taken care of anyway. Some
hygiene items include feeling secure in their job, having health insurance or sick leave, and
having a nice office. If hygiene items are not met, they can cause problems (Pegler, 2012).

Content theories of motivation, while interesting, do not adequately explain what

psychosocial skills doctoral students use to work for long term goals.
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Process Theories of Motivation

Skinner’s Reinforcement Theory

The first process theory of motivation was BF Skinners 1957 Reinforcement theory. This
theory is based on the premise that there are two types of behavior, that which is good and
desirable, and that which is no desirable. In this theory, motivation originates from an external
control of the behavior and is either increased or decreased depending on the application of
positive reinforcement or consequences. An undesirable behavior can be decreased or
eliminated through negative reinforcement or punishment.
Expectancy Theory

In 1960, Vroom presented the Expectancy theory of motivation which essentially posited
that people will make choices based on the value they place on an expected outcome and that
choices are meant to either increase pleasure, or decrease pain (Miner, 2015) and that the choices
are dependent on three factors; expectancy, instrumentality, and valence (Miner, 2015).
Goal Setting Theory

Locke’s Goal Setting theory stated that motivation is dependent on the establishment of a
challenging goal and that if the goal is too easy or too hard, it will not be motivational. In his
work on “The determinants of Goal Commitment” (Locke, Latham, & Erez, 1988), the
importance of commitment to goals is discussed. These determinants include any influences
from authority figures (external influences), inclusion in activities (interactive influences), and
those that are related to internal rewards (Locke, Latham, & Erez, 1988). Goal Theory suggests
that engagement in an activity depends on a combination of one’s desire to participate and the
meaning they assign to the activity. Meaning is influenced by ability, cultural differences, and

perceived rewards (Midgley, 2002).
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Achievement Goal Theory

Maehr (2008) proposes that motivation be viewed through a more unconventional lens as
a situated social constructivist perspective rather than a state of mind. This Achievement Goal
theory suggests that people set goals they want to accomplish based on their beliefs, the activity
itself, and the rewards or consequences for achieving their goal (Midgley, 2002). Through this
perspective, motivation is the impetus that people create to help reach an identified goal. It is
dependent on others, and on the context. Achievement Motivation is a social-psychological
group phenomenon and may or may not lineup with an individual’s personal desires, and social
contexts may upset participation in the goal pursuit Maehr (2008).

While these theories developed from a focus on identification of what motivates people
and the processes involved in motivation and goal setting, they do not adequately identify how
internal processes of motivation work. In 1999, two psychologists began discussing what
internal factors motivate behavior, and this theory has had a major influence on the
understanding of behavior.

Self-Determination Theory of Motivation

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan can be credited with establishing the Self-Determination
theory (SDT) which shed a new light on the understanding of motivation, including internal and
external factors. They point out that “most contemporary theories of motivation assume that
people initiate and persist in behaviors to the extent that they believe the behaviors will lead to
desired outcomes or goals” (Deci & Ryan, 2000, p. 227). According to these theorists, the

amounts of motivation are not important, but the types of motivation are.
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Types of Motivation

Deci & Ryan (2000) identified three types of motivation: amotivation (not engaged, no
motivation at all), extrinsic motivation (motivation comes from something of external value,
such as money), and internal motivation (the natural things people gravitate towards because
they are challenging, or they provide what people find most enjoyable). Intrinsic motivation is
that which people can get lost in because they love it so much that they lose awareness of time.
Motivation Continuum

Another new idea proposed with this theory is that motivation occurs on a continuum and
that it depends on a combination of a person’s feelings of control, their ability, and how
connected they feel to a task (Deci & Ryan, 2000). A sense of autonomy is the amount of
control one has over their actions. Competence is what they believe they can do well, and
relatedness is the degree to which one feels like they belong with friends, coworkers, family, etc.
SDT theory posits that when these three items are present that interest and subsequently, intrinsic
motivation is present because humans instinctually have a need to solve these types of challenges
(Deci and Ryan,2000). The degree of motivation is determined by the degree of control people
believe they have, and the amount of value placed on the activity. Therefore, according to a
continuum of motivation, if a person is challenged to reach a goal in which he feels he has no
autonomy, no interest, and no relatedness towards, he will not be motivated at all (amotivation),
and if a person feels they have a lot of autonomy, have an interest and value the activity, and feel

connectedness, they will be intrinsically motivated.

22



Self-Directed Theory and Doctoral Pursuit

The Self-directed theory of motivation might play a part in understanding the desire to
begin a Ph.D., but it does not adequately describe the psychological tools one would use to
navigate through the rough times when the goal of the Ph.D. does not seem to match up with all
the tasks involved in obtaining a Ph.D. None of these motivation theories adequately explain the
skills that Ph.D. students report as drivers to succeed and persevere through their programs
(Castro, Garcia, Cavazos, & Castro, 2011), nor do the explanations for dropping out include an
absence of goals (Grover, 2007).

