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How does social support contribute to engaging Post-PhD experience?  
 

 

Abstract 

Social support from the supervisor and the researcher community has been identified as one of the 

determinants for successful completion of doctoral studies. Still surprisingly little known about the 

function of social support for early career Post-PhD researchers. Even less is known about the 

individual variation in experienced social support among Post-PhD researchers. This study explores 

the function of social support in terms of experienced research engagement, burnout and 

abandonment intentions among Post-PhD researchers. Altogether, 282 Post-PhD researchers from 

UK and Spanish universities completed the survey. The cluster analysis was applied. Results show 

that the majority of participants experienced high levels of supervisory and researcher community 

support. Researchers representing an Adequate Support profile were less likely to experience 

burnout or to consider abandonment; they also experienced a higher degree of research engagement 

than their less fortunate counterparts. Further, Post-PhD researchers working in research groups 

were more likely to display the Adequate Support profile than those working primarily on their 

own. Strikingly, scientists were more likely than social scientists to be represented in the Reduced 

Support profile. Interestingly, there were no statistically significant differences between the UK and 

Spanish Post-PhD or female and male researchers in support profiles. 

Keywords: social support, supervision, researcher community, post-doctoral students, burnout, 

engagement, abandonment 

 

Introduction 

 

Life after earning a PhD is not easy. Post-PhD researchers are a highly accomplished group of early 

career researchers (Boeren et al. 2015), yet they need to manage several challenges, including  a 

high level of competition, a fragmented career path, and even a risk of unemployment due to the 

increased number of doctoral degree holders (Authors, et al., 2016; Åkerlind, 2005), to establish 

themselves as scholars. The challenges may turn into stressors such as high level of demands, low 

level of support, and poor-quality relationships, eventually leading to career abandonment1 (Kinman 

and Court, 2010). Among these resources, researcher community, including peers, supervisor(s) and 

researcher networks are suggested to play a crucial role (Browning et al., 2011; McAlpine, 2016; 

                                                             
1 In this article we use the term career abandonment to refer Post-PhD. researchers’ decision to change their career from 
their current academic career to non-academic career or other alternative career.   
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Scaffidi and Berman, 2011). Supervisory support has, for instance, been shown to contribute to 

Post-PhD researcher track record and research productivity (Scaffidi and Bergman, 2011), whereas 

strong integration into the researcher community has been shown to contribute to Post-PhD 

researcher future employment (Jackson and Michelson, 2015). Post-PhD researchers’ experiences 

of community support, and hence outcomes associated with support may, however, differ even 

within the same research group, across different disciplines, between countries or depend on gender 

(Auriol, 2010; Laudel and Gläser, 2008; Dever, et al., 2008). Accordingly, Post-PhD researchers’ 

social resources to cope with the challenges provided by the career phase are likely to vary across 

researchers, resulting in increased or reduced risk for negative post-doctoral experience and 

abandonment. To be able to provide useful information to Post-PhD researchers, to develop more 

functional support systems for them, and to identify researchers at risk as early as possible, we need 

to gain a better understanding about the kinds of experience profiles that are associated with 

increased risk for negative Post-PhD experience and career abandonment. However, evidence about 

the association between post-PhD researcher social support profiles, and increased or reduced risk 

for burnout and career abandonment is still scarce (Pearson et al., 2011). This paper explores Post-

PhD researchers’ social support profiles, particularly the association with experienced burnout, 

research engagement and abandonment intentions by applying a person centered approach. Hence, 

instead of exploring association between the support variables we focus on exploring variation 

between the individuals in experiences supervisory and researcher community support by utilizing 

profile analysis.  

 

Supervisory and researcher community support 

 

Social support refers to the resources both perceived to be available, and used by the Post-PhD 

researcher in the social environment. This entails both formal and informal relationships, both 

dyadic and group relationships within the researcher community, with peers, PhD students, 

supervisor(s), other staff members (Vekkaila, et. al., 2016) as well as  research groups, international 

researcher networks or special interest groups, and relationships with  institutional representatives, 

for example funding agencies. Social support is a meta-construct comprising emotional, 

informational and instrumental forms (see Cobb 1976; House 1981; Väisänen, et al., 2016). 

