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Doctoral training has traditionally been delivered primarily in one-to-one 

mode, but as the PhD learning ecology has expanded beyond the supervisory 

space (Lum & Mowbray, 2024), one-to-one coaching has emerged as a prom-

ising intervention for developing PhD students’ personal and professional 

skills, such as self-management, self-efficacy, resilience, and confidence to 

complete. While some researchers recommend embedding coaching within 

supervision (McCarthy, 2012; Wilson & James, 2022), others emphasise the 

benefits of external coaches (Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016; Lech et al., 

2022). Yet how PhD students perceive external coaches, how “external” 

coaches need to be, and whether such resource-intensive programs can be 

made feasible for institutions have not been explored. We report on a 12-week 

PhD Coaching Program which offered research students one-to-one sessions 

with PhD-holding, professional (non-faculty) staff. Reporting on their experi-

ences in surveys and interviews, coachees’ perceptions of their coaches and 

the coaching sessions suggest that a contained period of individualised coach-

ing by these staff can effectively complement supervision. Coachees com-

mented on the personalised holistic support, likening it to that provided by a 

mentor, counsellor, tutor or sibling. That the coach was external to the stu-

dent’s enrolling department contributed to a flattened hierarchy and fostered 

a safe environment to share struggles, while their holding of a PhD lent cred-

ibility to their support. Universities’ PhD-qualified, professional staff repre-

sent a unique and sustainable source of coaches, whose academic and profes-

sional experience within and beyond academia can be leveraged to support the 

next generation of researchers in the form of one-to-one coaching. 

Key Words: one-to-one support, PhD coaching, professional skills develop-

ment, doctoral supervision, university professional staff. 

1. Introduction  

In higher education, it is within PhD programs that one is most likely to find one-to-one instruc-

tion as the primary mode of training. Even in countries following the North American model, 

where doctoral programs include several years of coursework, graduate students are still assigned 

a supervisor or advisor with whom they are expected to meet regularly on a one-to-one basis to 

receive guidance on their research project. The master-apprentice model of PhD training has, 

however, been criticised in recent times as outdated and inadequate for twenty-first century  
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doctoral candidates, who need not only to complete their research projects but also to position 

themselves for research careers beyond academia (Carter & Laurs, 2014; Nichol et al., 2022). For 

many, the doctoral journey is “ambiguous, unsettled, or unresolved” (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, 

p. 998), encompassing a multitude of challenges across intellectual, contextual, and personal lev-

els (Eliott, 2022), and the attrition (non-completion) rate remains alarmingly high (Larcombe et 

al., 2022; van Rooij et al., 2021), reaching up to 70% (Jones, 2013).  

Over the last couple of decades, it has become widely recognised that doctoral candidates benefit 

from sources of research training and support beyond their supervisors (Carter & Laurs, 2014; 

Lum & Mowbray 2024; Sharmini & Spronken-Smith, 2020) and evolving national research agen-

das have offered incentives for institutions to provide this additional support, such as the Austral-

ian Government’s Research Training Scheme initiated in 2002 and its Initiatives to enhance the 

professional development of research students (Australian Government Department of Education, 

2014) and the UK “Roberts’ money” implemented in 2003 (reviewed in Hodge et al., 2011). In 

most universities operating in the western tradition PhD candidates are now offered skills training 

and wider support through graduate research schools, library staff, careers and employment ser-

vices, and wellbeing or counselling units.  

One-to-one or “personal” coaching has emerged as a highly effective intervention strategy to en-

hance performance and self-management skills in high school, undergraduate (Chaplin, 2007; 

Lim et al., 2023; Marino et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2011), and graduate students (Griffiths, 2006; 

Lech et al., 2018). Academic coaching has been defined as an “individualised practice of asking 

students reflective, motivation-based questions, providing opportunities for formal self-assess-

ment, sharing effective strategies, and co-creating a tangible plan that promotes accountability” 

(Lim et al., 2023, p. 70). It differs from academic advising in that a coach is not required to have 

content expertise or expected to provide answers to students’ questions and problems; rather, 

“with a coach’s expert facilitation, coachees create their own agenda for change, reflecting that 

they are the best experts in what is ideal for themselves” (Deiorio et al., 2022, pp. 1-2). One-to-

one coaching is not new to the doctoral space; almost a decade ago, Godskesen and Kobayashi 

(2016) observed that one-to-one dissertation coaching services were being offered all around the 

world to doctoral students by “support centres” within or external to universities. Research has 

shown that one-to-one coaching can build PhD students’ resilience and time management skills 

and reduce self-sabotaging behaviours and attrition rates (Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016; Kearns 

et al., 2008; Lech et al., 2018). 

The doctoral education literature suggests two approaches for who should be coaches. The first 

approach suggests that doctoral supervisors should integrate coaching strategies into supervision 

meetings (McCarthy, 2012). Recently, Nichol et al. (2022) adapted an existing coaching model 

for embedding coaching in doctoral supervision and identified the skills and responsibilities that 

supervisors-cum-coaches need. However, given the increasingly heavy workload pressure super-

visors face with teaching, research, outreach and administrative expectations from neo-liberal 

university agendas, a potential concern remains whether PhD supervisors have capacity to coach 

students in areas such as resilience, stress tolerance, time management and motivation, in addition 

to advising on discipline content, reviewing drafts, collaboratively co-authoring papers, and act-

ing as publication brokers (Thomson & Kamler, 2013). 

A different approach has coaching provided by coaches external to the supervisor relationship, 

with a specific focus on PhD students’ professional life, for example, post-degree career plans 

and goals beyond meeting PhD research milestones. According to Godskesen and Kobayashi 

(2016), because external coaches have “no expertise, interest nor intent to judge the work of the 

student” (p. 149), they can foster the atmosphere of trust which is conducive for the student to 

share “sensitive matters, reveal doubts and show weakness” (p. 149). Griffiths (2006) suggests 

that external coaching succeeds because of the collaborative “equal partnership” relationship be-

tween the coach and coachee, one in which each party holds power or has control over different 
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aspects of the relationship. For example, the coach has the responsibility for or holds power in 

steering the coaching session and offering advice, whereas the coachee holds power in determin-

ing the topic for discussion and making decisions. Furthermore, as highlighted by Lech et al. 

