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Abstract 
The high rate of attrition from PhD programmes in Western countries is an area of 
growing international concern. There is some evidence that socialisation into 
university life can support students’ studies, via the accumulation of social capital. 
This study proposes a research agenda for understanding the role which social 
media can have in facilitating socialisation and acculturation into PhD study, and 
potentially reduce attrition rates. This research note suggests that a participatory 
action research approach can be used, which recognises the expertise of the key 
stakeholders, specifically PhD students, and academic staff who are engaged in 
supervision. A participatory approach can help to enhance the uptake of any 
resulting intervention, including social media. The potential benefits of the study are 
outlined, including supporting academics’ and PhD students’ use of social media, the 
impact of resulting research and increased retention of postgraduate researchers.  

Introduction 
The attrition rate from PhD programs is of concern across universities in Western 
countries. Reports from the USA suggest the attrition rate is approximately 50% 
(Cassuto, 2013) with a slightly lower level of 40% in the UK (Sokol, 2012). Similar 
concerns have been expressed within the higher educational system within Australia 
(Bourke, 2004). PhD programs require significant investment from institutions, PhD 
students and academic staff. The high levels of attrition are of concern to the 
student, the production and dissemination of knowledge as well as the future supply 
chain of academic staff. Given evidence that social networks and social media can 
facilitate adaptation to university life via the accumulation of social capital at the 
undergraduate level (deAndrea et al., 2011), this report explores the potential for 
social media to support PhD students and their acculturation into academic life. The 
report begins by setting out, in more detail, the current situation with regards to 
social media use in higher education and its potential use for PhD students. It then 
sets out a proposed methodology for developing and evaluating an intervention for 
the use of social media by PhD students to facilitate their acculturation into 
academia. Drawing on the extant literature and my own experiences as a PhD 
supervisor and PhD programme coordinator, it concludes by identifying the potential 
impact for learners and recommendations for future work.  

The current situation  
The socialisation of PhD students into academia has been seen as a factor in the 
retention rate of doctoral students (Tores and Zahl, 2011) and may be particularly 
problematic for first generation doctoral students. Using a Bourdesueian framework, 
Gardner and Holley (2011) have argued that those students whose parents did not 
attend university lack the social and cultural capital which can facilitate their ‘feel for 
the game’ (Bourdieu, 1994: 9). Accordingly avenues should be explored that can 
support students in their acculturation (through the accumulation of capital) into  
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university life, particularly in light of universities’ desires to widen participation. The 
socialisation and acculturation of international PhD students, may be of particular 
concern given institutions’ failure to full understanding and accommodate difference 
(Tsourfouli, 2015).  

Doctoral students may also feel too intimidated by their supervisor to ask for support 
or help (Gardner and Holley, 2011). Further, students report a lack of institutional 
support, consequently relying on informal guidance and support from other PhD 
students within their institution (Gardner, 2007). These studies suggest that PhD 
students experience a range of concerns which may affect their attrition from 
doctoral programmes, including lack of cultural capital, power differentials between 
student and supervisor and lack of broader institutional support. However, the extant 
literature neglects PhD students’ experiences and relationship to social media 
despite the popularity of Twitter as evidenced by hashtag discussions such as 
#phdchat and #ecrchat (early career). However there is evidence of the usefulness 
of social media for acculturating students into undergraduate degree level study. The 
use of social media by undergraduate students has become an area of interest for 
researchers. In particular, there is evidence that use of social media can facilitate 
acculturation into campus culture for new entrants to university. Selwyn (2007) has 
argued that use of social media such as Facebook is a useful tool for students to 
learn how to perform the role of student and shape their student identity. Further, 
Facebook may facilitate this socialisation process even before new students register 
at university, with the development of peer-to-peer support networks (deAndrea et 
al., 2011).  

A further limitation of the current literature rests on narrow methodological 
approaches. A review of the studies on students’ social media use reveals a 
tendency towards large scale surveys which may mask the diversity of experience. 
The Higher Education Academy (nd) has called for greater attention to be paid to 
sociocultural pedagogic approaches which allow for the heterogeneity of student 
experience to be understood. Teemant et al (2005) have argued that sociocultural 
pedagogical approaches are particularly useful for adult learners engaged in 
distance learning. The form of learning that takes place through social media is 
outside the traditional confines of the classroom or the PhD supervisor’s office and 
as such could be considered to constitute distance learning.   

Research agenda 
This section presents a proposed method and methodology which may be 
appropriate to investigate the potential for social media to facilitate and enhance PhD 
students’ acculturation into academia. As this work is proposed there are no data to 
present at this stage, however, I do draw on my own reflection as a social media 
user and how it has enhanced my own learning and research activities.  