Emotional support refers to empathy, trust, listening, caring and belonging to a network of 

researcher community with mutual obligation, whereas informational support is characterized by 

information, such as advice, feedback, affirmation, suggestions, and problem solving that enables a 

post-PhD researcher to cope with the problems faced. Instrumental support such as time, labour or 
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providing funding from different sources or facilities, directly helps post-PhD researchers to 

manage their work.  

 

High quality social support has been identified as a central determinant of optimal Post-PhD 

researcher experience, and related outcomes such as productivity in terms of number of publications 

(Authors, et al., in press; Horta, 2009; Jackson and Michelson, 2015; Author, 2014; Puljak and 

Sharif, 2009; Åkerlind, 2005; 2009) – these studies generally name the source of support but not the 

type of support. Particularly, important for sufficient support utilization is how post-PhD 

researchers a) perceive the social resources available and b) use them.  Supervisor(s), and other 

members of the post-PhD researcher’s immediate researcher community typically provide the 

primary source of social support (e.g., Author, 2014). A nurturing research environment, 

acknowledgement from the researcher community, broad researcher networks and strong 

integration into the researcher community have been associated with increased productivity, 

employment and overall satisfaction with post-doctoral experience (Horta, 2009; Scaffidi and 

Berman, 2011). Evidence on the function of supervisory support is less consistent. A number of 

qualitative studies suggest that supervisory support can have a positive (as well as negative) 

influence on Post-PhD researcher experience (e.g. Chen, et al., 2015; Scaffidi and Bergman, 2011); 

specifically, instrumental support, such as writing recommendations and providing access to 

institutional resources including infrastructure or opportunities to gain teaching experience (Chen, 

et al., 2015; Rybarczyk, et al., 2011; Åkerlind, 2009). However, in some quantitative studies no 

such association has been found (Jackson and Michelson, 2015) or is quite small ( see e.g. Eby et 

al.’s (2008) literature review on academic and non-academic mentoring). A reason for the less 

consistent findings in terms of  supervisory support and positive Post-PhD researcher attributes may 

be that the effect of the supervisory support may be mediated via expansion of researcher networks 

rather than directly. While supervisors can be a central resource for enculturation into a new 

researcher community and introduce newcomers into their own professional networks, as advanced 

early career researchers, post-PhD researchers also have their own researcher networks that they can 

utilize as sources of support. Moreover, potential sources of social support are not limited to the 

researcher community, but are often extended to close friends and family, specifically the support 

and co-investment of the significant others, close family and friends as an asset in pursuing an 

academic career (Chen, et al., 2015). In turn, lack of such support is often perceived as problematic, 

and occasionally leads to abandonment (Author, 2015; Author, 2016). 
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The sources and needed forms of support can vary depending on individual competences, career 

phase and tasks at hand. There are some indicators that peers may provide a central source of 

emotional support whereas supervisors and other senior members of the researcher community are 

emphasised as primary sources of informational and instrumental support (Author, et. al., 2014; 

Vekkaila, et al., 2016). The availability of social support is a crucial, but not in itself sufficient, 

determinant for positive Post-PhD experience. The perceived fit between the needed and provided 

support is also a central ingredient in the Post-doctoral experience (Vekkaila, et al., 2016). To be 

functional the provided support should promote coping with the particular problem being faced 

(Cohen and McKay 1984; Helgeson and Gottlieb 2000), i.e., the support being offered should match 

the type of problem being faced to be effective. Also, the appropriateness of the social support, the 

reciprocity of interaction and the roles of the giver and receiver of the support are important 

determinants for the experience of support and related outcomes (Cohen and Syme 1985). If the 

challenges faced exceed the early career researcher’s resources to cope with them, this is likely to 

increase experienced stress (Author et al., 2013; Baker and Pifer, 2015). In general, experiencing 

social support has been associated with more engaging Post-PhD research experience whereas lack 

of support, and diminishing feedback reduced experienced engagement in academic activities 

(Vekkaila, et. al., 2016). Interestingly, reciprocal support, and particularly giving support to others 

was rarely reported by Post-PhD researchers (Vekkaila, et al., 2016). To sum up, prior research 

suggests that different sources and elements of social support can play complementary but also 

sometimes even contradictory roles in Post-PhD researcher experience. Thus, variation among Post-

PhD researchers in experienced social support from the supervisor and researcher community is 

likely to occur, increasing the differences in post-PhD researcher ability to cope with the stressors 

of this highly challenging career phase.  