(2018), the tendency of many PhD students to engage in self-sabotaging behaviours (Kearns et 

al., 2008) and to feel like imposters in their fields (Kearns, 2015) can impact not only their thesis 

progress but also their capacity to interact with their supervisors and other faculty staff. Rather 

than threaten or compete with supervisory support, Godskesen and Kobayashi’s (2016) study 

suggests that externally-delivered coaching can positively impact the supervisor-student relation-

ship.  

It appears from the literature, then, that offering coaching to PhD students by individuals who are 

external to the student’s supervisory team may have advantages over expecting all supervisors to 

provide this kind of support; indeed, Pearson and Brew (2002) argue that supervisors do not ac-

tually coach, as their “coaching strategies” are more akin to mentoring than to coaching. While 

the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, “mentoring” is typically applied to relationships 

where a senior or more experienced professional shares advice, insider-knowledge and/or career-

enhancing opportunities to a less experienced member of their profession, whereas coaching in-

volves “unlocking people’s potential to maximise their own performance [and] helping them to 

learn rather than teaching them” (Whitmore, 2017, p. 7; see also Guccione & Hutchinson, 2021). 

At the very least, one-to-one support from an external coach can be a useful complementary re-

source for doctoral students. Existing studies of PhD coaching, however, tend not to specify how 

“external” the coaches ought to be or how feasible it is to expect institutions to provide such a 

service; for instance, whether coaches need to be completely disconnected from the student’s 

university, or could be employed within the student’s school or institution but simply outside of 

his/her doctoral advisory group. Similarly, scant details are provided on the coaches’ coaching 

expertise or training; their academic credentials and background; and their research experience. 

Whether any of these details of the coach would affect a coachee’s perceptions or impact the 

effectiveness of the coaching intervention, is unknown. In fact, there is little research on PhD 

students’ perceptions of the different individuals with whom they meet one-to-one for advice and 

support and how they view their respective roles, particularly vis-à-vis their doctoral supervisors. 

To investigate PhD student coachees’ perceptions of an “external coach”, we initiated a 12-week 

one-to-one PhD coaching program with the following eligibility criteria for the coaches: PhD 

holders, employed as professional (non-academic/faculty) staff at the PhD students’ university. 

Through a series of surveys administrated before, during and after the program and semi-struc-

tured interviews, we elicited coachees’ perceptions not only on what (if anything) they gained 

from the program but importantly: what role(s) they saw their coach as assuming (Research Ques-

tion 1); what impact (if any) their coach’s educational credentials had on them (RQ 2); and what 

impact (if any) their coach’s employment position had on them (RQ 3). The responses to these 

three research questions could assist institutions in allocating time, funding, and resources more 

efficiently and effectively to support PhD students’ research progress and degree completion and 

their development as confident, well-balanced, and resilient researchers. 

2. Method  

This section begins with an overview of the PhD Coaching Program (PCP), an intervention for 

doctoral students trialled at a medium-sized Australian university in the first semester of 2024. 

We describe the participants, the data, and the analytical methods used to investigate coachees’ 

perceptions of the external coach, particularly in comparison to their supervisors. 

2.1.  The PhD Coaching Program (PCP)  

The PCP was an intervention whose aim was to enhance doctoral candidates’ capacity to make 

progress on their projects by improving skills such as project management, self-management, 

self-awareness, accountability, resilience, stress tolerance, and adaptability. The program was 
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advertised to all PhD candidates enrolled at the University by email, posters, and other online 

announcements. Promotional material included an invitation to participate in the research project, 

emphasising that participation was not a requirement of joining the PCP itself. To be accepted as 

a coachee in the program, students needed to meet the following eligibility requirements:  

• currently enrolled in a PhD at the University, 

• have progressed beyond their first year of candidature, and 

• have not engaged in the Program within 12 months of their current iteration. 

Supervisors of students applying to participate in the program were sent an information sheet 

clarifying the goals of the program and emphasising how the role of the coach differed from that 

of the supervisor; the actual wording used was, “a coach is not intended to be a substitute for the 

supervisory team. Coaches will not provide subject-specific advice, feedback on research content, 

review drafts, or advise on writing and communication.” 

PCP coaches were staff members employed at the PhD students’ university. As mentioned above, 

to be eligible as a coach, the staff member needed to be employed on a continuing (i.e., permanent) 

professional (i.e., non-academic or non-faculty) contract at the University and to hold a PhD. 

Coaches were not paid a fee but assumed coaching responsibilities on top of their regular work, 

so written approval to participate was sought from the staff member’s direct manager. Fourteen 

staff members agreed to take part in the PCP, and thirteen progressed to coaching a student. 

Coaches provided personal details to the program organiser such as the academic discipline of 

their PhD degree, their work experience both inside and outside academia, and their current role 

at the university. There was a mix of male and female coaches representing a range of academic 

discipline backgrounds, from Science and Medicine to Humanities, Arts and Social Science. The 

coaches were employed in different business units across the University, e.g., Student Access and 

Success, Teaching Development, the University’s pathway college, and the graduate research 

school. All thirteen coaches had completed their doctoral studies at Australian universities, alt-

hough this was not a criterion for participation.  

Over the 12 weeks, coachees were recommended to meet with their coach eight times for one-to-

one meetings of around 30 minutes duration. Meeting times and locations (either in-person or 

online) were agreed upon by each coach-coachee pair and scheduled by the coachee. In-person 

meetings took place on the University campus, usually in meeting rooms. 

Before the 12 weeks of coaching meetings, coachees and coaches were required to attend separate 

introductory sessions. Both sessions provided an overview of the program’s objectives, the re-

spective responsibilities of coachees and coaches, and the format and expectations for typical 

coaching meetings. The session for coaches also included a training component led by an external 

International Coaching Federation-accredited coach trainer, which clarified the coach’s bounda-

ries (vis-à-vis PhD supervisors, psychological counsellors/therapists, careers advisors, researcher 

developers, etc.)  and outlined specific strategies and models that could be used in coaching meet-

ings.  

