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Abstract 

Many students across all levels of education experienced disruptions due to stay-at-home orders as part of the 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of our qualitative study was to specifically explore the 

doctoral student experience managing the writing of a dissertation amid stay-at-home orders during COVID-

19. The majority of participants reported experiencing anxiety more frequently during stay-at-home orders 

and more productivity before stay-at-home orders. Reasons for decreased productivity during stay-at-home 

orders included reduced motivation, distractions, and lack of access to outside services and support. 
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Introduction 

Writing a dissertation is a stressful experience that can often feel isolating and overwhelming, given the 

standards and independence that come with the process (Barry et al., 2018). However, the stress, caused by 

factors other than the dissertation experience itself, can influence the writer’s performance (Pyykkonen, 

2021). Beginning in 2020, the world experienced significant disruptions in response to the COVID-19 

pandemic as countries instituted sweeping measures to contain the spread of the virus. For dissertation 

writers, the many changes during this time may have impacted their productivity and progress in a myriad of 

ways. However, the current literature on the COVID-19 experience in higher education has focused primarily 

on course-based instruction and other campus challenges, with only limited attention on the dissertation 

experience specifically (Donohue et al., 2021; Maldonado et al., 2021). The purpose of our qualitative study 

was to explore the experiences of students writing a dissertation during COVID-19, with a specific focus on 
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their anxiety and productivity. Our study provides a foundation on what challenges dissertation writers face 

during emergency transitions to online learning and widespread closures. 

Literature Review 

To stop the spread of COVID-19, higher education institutions around the world took unprecedented steps in 

2020 and 2021, including emergency transitions to online learning and widespread campus closures. Like in 

other crisis situations, the safety of everyone on campus was the priority, but these events can disrupt the 

academic processes and experiences (Holzweiss et al., 2020). For many learners, this rapid shift to online 

learning was jarring, and instructors and institutions struggled to provide comparable experiences to students 

accustomed to being on campus while also managing the psychological impact of the pandemic. Even for 

online learners not regularly on campus before the pandemic, there were disruptions to face-to-face events, 

and libraries and other possible study locations were shuttered. As noted by Sahu (2020), the quick spread 

and rise in case numbers “created a sense of uncertainty and anxiety about what is going to happen” (p. 3). 

The situation also created much stress among everyone in higher education, including students, which may 

negatively impact the “learning and psychological health of students” (Sahu, 2020, p. 3). Although this is 

likely the case for students across degree levels and program stages, the situation might be particularly 

harmful to doctoral students writing a dissertation, which is already known to be an experience characterized 

by high stress and anxiety levels (Pyykkonen, 2021). 

Doctoral Student Experience 

Due to the stress involved with doctoral work, it is no wonder that many doctoral students get stuck in what is 

known as “All but Dissertation” status. One of the biggest challenges of doctoral work is research writing, yet it 

is an essential skill set for students to complete their dissertations and graduate. Research writing is a lengthy, 

complicated process involving critical thinking skills over which even experienced academic writers flounder. 

In a study on the writing perceptions of doctoral students, researchers discovered three types of research 

writing profiles: struggler writers, reduced productivity writers, and productive writers (Sala-Bubere et al., 

2018). Although the researchers found that struggler writers are more likely to have thoughts of dropping out, 

all three types of writer profiles indicated having maladaptive writing perceptions involving perfectionism, 

blocks, and procrastination (Sala-Bubere et al., 2018). Such patterns may impede students’ dissertation-

writing productivity and make them feel stuck or overwhelmed. 

Anxiety 

Anxiety is defined as “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical changes 

like increased blood pressure” (American Psychological Association, 2020, para. 1). As noted by Huges and 

Gullone (2008), anxiety is a reasonable reaction to stressful situations or events. However, this experience can 

impact an individual’s behavior, sleeping and eating patterns, well-being, and academic performance (Farrer 

et al., 2016). Researchers have found that stressful events and situations highly correlate with anxiety in 

various populations, including doctoral students (Liu & Abliz, 2019). During the pandemic, many individuals 

around the world experienced stress related to economic changes, health concerns, and overall well-being, 

and many parents struggled with how to manage school closures and remote learning. Not surprisingly, 

researchers identified high levels of anxiety among college students during the pandemic (Browning et al., 

2021), up to 1.5 times higher than the previous year, with research doctoral students experiencing the highest 

prevalence of anxiety (Chirikov et al., 2020). This dramatic increase among doctoral students is particularly 

concerning, given the amount of anxiety often already experienced during these programs. 