 

Interrelation between the social support research engagement and burnout experiences among the 

Post-PhD. researchers 

 

Social support has been shown to buffer negative effects of prolonged stress (Chan, 2002), and 

promote work engagement across a wide range of occupational settings (Billet, 2001; Scaffidi and 

Berman, 2011). There is also a growing body of evidence suggesting that sufficient researcher 

community and supervisory support plays a central role in an engaged Post-PhD experience 

characterized by experiences of vigor, dedication and absorption (Bakker and Demerouti, 2008; 

González-Romá et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002); Such experiences are realised by immersion in 

research, a feeling of time passing quickly, strong psychological involvement in research combined 
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with a sense of significance, enthusiasm, inspiration, pride and challenge, and high levels of energy, 

and resulting several positive outcomes in post-PhD researcher careers (Author et al., in press; 

Vekkaila, et al., 2016; Shin and Jung, 2014).  For example, it has been shown that emotional 

support is associated with experiencing dedication, motivation and joy by Post-PhD researchers in 

STEM disciplines, and that receiving informational and instrumental support enabled Post-PhD 

researchers to meet the demands of academic work (Vekkaila et al., 2016). The findings further 

imply that researcher community and supervisory support is likely to reduce Post-PhD researcher’s 

risk for experiencing burnout (Bakker, et al., 2008; Maslach and Leiter, 2005) resulting from long 

term exposure to extensive work-related stress (Maslach et al., 2001).  

 

Researcher community, including the supervisor(s)’, does not, however always provide optimal 

support for post-PhD researchers. In fact, lack of support from researcher communities has been 

more frequently reported than support (Cantwell and Lee, 2010) To develop burnout, the following 

are necessary: exhaustion, characterized by a lack of emotional energy, and feeling strained and 

tired at work, and cynicism, comprising of losing interest in one’s work and feeling that it has lost 

its meaning; as well as distancing oneself from the work are necessary (Leiter, 1993; Maslach, 

2003; Maslach and Leiter, 2008). Lack of support, mismatched or inadequate support are identified 

as sources of cynicism and distress among Post-PhD researchers (Vekkaila et al., 2016).  

 

The findings imply that social support is likely to hold significant potential for promoting not only 

Post-PhD researcher’s career development and enhanced research engagement, but also in buffering 

risk for experiencing burnout and prevent career abandonment. Therefore, not only should 

institutions provide functional forms and sources of social support, but also Post-PhD researchers 

themselves should be encouraged to (learn how to) seek and use as well as offer social support in 

order to utilize this resource in their work. This, however, means we need a greater understanding 

of how researchers characterize their social support profiles, and the various positive and negative 

attributes associated with the profiles.  

 

Aim 

The study aimed to gain a better understanding of the function of social support among Post-PhD 

researchers and the interrelations between social support profiles, experienced research engagement, 

burnout and abandonment intentions. The following hypotheses were addressed: 
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H1: Different kinds of social support profiles in terms of researcher community and supervisory 

support can be detected among Post-PhD researchers. 

 

H2: There is variation between the profiles in terms of research group status, disciplinary 

background and gender. 

 

H3: The social support profiles differ from each other in terms of research engagement, experienced 

burnout, satisfaction with post-doctoral research, abandonment intentions, and source of funding. 

 

Methods 

 

Participants 

Altogether, 282 Post-PhD researchers from research intensive universities the UK (n = 98) and 

Spain (n = 184) participated in the study (see more detail about sampling strategy in Authors, 

2016). Social scientists represented 2/3 (n = 195) and scientists 1/3 (n = 87). Their mean age was 

35.9, a bit over half (53.0 %) were female. The mean time for completing the doctoral degree was 

5.2 years. 81% had completed their doctoral thesis in the form of a monograph and 19% as article 

compilation.  The mean time since graduation was 3.5 years, with the majority of participants being 

less than five years from earning the doctoral degree (56, 4%). They were typically either salaried 

researchers (47%) or held competitive wards (36.5%). Only 5% were employed outside the 

university and 11.5% were unemployed at the time of the data collection. Two-fifths reported 

working primarily alone (41.5%), as did those working both alone and within a group (43.1%), 

whereas a much smaller group of the participants reported working in a research group (15.4%). 