After the introductory session, coachees completed a Pre-Program Survey, detailing their thesis 

goals for the 12-week period, the professional and personal skills they aimed to enhance, and the 

challenges they were facing at the time. Coaches were then paired with a coachee by the program 

organiser, roughly based on an alignment between the coach’s professional background and the 

coachee’s goals and expectations for the program. Where possible, students were not matched 

with coaches of the same disciplinary background to reinforce the role and boundaries of the 

coach: being from a different discipline, coaches were less likely to provide advice on disciplinary 

content (supervisor’s role) or disciplinary careers (mentor’s role).  

At the end of the 12 weeks, coachees and coaches were surveyed on how they felt about the 

coaching program, what they had gained, and the program’s strengths and weaknesses. Two 

weeks later, all coachees and coaches were invited to a face-to-face celebration event, where 
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highlights (aggregated data only) from the Post-Program Surveys were shared and appreciation 

was expressed particularly to those who had volunteered their time to be coaches. 

2.2.  Participants  

We used a purposive sampling technique to recruit participants from the PCP coachees, with 

seven out of the 13 consenting to participate in the study. As a result, our sample size was con-

strained by the limited number of PCP participants. As “determining the sample size of qualitative 

projects is … often a pragmatic exercise” (Braun & Clarke, 2021, p. 211), we purposefully aligned 

our sampling approach and sample size with the exploratory nature, scope and purpose of the 

study, while also taking into account local constraints. The seven participants were from a range 

of academic disciplines; their disciplines and other demographic characteristics are shown in Ta-

ble 1. Interestingly, all coachees in our study identified as female. All but one were enrolled full-

time and studied on campus at least some of the time. 

Table 1. Research participants’ demographics. 

Participant 

pseudonym  
Discipline  

Study      

location 

Student    

status 
Gender 

Study 

load 

Language 

background 

Daniela Physiotherapy On campus Domestic F Full time English L1 

Maira Computing  Mixed Domestic F Full time EAL 

Prisha Cultural studies On campus International F Full time EAL 

Cathy Accounting Mixed International F Full time EAL 

Haley Linguistics On campus International F Full time EAL 

Amber Finance On campus International F Full time EAL 

Lissa Education Offsite  Domestic F Part time English L1 

2.3.  Data collection 

The study adopted a primarily qualitative design, suited as it is to exploring individuals’ percep-

tions and identifying nuances in perspectives. A variety of data were collected at different stages 

of the 12-week program: before the program (Pre-Program Survey), during the program (Weekly 

Surveys), and after the program (Post-Program Survey and semi-structured interviews), as out-

lined in Table 2 below.  

The Pre-Program Surveys elicited coachees’ demographic data, their expectations, and their the-

sis-related goals for the 12-week program. Weekly Surveys were administered online via Lime-

Survey (Version 3.28.66). The Weekly Surveys tracked key aspects of the one-to-one coaching 

meetings, such as attendance, meeting length, student satisfaction, challenges discussed, and ac-

tion items. These data served as a broader context for understanding the ongoing coaching meet-

ings and enabled the authors to ask targeted questions in the subsequent interviews. 

The Post-Program Survey, administered via LimeSurvey, focused on students’ perceptions of 

their coaching experiences and their coach’s roles. Survey questions relevant to this study were 

as follows: 

• Overall, how did the support you received from your coach differ from support you have 

received from other sources at the university, such as your Supervisor, your Faculty/De-

partment, the library, or the Graduate Research Academy? 

• What did you like most about the PhD Coaching Program?  

• How could the PhD Coaching Program be improved?  
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Because relying solely on the surveys would have limited the depth and breadth of coachees’ 

responses and risked missing out on themes that are best be shared through free speech (Brannen 

& O’Connell, 2016), follow-up semi-structured interviews were conducted. The interview ques-

tions asked of each coachee were as follows: 

• Overall, how did you find the coaching experience? 

• Did the program surprise you in any way? 

• Were there any ways that your coach or the coaching program provided you with help, 

insights or guidance that you couldn't get elsewhere? 

• What did you know about your coach’s background, credentials and their official role at 

[this University]? Do you think those affected you in any way? 

Seven interviews (one per student) were conducted over Microsoft Teams video call, each lasting 

between 30 and 45 minutes. The transcripts, eventually totalling 30,223 words, were automati-

cally generated by MS Teams and manually checked and cleaned by both authors. 

Table 2. Data gathered for the study. 

Data instrument 
Number of     

questions 

Estimated time        

to complete 
Total analysed 

Pre-Program Survey 15 10 minutes 7 

Weekly Survey 10 5 minutes 84 

Post-Program Survey 23 10 minutes 7 

Interview 7 30-45 minutes 7 

2.4.  Analytical methods 

The datasets were analysed separately. Given the study's emphasis on its qualitative component, 

this section focuses on the analysis of the qualitative data, namely responses to open-ended ques-

tions in the Pre-Program and Post-Program Surveys, and the Interview data. 

Investigator triangulation was implemented as a measure to enhance the trustworthiness of the 

data analysis process and, in turn, the findings. The authors independently read the interview 

transcripts multiple times to develop a thorough understanding of the data. They both conducted 

thematic analysis and then met to review, discuss, and scrutinise the accuracy of the coding and 

reach a consensus on the themes. The analysis began with initial coding (Charmaz, 2006), using 

the interviewees’ original words to identify emerging patterns and meanings. During this process, 

codes were constantly compared, and codes with similar meanings were then sorted into groups. 

Each group was labelled with a theme. For instance: 

Excerpt from Lissa’s interview  Code Theme  

She's just there to support me. She was almost like an older sis-

ter that had been through the process and come out at the 

other end.  

older sister 
Coach’s 

role  

This process, akin to focused coding (Charmaz, 2006), ensured that themes were internally con-

sistent and distinct from one another. Themes were also cross-referenced with previous findings, 

allowing them to be both grounded in the data and informed by existing literature. Themes were 

established to represent the overarching patterns and meanings within the data. Finally, connec-

tions between the main themes were explored to integrate them and address the research ques-

tions.  
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3. Results  

This section integrates the key findings and themes that emerged from the multiple datasets, 

namely the Weekly Survey, the Post-Program Survey, and the post-program interviews. We re-

port on coachees’ perceptions of what they gained from the PCP, and then present findings related 

to each of the three Research Questions, namely their perceptions of the coach’s role (RQ1), the 

impact of the coach’s educational credentials (RQ2), and non-academic employment status (RQ3) 

on the support they received. 