The doctoral student experience is known to be filled with high levels of anxiety. Doctoral student anxiety can 

stem from financial concerns (Johnson et al., 2020), navigating relationships with faculty (Stubb et al., 2011), 

and writing dissertations (Liu et al., 2019). They may also struggle with preparing for the transition from 



  
Fraenza and Palermo-Kielb, 2022 

 

 

Journal of Educational Research and Practice 306 

student to graduate, which can create additional anxiety for those at the end of their program and writing 

their dissertation (Straforini, 2015). In an online survey of graduate students in 2018, Evans et al. found that 

41% of graduate students experienced moderate to severe anxiety, compared with only 6% of the general 

population. More recently, Chirikov et al. (2020) found the prevalence of anxiety was highest among research 

doctoral students compared with students in other graduate or professional programs. Although students may 

experience anxiety at any stage of the doctoral program, perhaps the most trying stage is the final requirement 

of completing a dissertation, which has been equated with finishing a marathon (Black, 2012). This milestone 

can be overwhelming for students as there are no clear deadlines and, perhaps, less oversight from their 

faculty (Straforini, 2015). Students at this stage can experience anxiety related to receiving feedback 

(Badenhorst, 2018), writing (Holmes et al., 2018; Klocko & Marshall, 2017), and statistics skills and 

information literacy (Lim et al., 2019). For those students at this stage during the pandemic, they have faced 

additional challenges. For example, many students experienced lab closures that could potentially delay the 

completion of their research (Elmer & Durocher, 2020), while others had to adapt and change their 

methodology so their study could be carried out virtually (Byrom, 2020). These changes, along with pressures 

to keep making progress (Byrom, 2020) and concerns about future job prospects in a changing academic 

landscape (Wang & DeLaquil, 2020), may have exacerbated the underlying anxiety already experienced by 

doctoral students. As noted by Blum (2010), “conflicts pertaining to the research and writing of a dissertation 

are always part of, and never isolated from, the rest of a person’s conflicts and concerns” (p. 83), highlighting 

that the stress and anxiety related to the dissertation process are not experienced in a vacuum; doctoral 

writers still must manage and overcome the situational factors that may contribute to increased anxiety, such 

as a global pandemic.  

Impact of Anxiety on Productivity  

Not all students who begin a doctoral program will complete their program. According to Hurt et al. (2022), 

40%–60% of doctoral students do not finish their academic programs. The high attrition rate for doctoral 

students is a concern because their lack of progress weakens the academic pipeline for quality research, 

teaching, and scholarship in higher education (Holley & Gardner, 2012). Furthermore, due to the long journey 

of completing a doctoral degree, life events and responsibilities can supersede a student’s academic progress 

and dissertation productivity (Barry et al., 2018). Those students working on a dissertation during the 

COVID-19 pandemic experienced the widespread, unexpected, and profound impact of a global pandemic. 

The worldwide anxiety and disruption due to COVID-19 may have influenced the productivity of doctoral 

writers. 

Dissertation writing is an anxiety-provoking and stressful experience that puts students on an emotional roller 

coaster. Doctoral students report this is due to stress from time constraints to write and having to resolve 

inconsistent feedback from faculty during the editing process (Klocko et al., 2015). Furthermore, instead of 

viewing the feedback from faculty as objective, students tend to associate the feedback as personal and a 

measure of their ability for success (Badenhorst, 2018). In turn, this maladaptive type of thinking undermines 

their self-confidence and stalls their dissertation-writing productivity (Klocko et al., 2015; Russel-Pinson & 

Harris, 2019). The stress to meet writing goals from faculty and advisors and unreachable goals that students 

place on themselves lead them to feel that their writing needs to be perfect (Russel-Pinson & Harris, 2019). 