 

 

Post-PhD experience –survey 

 

The data were collected by e-mail through an online survey in winter 2014- 2015. Post-PhD 

experience - survey (Author, et al., in press) included Likert-type statements and open-ended 

questions. In this study, we utilized data from the scales on supervisory and researcher community 

support (9 items) entailing supervisory support (4 items), and researcher community support (5 

items) (adapted from Author, et al., 2015), abandonment intentions (one item), experienced burnout 

(total 8 items), including cynicism (4 items) and exhaustion (4 items), research engagement (5 
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items) (see more detailed information in Castello, et al., in press), satisfaction with post-doctoral 

work (1 item) (see scales in Table 1)  and research group status (three choices alone, group and 

both) and source of funding All the scales were measured using a 7-point scale (1 = 

unsatisfied/strongly disagree, 7 = completely satisfied/fully agree) (adapted from Author, et al., 

2015; 2012). The survey was available in Spanish, Catalan and English.  It was piloted before the 

data collection. It took 15 to 20 minutes to complete the survey. All the participants received written 

information about the project and gave their consent to participate according to the research ethics 

clearance procedures in the respective jurisdictions2. Where data were missing for key variables, 

Post-PhD researchers were excluded from the analysis. 

SET TABLE HERE 1 

Analysis 

To explore the underlying factor structure of the supervisory and researcher community support 

scale, burnout scale, and research engagement scale, a series of exploratory factor analyses (EFA) 

using the ML extraction method with both varimax and direct oblimin rotations were conducted. 

Subsequently, separate EFA models using the Spain and UK sub-samples were created with the 

same scales to examine differences in factorial structures between nationalities. The results 

suggested that two factors in the supervisory and researcher community support scales (researcher 

community support and supervisory support), explaining 70.6% of the variance, should be retained. 

As for burnout, a bifactorial solution (cynicism and exhaustion), explaining 55.9% of the variance, 

appeared to be most plausible. For research engagement, unifactorial solution was clearly the best 

fit, explaining 73.7% of the variance of the scale variables.  

 

To divide the sample into meaningful subgroups according to the researcher community support 

and supervisory support, K-means cluster analysis was carried out. In the K-means cluster 

procedure the number of clusters is chosen by the researcher and cases are grouped into the cluster 

with the closest center. Cluster solutions with two and three clusters were calculated; however, the 

two-cluster solution gave the most homogeneous profiles and was in line with the theoretical 

presumptions. Once clusters were identified, their key characteristics were examined using a 

scatterplot and other correlational techniques3.  The average scores of groups were compared using 

t-tests and Chi-square tests of independence were used when comparing the groups on nominal 

variables.   

                                                             
2 The project was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of name omitted for the blind review (CER-
URL-2013_005) and by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness (CSO2013-41108-R). 
3 Scales measured two primary sources of support entailing instrumental and emotional support. 
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Results 

On average post-PhD researchers reported receiving high levels of researcher community and 

supervisory support combined with high research engagement, satisfaction with their post-doctoral 

work and low levels of cynicism. At the same time they reported suffering average levels of 

exhaustion 

SET TABLE 2 HERE 

 

There were no statistically significant differences between Spanish and UK researchers in the 

variables, except for the experienced engagement in research (t(280) = 2.10, p < .05). Spanish post-

PhD. researchers (M = 5.55, SD = 1.35) experienced slightly more research engagement than their 

counterparts in UK (M = 5.21, SD = 1.15). 

 

Post-PhD researchers’ researcher community and supervisory support profiles 

 
Two distinctive researcher community and supervisory support profiles were identified. The first 

cluster culled from our analysis was Adequate Support. It was the most common profile among the 

post-PhD researchers representing 80% (n = 156) share of our sample. Post-PhD researchers 

displaying the adequate support profile reported high levels of both researcher community and 

supervisory support (see Figure 1).  