3.1.  Coachees’ perceptions of the benefits of the PCP 

Each coachee completed the Weekly Survey each week, regardless of whether they met with their 

coach that week. So, while 84 surveys were gathered, only 45 meetings were conducted. On av-

erage, coaching pairs met six times across the 12 weeks. According to the weekly surveys, the 

average duration of a session was between 30 and 45 minutes, with none of the participants re-

porting a session taking less than the recommended 30 minutes.  

Without exception, students were either “Satisfied” (n = 25) or “Very Satisfied” (n = 20) with the 

meeting, pointing to their coach’s emotional support, personal connection, practical advice, and 

sense of accountability as contributing to their satisfaction.  

To the question about what was most liked about the PCP, responses consistently highlighted the 

benefits of the “individualised”, “personalised” or “tailored” support provided by these sessions 

with support focused on their personal and professional development.  

In terms of program improvement, coachees suggested extending the duration of both the program 

and the sessions to provide them with more suppport. Students also recommended allowing for 

occasional check-ins or follow-up sessions beyond the program to ensure their sustained progress. 

3.2. Coachee’s perceptions of coach vs. supervisor roles 

When asked how the coach’s support differed from any they had received from other sources at 

the university, coachees’ responses emphasised that their supervisors focused primarily on 

providing advice related to their research project, whereas their coach’s support focused on 

practical, professional skills development, networking skills,  and strategic career advice. Coaches 

also took a holistic approach, providing mental and emotional support that helped coachees 

manage both academic and personal challenges along their PhD journey. 

These themes recurred in the subsequent interviews, further illustrating coachees’ perceptions of 

the role of the coach and the differences between coaching and PhD supervision. The distinctions 

are organised into two categories. The first category manifested in the focus or scope of support. 

As Amber noted, supervision prioritises the development of “hard skills” required to conduct 

academic research, whereas coaching facilitates the development of “soft skills” needed for pro-

fessional and personal growth. 

The support from the supervisor [is] mainly about hard skill, or academic 

stuff. So right now, my coaching is more about soft skill. It means how I can 

improve myself like in a professional way. So the skills I learned from him 

about how to network effectively, how to keep continuous learning, how to 

manage my stress, deadline, and time.  

This distinction was also exemplified in Maira's experience. Maira mentioned that although she 

was confident in her presentation skills, she sought coaching to enhance her social and networking 

skills for interacting with other academics at conferences.  

I was preparing for a conference. With the supervisor, my discussion was 

mostly focused on my research area, like, how well we can present this thing 

in the conference, or how well we can convince the public that our research 

is very viable… But I'm very good at presentation. When it comes to going and 
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asking somebody about how they think or what's their perspective about my 

work, or maybe asking someone about the collaboration of my work with 

theirs, this was something I really learned from my coach. 

While the coach training emphasised the coach’s boundaries vis-à-vis other 1:1 support available 

to PhD students, some coachees reported that their coach provided a range of advice, from 

academic to career-related to emotional. For instance:   

She's a tutor and also a mentor. Tutor is someone who gives you messages on 

how to do research; how to look at your PhD projects; how to push your PhD 

project [forward]. A mentor is someone who cares about your mental 

wellbeing. I think the coach not just cares about my PhD project, but also my 

perspective on my worries about a future career … So she's a bit combined.  

Haley used the terms tutor and mentor to emphasise the holistic support she felt her coach 

provided. The guidance she perceived on conducting and progressing her research was akin to 

that from a tutor, and the career-related support and advice was akin to that from a mentor.  

Haley also expressed that her supervisors seemed unwilling to engage when she shared her 

concerns about future job prospects with them; in contrast, her coach addressed her stress and 

worries and also shifted her focus onto what skills she could start developing now, as areas within 

her control. 

[My supervisors] did not give me a direct answer… They only said “We can 

figure [that] out; oh, you can find a job.” So they just mentioned it very briefly. 

They did not seem to engage in it. I talked with my coach about the career 

problem, [because] I feel very stressed when I think of finding a job, I cannot 

get a way out. She reminded me that maybe I overthink about the future; I 

worry too much about the future because the future is uncertain. She 

suggested maybe I need to focus on what kind of skill I can gain during the 

PhD, and this kind of skill is unique and irreplaceable.  

In contrast to Haley’s perception of her coach’s approach, Amber recognised that her coach would 

refrain from giving her direct advice, but built her confidence and agency to problem-solve. Her 

coach actively listened to her challenges and occasionally shared his experiences, which inspired 

her to brainstorm solutions, make her own decisions, and take autonomous actions.  

He's not directly telling me something. He's the one who unlocks my potential. 

He kind of helped me to find solution myself but he unlocked the key [to 

questions that] I haven't had that answer before. But when talking with him 

and listening from him, and then I found the answer myself. 

The second category centred on emotional support, as reflected by the roles students attributed to 

their coaches: therapist, friend, or sibling. Cathy likened the role of her coach to that of her 

psychologist, noting that she felt comfortable sharing personal topics. This comfort and 

confidence reflected a deep level of trust and openness, which led her also to see the coach as a 

friend, someone she could confide in.  

I feel that I'm talking to my psychologist. I feel confident to talk to her [my 

coach]. I don't feel ashamed to talk about my relationship with my supervisors, 

my relationship with my colleagues, or the problems that I've been facing in 

my research. I think she has become like a friend that I open up myself to. I've 

never done that before. 

Interestingly, Cathy emphasised that the clinical psychologist she was also seeing acknowledged 

the importance of the coach’s holistic support and recommended she continue the coaching ses-

sions. Cathy even recognised her coach’s perspective or strategies being adopted by her psycholo-

gist:  
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I do have a psychologist. She always asked about my coach. Yes, she recom-

mended me [to work with a coach] because she looked at my personal life. 