Hence, there is pressure to perform academically and personally during the dissertation stage.   

Although there are many elements involved in productivity, such as barriers to time (Ondrusek, 2012), 

procrastination, perfectionism, and lack of organizational skills (Dominguez, 2006), anxiety has been found to 

influence executive function (Shields et al., 2016), memory (Maloney et al., 2014), decision making (Park & 

Moghaddam, 2017), and concentration (Robinson et al., 2013). Another factor to consider is the role of mind-

wandering. Boals and Banks (2020) noted that living through a pandemic could create an abundance of mind-

wandering, as individuals check the news more regularly and worry about the health and finances of 
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themselves and loved ones. Any of these factors has the potential to impact one’s productivity. Without 

concentration, for example, a writer may struggle to put ideas to paper. Every cognitive task we perform 

requires a certain level of concentration and cognitive resources; when we become overwhelmed, we must 

draw on more resources to be successful (Von Gehlen & Sachse, 2015). For doctoral students, anxiety’s impact 

across these areas can have a profound influence on their productivity and progress. 

COVID-19 and Doctoral Student Productivity 

Throughout the pandemic, media and social media messages portrayed two common patterns; one was about 

being incredibly productive—taking on tasks that individuals may have been putting off for lack of time. The 

other pattern was one of low productivity—individuals finding it difficult to complete tasks. It’s likely that 

doctoral writers, as individuals, experienced similar patterns, with some being more productive and others 

struggling to make progress.  

However, the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting lockdowns and restrictions had numerous implications on 

individuals conducting research, which could be an additional factor in a doctoral student’s anxiety and 

productivity. As Byrom (2020) noted, more than half of 4,800 doctoral students and researcher participants 

experienced challenges in data analysis and writing, while three-quarters experienced a negative impact on 

collecting data. Such barriers as losing access to participants and necessary software (Byrom, 2020) and physical 

library access (Piotrowski & King, 2020) could significantly impact a writer’s productivity and progress. 

Theoretical Framework 

The Yerkes-Dodson Law highlights the connection between anxiety and performance and provided a lens to 

view the dissertation experience during the pandemic. As Dodson (as cited by Mellifont et al., 2016) 

described, anxiety can support performance but only to a certain level; once anxiety levels increase too much, 

performance will suffer. In other words, moderate anxiety levels can increase attention and the completion of 

tasks, but high levels can result in less focus and organization (Mair et al., 2011). Thus, when a person is 

experiencing stress, there is a zone where they can function at their best level of performance before hitting a 

tipping point. Being in the optimal performance zone depends on whether the individual appraises the 

stressor as manageable or not (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Salehi et al., 2010). Manageable stress, well-known 

as eustress, is the positive side of stress. Here, stress becomes purposeful. Researchers have characterized 

eustress situations as challenge stressors offering opportunity and growth (McCauley & Hinojosa, 2020). 

Conversely, the negative side of stress, when the stress level exceeds the individual’s belief that they have the 

resources to cope, is distress. Researchers have characterized distress situations as hindrance stressors that 

lead to negative affective thoughts (McCauley & Hinojosa, 2020).  

Throughout the COVID-19 global pandemic, the stressors remained chronic and systemic. There is fear that 

physical as well as mental and economic health is at risk. The phrase, the new normal, heard from the media 

regarding social distancing, masking, and isolation, is a terrifying thought for many. According to Lazarus and 

Folkman (1984), the pandemic event can be classified as a type of “environmental stress stimuli with major 

catastrophe or change” (p. 13). The problems that occur from living through a disaster such as a pandemic are 

outside of anyone’s control, and this dictates how we cope (Folkman et al., 1986; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). 

Given the chronic, intense levels of stress and anxiety for individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s 

possible some individuals reached a level of anxiety that was no longer manageable. 