  
SET FIGURE 1 HERE 

 

 

The second profile Reduced Support presented one-fifth (n = 39, 20.0%) of the post-PhD 

researchers in the sample. The Reduced Support profile holders showed less supervisory and 

researcher community support than their counterparts holding Adequate Support profiles. 

Moreover, the analysis indicated that when supervisory support increased, the variation in 

community support decreased. Accordingly, the data supported Hypothesis one. 

 

Variation between the profiles in terms of research group status, disciplinary background and 

gender 

 

Further investigation showed that Post-PhD researchers within the Adequate Support profile were 

more likely to work in research groups or both alone and in the group, than those working on their 
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own (χ2(1, N = 191) = 5.55, p <  .05). Moreover, post-PhD researchers in sciences were more likely 

to be within the reduced support profile than their counter partners in the social sciences (χ2(1, N = 

195) = 8.03, p <  .01). Both differences were statistically significant. Gender was not, however, 

related to cluster membership (χ2(1, N = 185) = .27, p =  .606). Statistically significant differences 

were not detected either in cluster memberships between Spanish and UK Post-PhD researchers 

(χ2(1, N = 195) = 1.43, p =  .233). Accordingly Hypothesis 2 was only partly confirmed. 

 

Social support profiles and research engagement, experienced burnout, abandonment intentions 

and source of funding. 

 

Post-PhD. researchers within the Adequate Support profile experienced less cynicism (t(51.03)= -

3.08, p < .01), were more engaged in their research (t(44.39)= 3.49, p < .01 and more satisfied with 

their post-PhD work (t(47.28)= 5.78, p < .001) than post-PhD researchers within the Reduced 

Support profiles. However, no statistically significant differences between the profiles were 

detected in experienced exhaustion.      

 

 

SET FIGURE 2 HERE 

 
Cluster membership was related to abandonment intentions (χ2(1, N  = 194) = 15.74, p < .001). 

Those Post-PhD researchers within the Reduced Support profile (61.5%) were more likely to 

consider abandoning their post doc work than researchers within the adequate support profile 

(27.7%). There were no statistically significant associations between the cluster membership and 

the source of funding. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was only partly confirmed. 

 

Discussion 

Results in light of prior research 

Although prior research has identified supervisory and researcher community support as central 

determinants for post-PhD experience, this is among the first studies applying a person-centered 

approach and a cross-cultural design to exploring Post-PhD researchers’ social support profiles and 

their association with research engagement, experienced burnout, satisfaction with Post-PhD 

researcher work, abandonment intentions and source of funding.  
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The results confirmed the findings of prior studies by showing that social support is a central 

determinant for positive Post-PhD experience and researcher productivity (Castello, McAlpine and 

Pyhältö, submitted; Horta, 2009; Jackson & Michelson, 2015; McAlpine, 2014; Puljak and Sharif, 

2009; Åkerlind, 2005; 2009). However the findings go further.  

 

Two distinctive social support profiles were identified. The majority of Post-PhD researchers 

displayed an Adequate Support profile whereas a minority displayed a Reduced Support profile. 

Those Post-PhD researchers within the Adequate Support profile experienced more research 

engagement and were more satisfied with their Post-PhD work. They were less likely to consider 

abandonment and suffered less cynicism than their counterparts within the Reduced Support profile. 

Further, no differences were detected between UK and Spanish Post-PhD researcher support 

profiles. Spanish researchers however, experienced slightly more engagement than their UK 

counterparts, a finding whose meaning we are still exploring. Nevertheless, the finding provides one 

of the first confirmations of the cross-cultural influence of social support, implying that despite 

differences in Post-PhD systems and cultures in the UK and Spain, social support is perceived 

similarly by the Post-PhD researchers, and is associated with positive Post-PhD researcher 

experience. Further, the evidence suggests that the work stressors remain constant across borders. 

 

Another interesting finding was the relation between increased supervisor support and reduced 

variation in community support. While further research is called for, we propose two explanations: 

first of all, when supervisory support was good, individuals might have wanted to focus on 

accessing and using the supervisor’s network while they could, i.e., since the position might be a 

short one; another possibility is that they felt so well supported there was no need to seek other 

support. Still, how these researchers interpret community support (Are individuals mostly included 

or organizations? What are the aims and function of this support?) deserves further attention.  