The coach is more focused on these deadlines, my PhD, academic themes, and 

my PhD program journey. And it's great because I can share with her some 

perspectives that I got from my coach. Sometimes she works from the coach's 

perspective. 

Lissa, an offsite, part-time PhD student, took it further and viewed her coach as an “older sister” 

who had been through a similar journey. The student appreciated her coach listening actively and 

with interest to her current situation and struggles and then collaborating on finding solutions.  

She's just there to support me. She was almost like an older sister that had 

been through the process and come out at the other end. I think my coach’s 

greatest skill is she listens. She was just like: OK, tell me what you're dealing 

with; tell me how you're struggling with that; and then let's work on how we 

can improve that moving forward.  

The diverse roles of coaches, as perceived by their coachees, resonate with the personalised sup-

port coaches provide to accommodate the specific circumstances, needs, and challenges of differ-

ent students.  

Coachees felt that their coaches took an holistic approach, which allowed them to be seen as 

whole persons with struggles and emotional wellbeing. Cathy shared that her supervisors 

sometimes overlooked her as a person and the obstacles she encountered and disregarded her 

struggles as excuses for not putting in effort and making progress. In contrast, the coach was more 

open to hearing about her challenges and offering advice on how to overcome obstacles and 

maintain momentum on her project.  

The coaching is totally different from my supervisors because with my 

supervisors, we are just turning to – attending my thesis goals. But we don't 

look at the person that's behind that PhD, who is doing that PhD and faces 

some problems as well. For example, if I’ve been facing some problems and 

I’d share [those] with him [supervisor] and the next time I won't be [as] 

productive as I was last year, he'd say that I'm just giving him excuses for not 

finalising that paper. But with the coach it’s different because I share my 

personal problems and also my paper’s deadline. And she would look at both 

sides and try to [help me] find a way to overcome these issues that I’ve been 

facing and also attend to deadlines.  

3.3. Coachees’ perceptions of their coach’s academic credentials  

All participants reported that having a coach with a PhD was either important or very important 

(n = 2 and n = 5, respectively) in their perceptions of the support. The interviews reinforced this 

sentiment, as coachees expressed that their coach’s PhD experience enabled them to understand 

first-hand the challenges and pressures they were facing and to provide practical guidance in 

completing the degree. For instance, Daniela noted that her coach’s PhD experience provided her 

with knowledge of resources that addressed her specific challenges.  

Definitely their experience from their PhD was useful … It was the benefit of 

having someone that I can discuss how I'm currently working through a 

problem and they can then point, have you considered doing this? Have you 

looked at this resource? So yes, having that background where they know 

where to look for other ways of problem solving.  

It may appear from this extract that the boundaries between the coach and others such as the PhD 

supervisor, researcher developer or careers advisor occasionally blurred. However, rather than 

refuse to discuss certain problems, coaches were encouraged to hear whatever complex challenges 

their coachee brought to the session, and it may be possible that coachees perceived as advice 
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what were in fact active listening questions intended by the coach to prompt further exploration 

and new perspectives. 

Lissa valued her coach’s shared understanding of the emotional challenges along the PhD journey. 

The participant emphasised that she would not have respected or trusted the advice from a coach 

who had not been through a PhD journey. 

She explained that she's got a PhD, so I knew immediately she knows the 

struggle. And she got to the end. I wouldn’t have respected someone if they 

hadn't had a PhD. … And if someone hadn't felt those feelings of being 

overwhelmed and dealing with such a longitudinal research project, I 

probably wouldn't have … not only maybe listened as much, but they probably 

wouldn't have had such practical advice to help me get through it either, right. 

I just don't think they would have been equipped.  

3.4. Coachees’ perceptions of their coach’s professional status  

Participants’ perceptions of their coach’s employment status as a non-academic/faculty staff were 

mixed. Four participants reported it was important while two were “not sure” and one felt it was 

“not important at all”. Lissa felt a certain freedom in her coaching sessions because her coach had 

no responsibility for assessing her research or ensuring her project milestones were being met; 

similarly, she felt confident to problem-solve because the coach had no expertise in her research 

area and treated her as the expert and manager of the project. Unlike her supervisors who “just 

don’t have the time”, her non-academic coach “made the time” to encourage her to come up with 

her own insights and solutions to the challenges she was facing: 

For me, [my coach’s professional status] actually took the pressure off. I knew 

I wasn't talking to someone that was going to judge where I was at in my 

project, how long I was going to take to finish. There was none of that. 

She wasn't telling me. She was like drawing from my experience in the project 

as the primary researcher to get it from me, she drew it out and the supervisors 

just don't have time for that. But she did. She made the time. Yeah, it was very 

specific to my project. That's why the coaching is good. It's one-to-one 

figuring out with the person. 

Haley did not believe that a coach’s employment category (academic or professional) would affect 

their effectiveness as a coach, but like Lissa, her response suggested that she felt that non-faculty 

staff have more time to engage in coaching practice than academic staff.  

I don’t think so [i.e., that the coach’s professional status had an impact]. It 

does not mean those who are doing academic will work better [as a coach]. 

Probably someone who is doing academic is too busy to take care of my well-

being. Yeah, I don't think that's important.  

While it is the case that university professional staff can have just as heavy workloads and as 

many projects and pressing deadlines as academic staff, the impression that these two and perhaps 

many PhD students have is that academic staff tend to be “too busy to take care of [students’] 

wellbeing”. 

4. Discussion 

Our surveys and interviews with PCP coachees confirmed the benefits of one-to-one coaching for 

PhD students highlighted in previous studies (e.g., Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016; Lech et al., 

2022), and also revealed a range of roles that coachees perceived their coaches as assuming in the 

sessions: tutor, mentor, psychologist, friend, and older sibling. These perceived roles of coaches 

hint at the diverse challenges, deep needs, and complex circumstances that PhD students 

encounter throughout candidature. While some of these role labels may suggest that coaches 
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overstepped boundaries into areas in which they may lack expertise, it is important to remember 

that these were coachees’ impressions based on how they felt in their coaching sessions, not nec-

essarily how the coaches presented themselves or conducted the session. 