Purpose of the Study, Research Questions, and Hypotheses 

The purpose of our qualitative study was to explore the doctoral student experience in managing the writing of 

a dissertation amid stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic. The second purpose was to explore 

the impact of stay-at-home orders on dissertation productivity. The guiding research questions were: 
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1. How do doctoral students describe their dissertation writing productivity before and during stay-at-

home orders during a global pandemic? 

2. What are the factors influencing the anxiety of doctoral students working on their dissertations during 

a global pandemic? 

Methods 

We used a basic qualitative design to explore doctoral student experiences related to writing a dissertation 

during stay-at-home orders put into place in response to COVID-19. Before collecting any data, we obtained 

Institutional Review Board approval and then posted an anonymous online survey on the website 

SurveyCircle. 

Participants 

Of the 108 responses, 71 met the two screening criteria and completed the survey. Of the participants, 61 

(86%) attended a traditional, campus-based program, nine (13%) attended an online program, and one (1%) 

reported they attended a hybrid-based program. Participant demographics are provided in Table 1. 

Table 1. Participant Demographics  

  Frequency Percentage 

Age 

18–29 44 62% 

30–49 21 30% 

50–64 5 7% 

65 and over 1 1% 

Gender 
Female 48 68% 

Male 23 32% 

Ethnic/Racial 

Background 

White 51 72% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 14 20% 

African American/Black 2 3% 

Other/Not Listed 2 3% 

Hispanic/Latino 1 1% 

Prefer not to Respond 1 1% 

Field of Study 

Psychology and Counseling 28 39% 

Business and Management 26 37% 

Criminal Justice 4 6% 

Other 4 6% 

Public Health and Health Sciences 3 4% 

Public Policy and Administration 2 3% 

Communication 2 3% 

Education 1 1% 

Information Technology 1 1% 
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Instrumentation 

We developed an anonymous online survey with seven multiple-choice questions, two Likert questions, and 

nine open-ended questions. The survey included demographic and open-ended questions where participants 

could share information about their writing practices, productivity, and anxiety before and during stay-at-

home orders. A copy of the survey is provided in the Appendix. 

Data Collection 

Information regarding the study was posted on the online survey website, SurveyCircle, where individuals 

could access the informed consent, and if they met the criteria and chose to participate, they could begin the 

survey. To gain access to the full survey, participants had to meet two screening criteria. To qualify, 

participants had to (a) be currently enrolled in a doctoral program and be working on their 

dissertation/capstone study, and (b) have experienced stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Analysis 

We used Braun and Clark’s (2006) six-phase guide for qualitative analysis as a guide to analyze each short-

answer question. We hand-coded participant responses using an inductive process, which began with reading 

and re-reading participant responses, listing each response, and color-coding similar answers. Once color 

coding was complete, the data was counted for frequencies and categories to derive themes. To ensure 

credibility, the raw color-coded data was shared between both of us before developing the main themes.  

Results 

Participants were asked to describe how COVID-19 had impacted their doctoral program. More than half of 

participants (60%) shared descriptions of a general move to the online setting by sharing that classes, 

lectures, and meetings were all moved to an online platform. Almost a quarter of participants (23%) shared 

that their research process had been interrupted in some way, such as not having access to participants or 

equipment or having to change the design of their planned research. For example, one participant noted that 

they had “no ability to collect data from people doing interviews,” while another shared that they “have no 

access to my experimental setup in the campus since everything is closed.” Another 15% of participants shared 

that they lacked access to resources and support, including the library and advisors. One participant shared 

that “support and advice has been hard to find as faculty seem far more distant,” while another shared that 

they were “not able to go to the university library, which has limited my access to resources for my writing.”  

Anxiety  

Participants were asked to reflect on how often they experienced anxiety before and during stay-at-home 

orders. Overall, more participants reported experiencing anxiety frequently (31%) and daily (15%) during 

stay-at-home orders compared with before (13% frequently; 8% daily). Also, fewer participants reported 

experiencing anxiety sometimes (41%) or never (13%) during stay-at-home orders compared with before (61% 

sometimes; 18% never).  