  

Further analyses showed that Post-PhD researchers who were at least partly involved in a research 

group were more likely to fall within the Adequate Support profile than those working primarily 

alone. A reason for this may be that working in the research group provides more opportunities for 

researcher collaboration and networking. However, somewhat unexpectedly the source of funding 

was not associated with experienced support. A further reason might be that the source of funding 

does not count in terms of social support as much as the fact that one has funding. Further, 

regardless of source of funding, it would typically be for a short period so the sense of insecure 

income could remain (Author, 2016). The results imply that structures that provide opportunities for 
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better post-PhD researcher integration into the researcher community are likely to enhance 

experienced supervisory and researcher community support.  

 

Results also showed that post-PhD researchers in the social sciences were more likely to fall within 

the Adequate Support profile than their counterparts in the natural sciences. This finding is striking 

since prior studies of doctoral researchers in STEM disciplines suggest they are more satisfied with 

their supervision, and researcher community support, entertain higher PhD completion rates and 

shorter completion time than their counter partners in the social sciences or in humanities (Gardner, 

2009; 2010; Visser et al., 2007; Wright and Cochrane 2000; Author, et al., 2015). So, perhaps 

changing roles, i.e., moving from institutional status as a ‘learner’ to a ‘worker,’ changes the nature 

of the support on offer. Further, since post-PhD researchers are often mobile, including 

internationally (McAlpine, et al., 2016), they will find themselves in new institutions so not yet 

with developed local support. The finding also contradicts the common assumption that being a 

scientist, whether PhD or post-PhD, includes working in a supportive team environment (Cumming, 

2009), and we have some evidence that a team environment can be toxic for both PhD and post-

PhD researchers (Author, 2016). In other words, we cannot assume that being in a group 

automatically provides support. Another reason for the discrepancy may be that prior studies have 

typically adopted a variable-based approach in exploring disciplinary differences; however, 

extensive variation between the individuals within the discipline in experienced social support is 

likely to occur. This type of individual variation in experienced support does not surface in a 

variable-based approach, but becomes observable when adopting a person-centered approach.  

 

Experienced exhaustion was a general phenomenon confirming previous studies; interestingly 

though it was not related to social support profiles. This suggests that social support is not the 

primary determinant of experienced exhaustion, and that exhaustion is primarily determined by 

other work stressors. This further, implies that post-PhD researchers may develop exhaustion even 

if adequate support is provided. Accordingly, our results suggest that cynicism towards post-PhD 

work experienced by Post-PhD researchers is more socially determined than exhaustion, i.e., likely 

increases as a result of reduced support. There are some indicators that workload may be a more 

central determinant for exhaustion; however further studies are needed to explore this hypothesis.  

Moreover, we found no gender differences in the support profiles of the Post-PhD researchers, 

although in prior studies many differences between female and male PhD degree holders have been 

detected, more often to the benefit of males (e.g., Deem and Brehony, 2000; Fox, 2005).  
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Methodological limitations 

Because of the cross-sectional design, it is not possible to discern causal relationships. Also, due to 

the small number of members in the reduced support group the power of statistical tests is limited 

and only relatively clear group differences could be detected. The analysis focused on the 

researcher community and have not included information on personal life support. The structure of 

the scales and items of the questionnaire did not allow us to differentiate among types of social 

support (emotional, instrumental or informational) but on the sources of the support. 

 

Implications for developing post-PhD researcher support 

The results imply that experiencing supervisory and researcher community support for post-PhD 

researchers promotes researcher engagement, satisfaction with post-PhD work and reduces risk for 

experiencing cynicism. What does this mean for both post-PhD researchers and the institutions in 

which they work? Recognizing the importance of supervisory and researcher community support 

provides a grounding for developing post-PhD education and post-PhD careers. In other words, we 

suggest universities conceive the role of post-PhD researchers as developmental calling for a 

continuation of the support offered during the PhD rather than treating them as completely 

independent researchers. Although the majority of post-PhD researchers’ entertained adequate 

support profiles, still a significant number experienced insufficient support. Hence, it would be 

beneficial to identify researchers at risk as early as possible and assist them to develop support 

strategies, to help avoid their developing cynicism and a reduced sense of research engagement 

which can have severe intellectual and personal costs, and lead to abandonment intentions. Such 

support should focus on opportunities for networking and researcher collaboration such as co-

authoring, and consortium building. However, to be effective, this support needs to be matched to 

individual needs which could promote a dialogue with post-PhD researchers themselves.  