In the rest of this section, we suggest that the effectiveness of PhD coaching sessions in develop-

ing students’ personal and professional skills is related to how they differ from academic super-

vision meetings in two key ways: focus, and interpersonal and power dynamics. We then present 

implications for institutions considering offering their PhD cohort a one-to-one coaching program 

that complements one-to-one supervision. 

4.1. Focus 

Our findings indicated that coachees perceive coaches as playing a distinct role that complements 

rather than competes or overlaps with the traditional responsibilities of supervisors. The roles 

could remain distinct because of the goals and topics discussed in the respective meetings. In 

supervisory meetings, supervisors were seen by coachees (e.g., Amber, quoted in Section 3.2) as 

dedicated to overseeing the student’s research project and developing their expertise in their field, 

whereas in the PCP, coaches were seen as supporting students to develop self-management skills 

and to find ways to overcome challenges that were impacting their PhD progress and that they 

were facing in and beyond the academic settings. For instance, Lissa felt that, unlike her PhD 

supervisor, her coach was “not gonna … care whether [she’s] got any papers or [she was] writing 

chapters”; that was not the aim of coaching. Cathy’s impression was that her PhD supervisors’ 

focus was solely on research progress and outputs and they were not interested in the “person 

that’s behind that PhD”; indeed, her expressions of personal problems were regarded by her doc-

toral supervisors as “excuses” for not meeting thesis deadlines, which could be interpreted as 

irrelevant to supervision meetings. In contrast, Cathy felt her coaching sessions reframed her per-

sonal problems as relevant and legitimate obstacles that needed attention to overcome. The free-

dom to devote time to discussing personal problems in the coaching meetings was likely a result, 

as suggested by Godskesen and Kobayashi (2016), of the coach having no stake or investment in 

the quality or quantity of the student’s research outputs.  

While not all PhD students would perceive their supervisors as unwilling or unable to empathise 

or discuss personal challenges they are facing, it is not surprising that many would sense this 

boundary in their interactions. Doctoral supervisors are expected and uniquely qualified to advise 

research students in their specific disciplinary fields, which can limit their involvement beyond 

research advising (Martinsuo & Turkulainen, 2011). This narrow focus can be reinforced by the 

institutional emphasis on research output metrics, such as publications, grant success, and PhD 

completion rates. Moreover, typical academic career paths do not equip faculty staff with skills 

needed for mentoring, coaching, or fostering personal development in others. As Nichol et al. 

(2022) point out, many PhD supervisors are not offered or refuse to undertake formal training in 

these areas. And while there are PhD supervisors who can and do actively provide personal and 

professional skills support in addition to academic advice (Riby & Rees, 2024), our findings sug-

gest that it can also be effectively provided through appropriately trained university staff external 

to the supervisory team.  

4.2. Interpersonal and power dynamics 

In their Post-Program Surveys, all participants reported that coaches created a psychologically 

safe environment where they could comfortably discuss personal and professional challenges. 

Research shows that personal challenges, competing demands, perfectionism, feelings of inade-

quacy and incompetence, and imposter syndrome have significant impacts on PhD students’ re-

search progress and ability to complete their doctoral studies (Kearns et al., 2008), yet such strug-

gles are difficult to share with colleagues and peers and especially with superiors such as super-

visors. Creating a safe space for open dialogue fosters greater self-awareness and self-regulation, 

which – rather than reinforcing feelings of inadequacy or incompetence – can enhance students’ 
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self-efficacy and agency (Sun & Cheng, 2022) and empower them to take control of their research 

journeys. Interview results further illustrated this process as coachees highlighted the unique in-

terpersonal dynamics in their coaching relationship and their perceptions of the coach as a friend, 

sounding board, or even older sister. We suggest that this psychologically safe environment was 

a result of two factors: the reduced power difference that is possible to achieve in an independent 

coaching relationship (Griffiths, 2006) and the delivery of consistent one-to-one support over an 

extended period. 

The relationship between students and their supervisors is shaped by the role of supervisors and 

the academic and disciplinary hierarchies they represent, which contribute to a power imbalance 

that prevails in their interactions. As mentioned above, supervisors have a vested interest in their 

student’s thesis, sharing responsibility for its quality, progress, completion, and outputs. This in-

terest is increasingly fuelled by co-authoring publications with students during their candidature 

(Wang et. al., 2024). Even after graduation, many PhD students continue to rely on their supervi-

sors' networking and references to boost their career prospects, which further intensifies these 

dynamics. 

Related to Research Question 3 about the coach’s employment position, it appears that coaches’ 

non-academic status positively impacted the interpersonal and power dynamic in a PhD coaching 

relationship. One contributing factor is that coaches have no stake or role in assessing their 

coachees’ academic outputs, research quality or performance. In addition, in our study, none of 

the coaches worked in the same department, school, or faculty as their coachee; nor did they have 

any connection to their coachees’ academic discipline. This distance may have reduced the like-

lihood for potential biases or conflicts of interest to interfere with coach-coachee interactions, and 

was more conducive to fostering a balanced, non-hierarchical relationship between them 

(Godskesen & Kobayashi, 2016; Griffiths, 2006). This non-hierarchical relationship we argue is 

an important feature of the program as power imbalances are increasingly being recognised as a 

contentious issue in the evolving neo-liberal doctoral educational context. While the role of su-

pervisors remains critical, PhD programs have become more structured and standardised, leading 

to institutional involvement in monitoring students’ progress as well as expanded support from 

other academic and professional staff (McAlpine et al., 2020). The hierarchical culture within 

departments has also been criticised, suggesting that an egalitarian structure can foster a more 

inclusive and vibrant intellectual climate and promote student wellbeing (Ryan et al., 2022). In 

this context, the more equal coach-coachee relationship can play a key role. Given their focus in 

fostering students’ professional and personal growth and maintaining wellbeing, coaches can 

serve as a critical support mechanism to contribute to students' completion, retention, and satis-

faction, key priorities in contemporary neo-liberal doctoral education discourse (McAlpine et al., 

2020). 