Before stay-at-home orders, many students (31%) noted that academic responsibilities and expectations were 

the source of their anxiety, while another 34% identified life, social, and family responsibilities as their source 

of anxiety. For example, one participant shared that their anxiety stemmed from “not being as good as other 

students,” while another experienced “worry about meeting deadlines for the dissertation due to life events 

surrounding my kids’ issues and financial problems; these issues affected my ability to concentrate.” Only 7% 

noted work as a source of anxiety, and 6% mentioned mental health concerns. Other responses included the 

media, lack of support, and no anxiety.  
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During stay-at-home orders, 29% identified COVID-19 and health concerns as a source of their anxiety, while 

25% identified academic responsibilities. One participant noted that their source of anxiety remained the 

same as before stay-at-home orders but that there was an “intensification of health-related fears.” Other 

participants highlighted challenges with conducting research by sharing, “I am not moving forward, I cannot 

research,” and “no samples to conduct a survey.” Mental health was noted by 16% of the participants as a 

source of anxiety, while 14% mentioned social and family responsibilities. Other sources of anxiety included a 

lack of support and media. 

Productivity 

Participants were asked to compare their dissertation productivity before and during stay-at-home orders. 

The majority of participants (61%) reported they were more productive before stay-at-home orders, compared 

with 21% who reported they were more productive during stay-at-home orders. The remaining participants 

(18%) reported their productivity stayed the same. 

Participants were asked to share what factors influenced their productivity. Among those who reported they 

were more productive before stay-at-home orders, common barriers to productivity during stay-at-home 

orders included reduced motivation (27%), distractions (27%), and lack of access to outside services and 

supports (18%). Other participants noted challenges with concentration, lack of boundaries between school 

and home, and additional stress as barriers to their productivity. One participant shared, “with the whole 

family at home, it is hard to do any work uninterrupted. I find myself working a lot more hours and producing 

a lot less work,” while another shared, “I don’t have a place of my own at home, I don’t have my own desk, I 

can’t concentrate because there are too many around me.” 

For those participants who reported they were more productive during stay-at-home orders, common benefits 

included the lack of distractions or other options to engage in other activities (60%). One participant shared, 

“I was unable to see friends, so it gave me more time to work on my assignments. My place of work closed for 

3 months, so I didn’t have any other commitments and gave my dissertation 100% of my attention.” Another 

participant shared, “my work closed as did everything else that wasn’t deemed essential, so I had a lot of free 

time to spend studying instead of working or being out with friends. There’s only so much you can do at times 

so I found myself studying more often than I used to.” Other benefits during stay-at-home orders included 

flexibility and comfort. For example, one participant shared, “I found it easier to break up the research and 

writing throughout the day, I did it in 2-hour chunks. I used the time I would be travelling to campus as extra 

study time.” 

Time Spent Writing 

Participants were asked to report how many hours per week they spent on their dissertation before and during 

stay-at-home orders. On average, participants reported spending a maximum of 19 hours per week on their 

dissertation before stay-at-home orders, while on average, participants spent a maximum of 20 hours per 

week during stay-at-home orders. An overview of the time spent working on their dissertations is provided in 

Table 2.  
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Table 2. Frequency of Hours Spent on the Dissertation Before and During Stay-At-Home Orders 

Writing Locations 

When asked where they typically worked on their dissertation/capstone before stay-at-home orders, the 

majority of respondents (68%) shared that they worked on their dissertation outside of their home. Common 

locations included their university campus, the library, their office, or at a coffee shop. One participant noted 

that they “would always do working/writing in a library or similar academic setting as I find my productivity 

to be horrendous at home.” Another participant shared that they “would go to the university to work because I 

am able to focus more when I am not in the house.” A couple of participants indicated they worked on their 

project at the pub or their mother’s house. Only 32% of participants shared that they worked on their project 

at home before stay-at-home orders related to COVID-19. 

When asked where they worked on their dissertation/capstone during stay-at-home orders, 92% shared they 

worked on their project at home, while only 8% shared they worked on the project outside of the home. 

Common locations at home included the bedroom, kitchen, or a home office or study. One participant shared 

that nothing changed for them during the lockdown, as they have “always worked on this online from home.” 