Reviewing the extant literature it becomes apparent that studies rely on quantitative 
methods, particularly surveys to understanding students’ social media use. Such 
approaches allow for data to be collected from large sample sizes which can be 
subjected to both basic and sophisticated statistical analyses (Bryman, 2012). 
However, within large scale quantitative research, the voices and perspectives of  
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participants are lost. The proposed research agenda aims to understand the 
potential for social media use to support PhD students’ acculturation into academic 
life through the development of social networks and social capital. As such the 
perceptions of both students, and the staff they may engage with online, are the 
focus of this study and qualitative methods which allow rich data to be collected are 
appropriate. Further this project adopts a social constructivist perspective for the 
underlying pedagogical approach. This is rooted in the work of Vygotskij (2012 – also 
known as Vygotsky and originally published in 1962) who argued that learning was 
an activity which could not be divorced from the social context. Specifically, that 
learning and knowledge cannot be seen as a product of the individual, rather it is 
constructed through interactions between the individual and their social context 
(Azzarito and Ennis, 2003). Further, social constructivist pedagogical paradigms are 
particularly useful for understanding the relationships between learners and 
computer mediated learning where students can develop shared understandings of 
meaning (Pear and Crone-Todd, 2002). Further, it is argued by Pear and Crone-
Todd (2002) that adopting a social constructivist approach can assist learners’ 
engagement with the highest levels of learning as outlined by Bloom et al (1956)  

This paper proposes a participatory action research approach to developing and 
evaluating an intervention to investigate the potential of social media to enhance 
PhD student acculturation into academia. Participatory action research approaches 
are guided by democratic principles which recognise and value multiple voices and 
therefore epistemological authorities (Cassell and Johnson, 2006). More precisely, 
given the domination of the extant literature of Western perspectives and the lack of 
voice of non-Western voices, such an approach follows an emancipatory perspective 
to broaden knowledge to include a range of cultural forms of knowledge (ibid).  As 
such any future study should also include those outside of Western universities to 
explore the potential of social media to overcome geographical inequalities. For the 
purpose any proposed study a PhD student is one who is engaged in full or part time 
doctoral level study and academic or academic staff refers to those who are on 
academic contracts (primarily those who are involved in PhD supervision). Some 
academic staff would also be enrolled on PhD courses and these could be 
considered as PhD students for this study. Table 1 presents the proposed phases of 
the research, guided by Reason’s (1994) framework.  Details of a proposed research 
agenda are set out on the following page, with particular note paid to ethical 
concerns as they arise.  
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Phase Action  
Researchers and participants agree on 
the area which will be studied 
 

Online interviews and focus groups  

Researchers and participants work 
together to identify an initial change in 
workplace practice which will aim to 
reduce an identified risk 
 

Online interviews and focus groups 
Researcher’s experience and expertise  

Participants implement the proposed 
intervention 
 

PhD students and supervisors use of 
social media  

Researchers and participants work 
together to develop, implement and 
assess the efficacy of the participant 
initiated intervention 
 

Online interviews  

Table 1. Proposed actions and research methods for each phase of the participatory 
inquiry.  

The following section sets out a proposed research agenda based on Reason’s 
(2004) participatory enquiry framework. Prior to commencing the study, the research 
ethics of working with vulnerable research participants should be considered. The 
vulnerability of postgraduate students to mental health problems (Hyun, 2007) 
makes this group potentially vulnerable. Researchers should consult their own 
institution’s research ethics committee and follow standard ethical procedures. 
Standard procedures should include preserving the anonymity of participants (should 
they wish), and right to withdraw from the study. Using Twitter as a source of data 
provides particular issues in terms of research ethics. Twitter users may expect to 
maintain some anonymity (Rivers and Lewis, 2014) while engaging in microblogging. 
However, tweets are stored, and those tweets from open accounts are accessibly by 
anyone. Researchers may wish to consider contacting individual Twitter users to 
ascertain permission to use tweets as data.  Given the participatory nature of the 
project, it is likely that the details of the research will shift across the duration of 
project. Accordingly researchers should be open to maintaining a dialogue with their 
research ethics committee which allows for ongoing ethical approval to be sought.  

Phase 1: Researchers and participants agree on the area which will be studied 
 

Within this participatory framework a research team would begin by working PhD 
students and staff to identify the ways in which social media may be useful for PhD 
students and other early career researchers. This may involve discussions with the 
research team’s existing contacts, beyond their institution. This will help to ensure 
that both PhD students and academic staff are able to participate in the project 
without concerns of negatively affecting their relationship with staff within their own 
institution. Such approaches recognise the expertise of research participants (Gyi et  
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al., 2013) while doing research with, rather than ‘on’ participants (Cassell and 
Johnson, 2006).  

Phase 2: Researchers and participants work together to identify an initial 
change in workplace practice which will aim to reduce an identified risk 
Given the proposed participatory nature, the initial change will be specific to the 
particular project. However, this could be facilitated through the interviews and focus 
groups used in phase 1, for example, in addition to asking PhD students and 
academic staff to indicate where they would like to target an intervention participants 
would be asked to suggest a proposed intervention. As previous work has suggested 
(Gyi et al., 2013) participants are changed by the process of participating in the 
research and as such the start of such interventions needs to be considered as 
phase 1.  