Related to Research Question 2 about the impact of coaches’ academic credentials on coachees, 

our findings indicate all participants regarded their coach’s PhD credentials as an asset in the PhD 

coaching setting, as it implied that they themselves had developed the personal and professional 

skills required to complete a PhD and find employment post-PhD, and it lent credibility and 

weight to their advice, questioning, and sharing. 

The PCP’s duration also appeared to contribute to trust. Unlike many one-to-one support services 

offered to university students, the PCP provided frequent and consistent support across a semes-

ter, allowing the building of rapport with the same coach, as well as time for students to reflect 

on their behaviours and thinking, build momentum, and consolidate their learning for long-term 

impact beyond the program. Furthermore, as structured reflection practices for engaging students 

in their personal and professional development have been highlighted as a fundamental compo-

nent in the development of graduate attributes (see Manathunga et al., 2007), such development 

may also support the building of trust that the sessions were worthwhile. That coaches were able 

to build trust with their coachee in just six to eight 30-minute sessions may also reflect the 
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effectiveness of the coaches’ training with its emphasis on active listening and strengthening stu-

dents’ agency. At the same time, the 12-week program distinguished it from PhD supervision 

which extends across the entire duration of candidature; the contained (time-restricted) duration 

of the PCP meant that students were not only likely to remain committed to coaching meetings 

but also less likely to grow dependent on their coach for accountability or guidance; rather they 

would be motivated to develop their own problem-solving and self-management skills. While it 

is worth considering students’ suggestion to extend the program in the future to allow for a longer 

period of support and sustained progress (see Section 3.1), restricting the program to 12 weeks 

can make the program more feasible for coaches and sustainable in the long term, as will be 

described in the next section. 

4.3. Recommendations for institutions, graduate research schools and academic 

learning centres  

Given its effectiveness and practicality, we propose that structured one-to-one coaching programs 

such as the PCP be integrated into universities’ existing doctoral training programs to complement 

supervision. Our study suggests that externally-delivered PhD coaching works particularly well 

when the coaches themselves hold PhDs. Whether coaches are employed in an academic or non-

academic role seems less important, but they need to be sufficiently distant from the coachee’s 

academic department or school to foster the ideal environment of minimal power difference and 

disinterest in academic outcomes or research outputs. It may be possible that academics from 

outside the student’s department/school could function as effective coaches. On the other hand, 

peer or “near-peer” mentors may not be suitable as PhD coaches; while fellow students may be 

well placed to provide advice based on direct experience (Lim et al., 2020), they lack the credi-

bility implied by PhD credentials, which were highly valued by the PhD students participating in 

the PCP.  

Our findings also suggest that all stakeholders in the PhD learning ecology (Lum & Mowbray, 

2024), namely PhD students, coaches, supervisors, researcher developers and other support pro-

viders, are best served when there is a clear understanding of each person’s role. Clarification of 

roles – particularly of the coach vis-à-vis the supervisor – and program goals should be empha-

sised in pre-program communications, documents for PhD supervisors, coaches’ training ses-

sions, and at coachees’ introductory sessions. Similarly, to maintain the focus on professional and 

self-management skills, coaching should be kept distinct from the provision of academic literacy 

support. Coachees bringing thesis writing challenges to a coaching session can be encouraged to 

explore strategies to address these, such as joining a doctoral writing group, taking a writing 

course, or booking an appointment with an Academic Language and Learning (ALL) practitioner 

or researcher developer. 

Not only is role delineation important, but the provision to coaches of information on referral 

services and of training in coaching strategies such as active listening and open questioning is 

also highly recommended; these strategies minimise the risks of coaches assuming the role of 

academic advisors, researcher developers, careers advisors or psychologists and of coachees be-

coming dependent on the coach, and maximise opportunities for coachees to develop their own 

agency and self-management skills. 

At the institutional level, we concede that the provision of ongoing one-to-one support at scale is 

notoriously resource intensive, so institutions may either relinquish responsibility and expect stu-

dents to source and fund their own coaches external to the university or argue that coaching be 

embedded within the existing one-to-one supervisor-student relationship. While the former option 

raises equity issues, privileging those with greater financial and/or social capital, the latter option 

does have support from the literature, as we outlined in the introduction section. However, intro-

ducing formal one-to-one coaching within supervision would likely necessitate substantial organ-

isational modifications such as adapting institutional frameworks, policies, and regulations, 

providing training, and monitoring compliance and quality. Furthermore, as emphasised above, 
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many of the self-management skills that develop through coaching require minimal power dis-

tance between the coach and coachee, which may be very difficult to achieve or foster in the 

doctoral supervisory space due to the inherent power imbalance and supervisors’ academic stand-

ing (Nichol et al., 2022). 

Our study, on the other hand, has highlighted the benefits of coaching being delivered by individ-

uals who are external to the students’ academic advisory team but not completely disconnected 

from the students’ institutional context or PhD experience. To mitigate financial, time and work-

load burdens on coaches, their business units/managers, and the wider institution, we would rec-

ommend offering a coaching program with features similar to the PCP, namely: 

• Coaches are existing, permanent employees of the University; 

• The program is strictly time bound; 

• Sessions are limited in duration and number; and 

• Students are limited in the number of times they can take the program. 

To explain each of these features briefly, PCP coaches are paid staff on permanent contracts at 

the University and are invited but not paid to coach; the program can readily be promoted as a 

professional development and networking opportunity. As explained in the previous section, the 

PCP is kept strictly to a maximum of eight sessions spread over 12 weeks; 12 weeks is not only 

the length of a typical semester in Australian universities, but also a “goldilocks” duration in that 

it provides sufficient time for trust to be built and for the student to set and meet at least one 

significant goal, and yet does not risk the student becoming dependent on the coach or place a 

protracted burden on the volunteering staff member. Participation in the program required coaches 

to volunteer a total of eight hours of face-to-face time: a two-hour training session, eight 30-

minute sessions, a one-hour mid-program meeting, and a one-hour celebration event; eight hours 

spread over a semester is feasible for many staff members. And while our study did not explore 

why coaches joined the PCP, we speculate that many non-faculty PhD-holding university staff 

would relish the opportunity a formal, contained program like the PCP offers them to acquire new 

skills and build networks across the university for their own career development and to use their 

doctoral experience to benefit future generations of PhD students. Future research is needed to 

investigate coach’s motivations and perspectives. 