While there is some research on the high attrition in doctoral programs and some
explaining factors which influence attrition, there is scant research on the specific psychological
skills required to navigate such a long and transformational process. Admissions processes
traditionally rely on standardized achievement tests, grades, and letters of recommendation,
while little attention is paid to what is really required to be psychologically fit for such a journey.
Considering the amount of department resources dedicated to accepted students, it is in the best
interest of graduate schools to investigate other predictors of success in Ph.D. graduates.

Perhaps the educational system can borrow some of the psychological assessment
measures employed in business to predict whether an applicant has the capacity to succeed at
work, such as Emotional Intelligence and Psychological Capital skills.

Predictors of Workplace Success
Emotional Intelligence (EI)

Emotion has not always been considered a good thing in relation to success or the

workplace. While the role of emotion has not always been considered in a positive manner, early

philosophers, such as Aristotle, Plato, and Descartes, realized it was not something to be ignored
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(Wilkinson, 2016). They viewed emotions from the perspectives of psychological, political
(Aristotle), spirited (Plato), or regulatory natures (Descartes) (Wilkinson, 2016). In other words,
they realized that emotions played some role in human nature.

The role of emotions and their influence on work was an evolutionary process. In 1958,
Wechsler thought that something more than intelligence influenced success, and in 1962
Tomkins viewed emotions as a positive thing related to a person’s whole being (Wilkinson,
2016). Emotions continued to be considered in writings on communication, and on how they
influenced behavior and thoughts. This evolution proceeded into ideas about how emotion is
related to success, and then to theory driven models of Emotional Intelligence with assessment
measures. Please refer to figure 3 (adapted from Wilkinson, 2016, Petrides & Furnham, 2000),
which depicts the evolution of the theory of Emotional Intelligence.

While there are different theories on Emotional Intelligence, it is important to note that
research has consistently noticed that the presence of EI does make a difference in both personal,
and work lives. For instance, Boyatzis, Rochford, & Cavanagh (2017) pointed out that an
engineer’s success might depend less on their actual intellectual ability, and more on their ability
to get along with others, how they feel about their work, and whether they believe they are
working with others on something important.

In a meta-analysis of over a 20-year period, Boyatzis & Saatcioglu (2008), examined the
potential outcome of direct instruction of skills associated with successful individuals. These
skills included the ability to combine the traditional cognitive intelligence with both emotional
and social intelligence, to both use and to facilitate knowledge. Significant areas of

improvement were noted in how aware individuals were of themselves, how they managed
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themselves, and in how aware they were of others, and how they managed interactions with
others.

El theory has noted that the ability to manage emotions is important not only for individuals, but
for leaders as well. The emotional state of a leader has the potential to significantly impact
organizational disposition and output (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002). Thus, the leader’s
ability to control and to utilize emotions has the potential to inspire creativity and positive
environments, or to stifle creativity and performance. A leader’s emotional intelligence appears
to be a powerful factor when it comes to successful organizations, and is more important when
skills are matched (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002).

Models of EL.

There is general agreement that El is an important component of success, but not
agreement on where this ability is generated or managed. The disagreement in El theory lies in
the opinions about whether it is related to cognitive abilities (the ability model), to personality
traits (the trait model), or to a mixture of both (the mixed model), and subsequently, in the ways
that it is measured (Petrides & Furnham, 2000). Numerous assessment measures for EI have
been developed and it is important to recognize their different theoretical perspectives. Please

refer to table 2 for details about the various EI measurement tools.
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Historical Evolution of Emotional Intelligence
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Adapted from Wilkinson, F. (2016) and Petrides, K.V. & Furnham, (2000).

Figure 3. Historical evolution of Emotional Intelligence.
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The Ability Model.

The ability model, based on theory by Mayor, Salovey, & Caruso (1997), is a mental
information processing model. This model focuses on the relationship of emotions to cognitive
ability. One evaluation measure of this model is the Mayer-Salovey-Caruso Emotional Test
(MSCEIT) which evaluates performance on tasks that measure how well an individual performs
when at his/her best (Stys & Brown, 2004; Petrides, Furnam &Mavroveli, S. (2007).

The Trait Model

The trait model, measures consistencies in behavior between different situations and
places (Petrides & Furnham, 2000). It views El as a personality trait and unlike the ability
model, focuses on perceptions of emotions from self-reports. The Trait Emotional Intelligence
Test (TEIQue) is a measurement of this El theory and is based on Petrides & Furnham’s initial
theory of trait EI.

The Mixed EI Model.

The mixed model combines both performance potential and perceptions and is based on
El theories developed by Goleman, Boyatzis, and Bar-On. The assessments for these models
examine competencies required for successful work performance. Goleman’s assessments
measure four competency areas (he modified his initial theory starting with 5 competency areas
but later excluded motivation) which include awareness and management of self and awareness
and management of emotions related to others. This EI theory recognizes that the ability to be
aware of, and to manage, both self and responses to other emotions, is a critical element of
workplace success, and that these abilities are consistent between situations. It also states that
this ability is amenable to change through intervention and can be evaluated via self-report, or

through the reports of others. Boyatzis & Goleman created the Emotional Competency index
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