Given that twitter is widely used by PhD students and academics already it would not 
be feasible to develop a new social media tool, or perhaps even a new hashtag. A 
review of Twitter shows that PhD students and early career researchers are already 
engaging with the broader academic community through two hashtags (hyperlinks 
included) #PhDchat and #ECRchat. Any study should not dilute or damage these 
important networks in anyway by proposing a new network. However, it is anticipated 
that any intervention may include introducing those who are new to social media to 
these hashtags. Or perhaps those who use social media might be encouraged to use 
them. Alternatively engagement could be formalised through existing systems within 
universities.  

Phase 3: participants implement the proposed intervention 
It is important that any proposed intervention in implemented by participants 
themselves, supported by the researcher. Researchers should assist with 
implementation, keeping a detailed research diary of my observations. These are 
important in monitoring uptake of interventions and the responses of participants 
(Gyi et al., 2013). For example, this could include guiding students and staff on the 
use of social media, setting up and securing timed hashtag discussions 

Phase 4: researchers and participants work together to develop, implement 
and assess the efficacy of the participant initiated intervention 
Given the emphasis on the social construction of knowledge through these social 
media networks, the intervention should be evaluated using appropriate methods. 
Therefore, qualitative interviews, are appropriate to evaluate any participatory study. 
Given the dispersed population, these interviews could be conducted through social 
media or Skype and would cover the lived experiences of using the technology, 
barriers and facilitators to use and uptake, the perceived benefits and limitations and 
suggestions for enhancing the use of the media. Crucially interviews would also 
cover the perceived impact on acculturation to academic life. Interviews will also be 
able to draw geographical and disciplinary differences. This evaluation phase has to 
investigate the potential for social media to overcome the barriers faced by those 
academics and PhD students working in countries where accessing networks and 
knowledge is problematic. In addition, the researcher’s diary will be useful for  
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evaluating the effectiveness of the participatory process.  Table 1 presents the 
proposed research methods.  

Potential impact on learners 
Drawing on the extant literature and my own experiences as a PhD supervisor and 
coordinator of a PhD programme, I would anticipate that such a project would impact 
learners in the following ways: 

• Increased expertise in the use of social media. Eysenback (2011) has 
suggested that use of Twitter by researchers can increase the citation rates of 
published journal articles, suggesting that there are links between the 
dissemination of research through formal and informal means. As such 
competence and comfort with social media may be important for those 
students and staff who wish to increase the citation rates of their published 
research.  

• Enhanced social networks. The use of social media may provide opportunities 
for students and academic staff to interact with each other without 
geographical restrictions. I am a keen user of social research and have used 
to develop my own academic networks, enabling me to make contacts outside 
of my normal disciplinary boundaries. This has allowed me to develop my 
learning as a researcher, but also as a PhD supervisor as I have been able to 
witness and participate in discussions with PhD students. More recently I was 
able to use Twitter to disseminate a call for participants for a research project, 
consequently doubling my sample size. While it is not desirable to generalise 
from my own experiences, they point to the value of social media as a tool for 
research, but also as a pedagogical tool.  

• Research impact. Twitter can be a valuable tool for enhancing the impact of 
research (Eysenack, 2011). As such learners (both students and staff) may be 
able to widen access to their research and increase its impact.  

• Acculturation and retention. Given that PhD students cite the importance of 
informal social networks for supporting their socialisation into academia 
(Gardner, 2007) particularly if they feel too intimidated to approach their 
supervisor (Gardner and Holley, 2011), this project has the potential to 
understand the extent to which these informal networks can enhance 
acculturation and retention on PhD programmes. My own observations of the 
use of social media for PhD students and early career researchers would 
suggest it is a valuable source of information and support and has potential to 
be explored in depth.  

Future plans and recommendations 
One of the limitations of this study is access to social networks. Not only is access to 
the internet limited, certain countries such as China block access to sites such as 
Twitter (BBC news, 2013). This may limit the possibility for the proposed project to 
help overcome geographical barriers to full participation in a global academic 
community.  Further, disability shapes access to, and experience of, use of the 
internet for communication (Dobransky and Hargittai, 2006). Any future work may 
wish to explore the potential for social media to support disabled students, and 
whether its use may further disable those with impairments.  
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While this research proposal does not allow for recommendations to be developed 
based upon empirical work, the literature review does suggest that use of social 
media can facilitate the socialisation of undergraduate students into academic life. 
Given that PhD students report the benefits of informal social networks and 
difficulties navigating power differentials between staff and students, social media 
may provide a forum to widen social networks and enhance the student experience. 
Given the depth of research user engagement required for research such as this, it 
would benefit from research funding to enable a rigorous, longitudinal, global study 
which would able to explore these issues fully. The findings from which should be 
disseminated, not only through peer review journal papers, but also in the form of 
other media such as blogs to facilitate rapid dissemination.  
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