Our final recommendation concerns supply and demand or uptake challenges that institutions may 

encounter if one-to-one coaching is offered to PhD students as a free but non-mandatory service. 

On the one hand, there may be too few coaches to meet the needs and demands of the many PhD 

students who request or require coaching. To address this issue, organisers could consider other 

sources of PhD-qualified personnel such as PhD alumni, sessional or early career academics, and 

retired staff with a PhD. On the other hand, like other optional support services offered to students, 

a PhD coaching program carries the risk of being perceived as a remedial program and thus being 

rejected or resisted by students due to being seen, by peers or even by themselves, as struggling 

or needing extra help. Promoting coaching as a proactive strategy in elevating performance and 

success in and beyond the PhD and using terms in the program’s name that communicate achieve-

ment can overcome this impression; La Trobe University’s Accelerated Completion Program 

(https://www.latrobe.edu.au/research/red/initiatives/acp) is a good example of such promotion. 

4.4. Limitations and future research 

While the PCP appeared to boost students’ well-being, agency, progress and professional skill 

development, having positive implications for the coaching approach as a strategy for doctoral 

training, we do acknowledge that our study has some major limitations. First, although appropri-

ate for an exploratory study, our findings are based on a small sample of students within a single 

university which may limit their generalisability. Of note, our sample included only female-iden-

tifying students, which may be interesting as a future research question in itself (Are coaching 

programs more attractive to female than male students? If so, why?), but should be expanded to 

https://www.latrobe.edu.au/research/red/initiatives/acp
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include the perspective of non-female coachees. More broadly, future studies should examine 

doctoral coaching programs with larger and more diverse samples of students (in addition to gen-

der, variables could include candidature stage, work experience, discipline, study load, and/or 

cultural and linguistic background) and across institutions. Moreover, subsequent studies could 

adopt a longitudinal design and measure the coaching approach’s long-term impacts on thesis 

completion and career advancement, both within academia and beyond (Sharmini & Spronken-

Smith, 2020).  

We also acknowledge that the findings may have been affected by the participant’s relationship 

to the researchers, namely social desirability biases (i.e., participants may have been inclined to 

provide more positive responses than what might be accurate to align with the researchers’ ex-

pectations, possibly because such responses tend to present a more favourable image of them-

selves (see e.g., Carian & Hill, 2021)). This possibility arises because one author coached a par-

ticipant, and the other was the program organiser. The authors’ involvement can have dual effects. 

On one hand, it provided the authors with experiences and insights to ask relevant questions in 

the surveys and interviews. On the other hand, it was also likely to lead participants to provide 

more positive responses than they might have otherwise. To minimise the potential biases, the 

interviewer assured participants that the interviews would be kept confidential and anonymised. 

Post-Program Surveys were also used to counterbalance any potential biases that might have af-

fected the interview results. Future research is encouraged to take more robust measures to miti-

gate these biases and thus yield more reliable and trustworthy findings. 

An interesting finding worth more investigation is the perception by some coachees that academic 

staff can be “too busy to … care” and that non-academic staff have more time to attend to stu-

dents’ wellbeing. This perception may arise from academic staff being more visible to students 

or more vocal in emphasising their heavy research and teaching workloads, whereas the roles and 

workloads of professional staff across the university can be more varied and less visible to 

students. The prevalence, causes, and effects of this perceived difference are worth exploring in 

more depth. 

Finally, to delve more deeply into the focus and interpersonal dynamics of coaching sessions and 

particularly the strategies of coaches, future research should investigate the perspectives of 

coaches. Coaches’ voices could be captured through interviews or surveys, as well as by collect-

ing other types of data, such as recordings of coaching sessions. 

5. Conclusion  

The PhD Coaching Program (PCP) was initiated in response to calls for broader support for doc-

toral students to develop skills and attributes needed to cope with challenges related to thesis 

completion, retention, and post-doctoral career prospects both within and beyond academia (Ber-

man & Pitman, 2010; Guerin, 2021; Ryan et al., 2022). Coachees’ positive perceptions of their 

experiences and the role of their coach, such as seeing them as a trusted “older sister”, suggest 

that one-to-one coaching can complement supervision, thus contributing as a valuable support 

mechanism to existing doctoral pedagogy.  

Contributing to ongoing discussions (Bordogna & Lundgren-Resenterra, 2023; Nichol et al., 

2022) about whether coaching should be embedded into supervision or sourced externally, our 

study suggests a novel, viable approach by recruiting coaches external to supervision but from 

the university’s PhD-holding professional staff, including but not limited to “third space profes-

sionals” (Berman & Pitman, 2010; Guerin, 2021). Uniquely positioned within the university, 

these staff members make particularly valuable coaches, providing focused and contained support 

drawing on their own academic experiences and professional insights. Students perceive this “giv-

ing back” as both relevant and contextually informed. Unlike sourcing coaches completely exter-

nally to the university, which may not be financially viable or sustainable, our program taps into 

coaches from within the university, providing a relevant path of professional development for 
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these staff members while supporting the PhD cohort. Our findings indicate that these coaches’ 

previous PhD experiences and non-academic employment status encourage the creation of an 

interpersonal dynamic that is less hierarchical with reduced power differences, which makes them 

well suited for the one-to-one coaching approach that focuses on guiding students to come up 

with their own solutions to challenges along their PhD journey. Further, in contrast to the proposal 

of integrating coaching into supervision – which would require significant pedagogical and struc-

tural shifts – we argue that the PCP, with its carefully designed structure and duration and its 

intentional delineation of the roles of coaches from supervisors and other advisors and support 

staff, represents a more feasible and flexible option. This one-to-one coaching program minimises 

workload requirements for both coaches and coachees, allowing for practical replication and ad-

aptation across universities, and maximises opportunities for rapport building and targeted dis-

cussions that strengthen doctoral students’ agency, self-management skills, and confidence within 

and beyond the PhD. 
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