 

Also post-PhD researchers themselves can learn how to actively seek as well as provide support for 

each other and learn to cope and solve conflicts more independently within their communities. A 

prior study showed that although early career post-PhD researchers perceived received support as 

highly significant for their study progress, they provided support for others less often than they 

receive it (Vekkaila et al., 2016). This implies that opportunities and arenas to learn how and when 

to provide reciprocal support are needed. This includes identifying and skillfully using the potential 

sources of support available (Author, 2012). Such a perspective means starting earlier with doctoral 

students: supporting their agentic behavior in terms of social support, from the very beginning of 
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doctoral studies, since their ability to engage in agentic behaviors then is likely to be highly 

influential for their future academic careers. 

 

Conclusion  

The results of this study suggest the value of future research using a person-centered approach, and 

when possible a cross-cultural design. Further, future research should begin to differentiate forms of 

support, i.e., emotional, informational and instrumental, as well as more finely categorize sources of 

support beyond supervisor(s) and others. Such an approach would enable a richer understanding of 

the relative influences of social support on engagement or exhaustion, burnout and potential 

abandonment. We also wonder the extent to which frequency of experience of social support plays a 

role. All this suggests there remain many interesting questions for researchers to take up.    
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Table 1. Scales, and items   

Scale Items 

Researcher community support I feel that the other members of my research community 

appreciate my work. 

I feel accepted by my research community. 
There is a good sense of collegiality among the researchers I 

interact with. 

I receive encouragement and support from the other 
researchers. 

My expertise is put use in the research community. 

Supervisory support I feel that my supervisor(s) appreciate my work. 

I feel appreciated by my supervisor(s). 

I receive encouragement and personal attention from my 

supervisor(s). 

I can openly discuss any problems related to my post-doc 

research with my supervisor(s). 

Burnout 

Cynicism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhaustion 

 

I feel my post-doc work is useless. 

I feel that I am losing interest in my post-doc work. 
I have difficulties in finding any meaning to my post-doc 

work. 

I used to have higher expectations of my post-doc work than 

I do now. 

 

I feel overwhelmed by the workload of my post-doc work. 

I often sleep badly because of matters related to my post-doc 

work. 

I brood over matters related to post-doc work a lot during 
my free time. 

The pressure of my post-doc work causes me problems in my 

close relationships with others. 
 

Research engagement When I conduct research, I feel that I am bursting with 
energy 

When doing my research, I feel vigorous 

I am enthusiastic about my research 

My research inspires me 

I feel happy when I start working on my research 

Satisfaction with post-doctoral work Are you satisfied with your post-doc work?  
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Table 2 Descriptive for supervisory support, community support, cynicism, exhaustion, experienced 

engagement in post-doctoral work (N = 194-195) 

 

Items/Scales N of 

items 

Alpha M SD Min Max 

Supervisory support 4 .95 5.07 1.81 1 7 

Researcher community support 5 .88 5.11 1.25 1 7 

Cynicism 4 .87 2.92 1.58 1 7 

Exhaustion 4 .88 3.54 1.42 1 7 

Experienced engagement in 

post-doctoral work 

 

5 

 

.93 

 

5.43 

 

1.29 

 

1 

 

7 

Satisfaction with post- doctoral 

work 

 

1 

 

- 

 

4.85 

 

1.68 

 

1 

 

7 
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Figure 1. The researcher community and supervisory support profiles 

 

 

Page 21 of 22

https://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/eer

European Educational Research Journal

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

 

 

Figure 2. Interrelation between the support profiles and cynicism, exhaustion, research engagement, 

and satisfaction with post-doctoral work. 
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