Discussion 

The purpose of our study was to explore the experiences of dissertation writers during the COVID-19 

pandemic to get a sense of the impact of such a historical event on their productivity and anxiety. Data 

collected from 71 participants described a variety of insights into their experiences. In line with messaging 

seen throughout the pandemic, some students were more productive during the stay-at-home orders due to 

reduced opportunities to engage in other activities. For some students, the increased stress and anxiety 

associated with the pandemic appear to have remained manageable, allowing them to continue to be 

productive and move forward.  

In contrast, the majority of participants in this study noted decreased productivity, despite an increased 

number of hours spent writing during stay-at-home orders. The impact of distractions in the home setting 

that participants experienced as a barrier to writing aligned with research about how distractions impact 

 Hours Frequency Percentage 

Before stay-at-home orders 

0–5 10 14% 

6–10 14 20% 

11–20 29 41% 

21–30 9 13% 

31–40 4 6% 

More than 40 4 6% 

Varies  1 1% 

During stay-at-home orders 

0–5 14 20% 

6–10 9 13% 

11–20 22 31% 

21–30 14 20% 

31–40 7 10% 

More than 40 5 7% 
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cognitive performance and productivity (Brown et al., 2019). For these students, as suggested by the Yerkes-

Dodson Law, the stress and anxiety because of the pandemic, combined with the existing anxiety present 

during the dissertation process, may have become too much to manage. 

Interestingly, the average number of hours spent writing during stay-at-home orders increased by 1 hour 

compared with before, yet reported productivity decreased. This pattern suggested that participants did 

experience factors that influenced productivity. This aligned with points from Boals and Banks (2020), who 

noted that mind-wandering about the pandemic, regardless of the amount of time one has to write, can reduce 

focus and attention, thereby impacting productivity, as well as the discussion by Brown et al. (2019) of how 

distractions can negatively impact one’s ability to focus and complete a task. This also aligned with research 

on remote work productivity during the pandemic that indicated that distractions in an environment might 

negatively influence motivation and engagement (Galanti et al., 2021). It also aligned with other researchers 

who found decreased productivity among dissertation writers during the pandemic (Boukhentache, 2021; 

Orendain & Djalante, 2020). Writing is already fraught with many emotions as one navigates the process, and 

to improve performance, it is best to keep those emotions within a moderate range (Boice, 1994, as cited by 

Janke et al., 2020). For many dissertation writers, though, it seems the added worries experienced during the 

pandemic and the increased distractions at home impacted cognitive performance and efficiency, which 

reduced their overall productivity. 

Another experience highlighted by participants was reduced connections to support—including people, such 

as faculty, but also services and resources, such as the library. This isolation from others and regularly used 

resources may have exacerbated what researchers, such as Shin et al. (2019), have noted about the isolating 

experience of writing a dissertation. These increased feelings of isolation during the pandemic and lack of 

support aligned with patterns identified by Zahneis and June (2020) and Donohue et al. (2021). Other 

researchers have found challenges related to relationships during the pandemic, including barriers to 

collaborating with others (Almuraqab, 2020; Boukhentache, 2021), issues receiving timely feedback (Wang & 

DeLaquil, 2020), and uncertainty about navigating the relationship with their mentor or supervisor during a 

crisis (Donohue et al., 2020). In line with Suart et al. (2021), for some graduate students, the loss of 

laboratory materials and resources, in particular, appeared to increase anxiety and feelings of uncertainty 

during the pandemic. Together, these findings highlighted the importance of social connection, support, and 

ongoing access to the necessary resources among the doctoral student population that is essential information 

outside of a worldwide pandemic. 

Limitations 

The basic qualitative design using an online survey format is a limitation for this study, as participants could 

not be prompted for more detailed responses from participants. However, our study was meant to be 

exploratory and provide an early insight into how the pandemic impacted dissertation writers specifically. 

