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“How About a PhD?” 

Have you thought about doing a PhD, about doing research in general? 

If you do consider starting a PhD it is strongly advisable to know why you want to do this. 

There are many different reasons for doing one. Some people genuinely want to know more 

about a topic, a problem that remains unstudied, others either want or need the title “Dr” to 

progress in their career path, some opt for a period of research hoping that prospects for 

employment will be better in three or four years’ time, whilst others feel it would lend more 

creditability to them when having their own business.  Whatever your reason for wanting a 

PhD, your motives for wanting it must be strong enough to carry you through the inevitably 

challenging times that you will encounter during this endeavour.  Do not think that a PhD 

completely solves a problem or answers a question, as many imagine when they start. Most 

PhD’s simply produce another piece of a much bigger jigsaw so improving the general 

picture for a material, or reaction, or process. The fact is that creative research actually 

generates new questions and areas to study, as you will discover for yourself. 

So you definitely want to do research 

If that’s the case you are strongly advised to team up with an academic you would be happy 

to work with for three or four years.  If you think the topic is very interesting, but are 

doubtful about the person supposed to supervise you, think very carefully about pursuing the 

idea.  Chances are very high that there will be clashes and they might be even such that you 

will want to stop and abandon what you have done.  Doing that though brings a whole raft of 

new problems with it as you will have to credibly account for the time spent doing your 

research on your CV; this is not easy.  So be careful and confident that you will get on with 

your supervisor, because in the tough times, when you will not know which path to follow, or 

what to do next, or how to organise yourself, you will need someone to whole heartedly 

support you. 

How are you going to pay for it? 

The conventional ways of funding are industrial funding, research council funding and 

private funding. These can be either separate entities or mixed in some way. 

Industrial funding always carries the risk of the funder wanting to have a problem the 

“solved”, which often means that they expect you to deliver within certain time frames, often 

using tried and tested methods.  This can make it very difficult to explore new approaches 

that the research might suggest are appropriate and can thus limit what you do. 

These difficulties exist to a much smaller extent with funding from research councils, but 

nevertheless a path has to be followed and it will be one that you and your supervisor have to 

define as being achievable in 3 to 4 years 

Much the same can be said for privately funded research but even here you are not in total 

control. Your college will usually insist that a certain amount of time is spent on studying 

defined subjects considered generic to attaining a PhD; e.g. courses on the design of research, 

organising work, writing reports etc. It is also advisable to have 4years’ money in the bank 

before you start; it is not uncommon for self-financed students to run out of funds.  
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What about a part time PhD? 

Do not think that you can do it part-time unless you are absolutely driven to this route.  A 

PhD is a full-time occupation and from my experience about 90% of part-time attempts 

fail!  They are hard, hard work.  You start some aspect of the work then have to put it down 

and next time you pick up what you did last time, you have great difficulties remembering 

why you did what you did and where it is supposed to be going, and this becomes extremely 

frustrating.  

Most part-time attempts are because the student is working but here a further complication 

arises because the research will be judged on its contribution to science; writing the thesis 

will not be the same as writing an industrial report for a client. You have to almost develop a 

second self – one for your work and one for your research. You will need a very 

understanding supervisor to cope with this.  

Furthermore you literally have no time for yourself, no weekends, no holidays, no Christmas 

or Easter and if you have a family, this can easily become an intolerable burden and leads to 

giving up the entire project. You have been warned! 

Getting the subject.  

Ideally you need an hypothesis to test, some question that a more experienced person, 

normally your supervisor, has identified; e.g. is “A” causing “B”. Beware of supervisors 

whose questions are and remain unspecific. It’s all very well taking on a period of work that 

starts with “I want you to have a look at “X” and see what you can see”. At some point within 

the first year you will need to have identified an hypothesis to test  and a working title which 

describes it. 

Year 1 

In your first year you will need to read around your subject and define the title of your work 

(first a working title and then keep on refining it as time goes by) and prepare a well-defined 

detailed action plan of what you want to investigate and how you want to do it. Done 

properly such plans will produce a series of questions with “Yes”-“No” answers that should 

lead to a conclusion.  This will force you to realise the complexity of the problems you are 

trying to solve and to decide which parameters you wish to investigate as a function of 

what.  But beware!  Always make sure that you investigate in such a way that one parameter 

is interrogated as a function of one other only.  Why? Because only if you do this will you be 

able to interpret the result you found in the light of the unequivocal changes you made!  That 

is a golden rule, which is very often broken.  

Such a plan is not set in stone but will remain flexible; it will evolve as the research 

progresses and your insight into the problem being studied improves. However, do force 

yourself to do it as this is also your only guarantee that you will finish within the time frame 

you have and will give you a clear idea what you want to investigate, and how.  

By the end of your first year your college will probably require you to demonstrate that you 

can actually deliver a piece of research to PhD standards; they may ask you to write an 

interim report and possibly deliver a seminar where you may be questioned on your work and 

ideas for the future. 
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By the end of your first year you should also have made good friends with some people who 

are going to be very important to you; the secretaries – they can help you jump the 

bureaucratic hurdles and generally smooth your path; the librarians – much better than digital 

Search Engines; security – you need to be on the right side of them when working at odd 

hours is required and when access to areas when you have forgotten your pass/keys is 

needed; technical staff – they hold your research life in their hands if your research involves 

experimental work – many a PhD has been seriously delayed because the student did not get 

on with the technical support upon which their work relied – they also know better than 

anyone what’s going on! And finally, the cleaners – because they also know what’s going on 

being there every day, day after day. 

Year 2 

The second year will be the year in which you then execute your plan and probably gather 

most of your data, but be careful not to accumulate too much data; everyone always thinks 

that they have not enough. Good, well designed and well planned research can generate in a 

few weeks more than enough data for a PhD. My own data collection took something like six 

weeks to generate. I did ten tests where each test made one reading (one data point) every 15 

seconds for about two hours. By the time my PhD was written I still had much of this data 

which could be further interpreted and published.  

Data collection is only the beginning; there then follows the presentation, interpretation and 

positioning of your work within existing literature. That is why it is necessary and advisable 

to spend the first year reading around your subject so that the positioning, in particular the 

literature review etc. becomes easy.  Remember, you first need to describe what you did, how 

you did it and what you found; just facts without interpretation on your part.  It is very 

important to clearly distinguish between data collection and data interpretation; your record 

must enable someone else to use your data, and perhaps give this data a totally different 

interpretation of their own.  

Once you have the facts recorded you need to try and put things into an overall picture, pull 

everything that you did together, interpret it in the light of your observations and 

thoughts.  You might now find that you want to go back to certain things you did, redo 

experiments or extend the time period over which they were done or whatever, and that is 

only possible if you gave yourself a sufficiently large time frame to begin with – here your 

more experienced supervisor should be able to guide you.  

Year 3  

It will take you near enough one year to write your thesis – if you are disciplined.  A standard 

thesis consists of about eight chapters, including citations etc., and on average it will take you 

one month for each of these chapters.  This is a rule of thumb, naturally sometimes you might 

only need two weeks to describe how you did something, but then you might need two 

months for writing a concise account of your interpretation. 

And what after? 

A PhD which requires a period of study over such a long time, provides you with the 

possibility of exploring what it is what you would really like to do in future. Once finished it 
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will have taught you a great deal, as you will have needed tenacity, management of time and 

people and will have shown what it is like to live the life of a researcher and academic. 

A PhD can also be excellent training for management in a technical career and there are good 

grounds for believing that management, planning and government in the UK would be better 

if there were more PhDs in positions of decision making.   

 