Future studies could use in-depth interviews to fully capture the experience of dissertation writers during a 

pandemic or similar stressful event. A second limitation is that participants were asked to reflect on their 

behaviors and feelings before the stay-at-home orders. Given the stress and anxiety throughout the pandemic, 

such a self-reflection may not have been entirely accurate, as the present negative experience may have altered 

perceptions of their previous habits and experiences. However, the pandemic is a dramatic, unprecedented 

event that could not have been predicted for the purposes of such research to determine a direct causal 

relationship between student anxiety and productivity and stay-at-orders associated with the pandemic. Our 

study did not explore differences that may have potentially influenced the levels of stress and anxiety, such as 

gender or parental status (Ogilvie et al., 2020; Suart et al., 2021), employment or financial status (Donohue et 

al., 2021), or technology challenges (Hargrave, 2021; Orendain & Djalante, 2020). Finally, only nine 

participants reported attending an online doctoral program; potential differences between these students and 

those attending traditional programs were not explored. Triangulating the data to expand on group 
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differences and more in-depth studies could explore how the pandemic impacted students who were enrolled 

in a fully online doctoral program differently from those who were attending campus-based programs. 

Implications for Theory and Practice 

To support dissertation writers during a global health crisis that may impact their routines, motivation, and 

psychological health, graduate schools could introduce program initiatives to eliminate or reduce the stress 

and barriers students face by providing them instructional and social/emotional support. The following 

strategies were found in the literature to have positive results for dissertation students’ writing productivity. 

They may help to address some of the challenges participants noted in this study. 

First, given the levels of anxiety and stress present among dissertation writers, institutions must take steps to 

address those experiences and help students learn effective, healthy coping strategies that can minimize the 

negative impact of those experiences on their productivity. For dissertation mentors, in particular, steps 

should be taken to check in with students more regularly and ask how they are doing; although faculty cannot 

solve all of their problems (Micciche, 2020), a regular check-in can help a faculty mentor to connect a student 

in need with other services, such as a student support center or counseling center. At an institutional level, 

ensuring such support services are available and accessible is essential, as is ongoing training for faculty to be 

sure they are informed of available student services. 

Second, institutions should offer writing groups that are designed for students to either attend the entire 

session or “drop in.” These group sessions are a win/win for students because they provide an opportunity for 

students to dedicate time to writing (Maldonaldo et al., 2021) and increase their writing skills, which in turn, 

will advance their dissertation progress (Jiang et al., 2021). Such groups can help foster essential connections 

and community, too, which, “even when mediated through a screen, is central to intellectual work and 

emotional health” (Micciche, 2020, para. 19). That is, even providing these opportunities virtually can help 

support student well-being and progress. Another strategy to create social connections is through peer mentor 

opportunities designed to connect students with one another. Such opportunities can help students learn 

helpful information, develop skills necessary to complete their degree programs, increase motivation, and 

increase a sense of connection (Lorenzetti et al., 2019). For dissertation writers, peer mentors and mentees 

could engage in topics such as learning how to manage feedback from their chair to make it more 

individualized, learning how to understand expectations from their chair to establish clear and concise writing 

goals, and learning how to have effective communication with their chair to maintain responsiveness and 

build trust (Jiang et al., 2021). Providing opportunities for connections and a peer network through writing-

focused groups or more generalized peer mentoring programs may enhance a dissertation writer’s experience 

and support productivity. 

Conclusion 

Due to the ongoing pandemic, many dissertation writers likely face continuing challenges due to COVID-19. 

Even though many stay-at-home orders have lifted, the ongoing anxiety associated with the crisis may remain. 

For the participants in this study, the pandemic halted or reduced research activities and limited their access 

to supportive resources. Anxiety levels increased due to health concerns, academic responsibilities, and 

social/family responsibilities. As anxiety levels heightened, productivity levels decreased due to low 

motivation, lack of support, and distractions. Given previous research on how anxiety can negatively impact 

cognitive functioning, including attention and concentration (i.e., Robinson et al., 2013; Shields et al., 2016), 

these results are not surprising. However, participants faced additional challenges in adjusting during stay-at-

home orders, as more than half indicated they worked on their dissertations outside the home prior to the 

pandemic; the upheaval of the pandemic created new issues for dissertation writers as they had to navigate 

distractions and lack of connections while trying to be productive from home.   
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Society was not prepared financially, socially, or emotionally for a global pandemic event such as COVID-19. 

Two years later, we are still adjusting, but on a positive note, we learned the importance of knowing how and 

when to pivot. Therefore, in the face of barriers associated with a public health crisis or other crises, students 

can cope and do a workaround to remain resilient and persist. Graduate programs can offer help by 

acknowledging the need for social connections and resource access for doctoral students—these needs are 

necessary even outside of a pandemic. However, perhaps the pandemic has helped to shine a light on 

underlying, existing issues during the dissertation that can negatively impact a writer’s progress. Institutions 

must recognize the need for social connections, access to resources, and the importance of empathy and 

flexibility to help students persist and complete their programs. 
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Appendix  

Screener Questions 

1. Are you currently enrolled in a doctoral program working on your dissertation/capstone study? (Y/N) 
2. Did you experience stay-at-home orders during the COVID-19 pandemic? (Y/N) 

If individual answers “yes,” they will proceed to the survey. If they answer “no” to either question they will 
receive the following message: 

• Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. However, in order to participate you must 
satisfy the screening criteria. Because you answered “No” to at least one of the screening questions you are not 
eligible to proceed. Thank you for your time. 

Demographic Survey Questions 

• What is your area of doctoral study? 

▪ Business and Management 

▪ Public Health and Health Sciences 

▪ Information Technology 

▪ Psychology and Counseling 

▪ Social Work and Human Services 

▪ Education 

▪ Criminal Justice 

▪ Public Policy and Administration 

▪ Nursing 

▪ Communication 

▪ Other (please describe) 

• What is your age? 

▪ 18–29 

▪ 30–49 

▪ 50–64 

▪ 65 and over 

• What is your ethnic/racial background? 

▪ African American/Black 

▪ Asian/Pacific Islander 

▪ Hispanic/Latino 

▪ Native American/American Indian 
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▪ White 

▪ Not Listed (please describe) 

▪ Prefer not to respond 

• What is your gender? 

▪ Female 

▪ Male 

▪ Neither male nor female 

▪ If you chose “neither male nor female” how do you identify yourself? (short answer) 

▪ Prefer not to respond 

• What type of doctoral program are you enrolled in? 

▪ Traditional (campus-based) 

▪ Online 

▪ Other (Please describe) 

• [If participants select traditional] Was your traditional program impacted by 
COVID-19? 

o Yes 

o No 

• [If participants select yes] Please describe how COVID-19 impacted your 
program. 

Survey Questions 

For the following questions, please reflect on your dissertation/capstone writing process before any stay-at-
home orders put in place in response to COVID-19. 

• Where did you typically work on writing your dissertation? (short answer) 

• Approximately how many hours did you work on dissertation writing? (short answer) 

For the following questions, please reflect on your dissertation writing process during any stay-at-home 
orders put in place in response to COVID-19. 

• Where did you typically work on writing your dissertation? (short answer) 

• Approximately how many hours did you work on dissertation writing? (short answer) 

Which of the following best describes your productivity before and during any stay-at-home orders? 

• I was more productive before stay-at-home orders 

• I was more productive during stay-at-home orders 

• My productivity stayed the same before and during stay-at-home orders 
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Please describe what factors influenced your productivity (either positively or negatively) during stay-at-home 
orders. (short answer) 

For the following questions, please reflect on your anxiety before any stay-at-home orders put in place in 
response to COVID-19. 

• How often did you experience anxiety? (Never, Sometimes, Frequently, Daily) 

• What were your sources of anxiety? (short answer) 

For the following questions, please reflect on your anxiety during any stay-at-home orders put in place in 
response to COVID-19. 

• How often did you experience anxiety? (Never, Sometimes, Frequently, Daily) 

• Where were your sources of anxiety? (short answer) 

Please describe what factors influenced your anxiety (either positively or negatively) during stay-at-home 
orders. (short answer) 

Please share anything else about your dissertation/capstone writing experience during COVID-19 that you 
would like to share. (short answer) 
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