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1. Introduction

Doctoral (PhD) work is a highly challenging endeavour, which tests students
on various levels, overburdening their emotions, minds, finances, and the
physical health (Hadjioannou et al., 2007). The students constantly deal
with the situation of having inadequate time as they carry out various and
often conflicting roles and obligations each of which demands consideration
and time (Haynes et al., 2012). Therefore, the PhD students find it difficult
to balance their personal lives and obligations with their academic
responsibilities (Brus, 2006).

Kirchmeyer (2000) defined work-life as “achieving satisfying experiences in
all life domains and to do so requires personal resources such as energy,
time, and commitment to be well distributed across domains”. The
European Observatory of Working Life defines work-life balance as “a term
used to describe the level of prioritization between an individual’s work and
personal life”. A perfect balance between work and life is achieved by an
individual when his or her right to have a satisfactory personal and
professional life is accepted as well as respected as the group or social norm
- to the mutual benefit of the individual, business, and society.

Unlike students at graduation or post-graduation levels of education there
is a great deal of diversity among the doctoral students. PhD students have
had an extended education and have excelled at the academic work
(Holbrook et al., 2014). Some of the students may be re-entering the
academics after a protracted absence and most of whom would have been
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in some form of the employment during the intervening period. In lieu of
the diversity of the circumstances, their perception of “work” will be shaped
by different parameters including exposure to a research culture,
professional and educational experience, personal/social objectives and
familial obligations (Barnett, et al., 2013; Edwards - Bexley — Richardson,
2011).

Getting a PhD is generally regarded as a one-way ticket to a career in
academics (Rudd - Nerad, 2015), and accordingly majority of the doctoral
students have academic positions as their goal (Curtin — Malley — Stewart,
2016). With increasing number of doctoral students, getting the faculty
positions becomes more and more difficult and as a result good deal of
doctoral students are seeking careers outside the academics (Allum -
Okahana 2015). In affirmation of this trend a study done by (Golde - Dore,
2001) indicated that only 63% of the doctoral students are actually
interested in continuing in the academics and that there was a high
dissonance between their goals, their training and what they actually
obtained.

Historical research has tended to concentrate on the needs and the
requirements of the institutions rather than the individual’s aspirations and
expectations but there is a growing tendency to take that into account, too.
These considerations include the research regarding the experiences,
priorities and the relationship between the work and life of these students
(Cantwell et al., 2012). One of the first major studies in the field is carried
out by (Ates et al., 2011) wherein doctoral students from 12 different
countries were examined for their professional, personal and social
conditions and the differences between the respective countries was also
indicated.

In the context of Hungary, it has been posited that majority of society
considers the importance of family-life as equal compared to paid work
(Pongracz - Molnar, 2011). Research on work-life balance (WLB) with
regards to Hungarian doctoral students is sparse. Among the earliest
research one may point to (Fabri, 2008) and (Financz, 2007). In a large-
scale study (Engler, 2013) carried out on students revealed that a
substantial part (40%) of the students were positively oriented towards
family and were planning to enter into matrimony after the studies but
every fifth student seemed to be career centred and sought to delay
marriage until mid-thirties. A survey was conducted in 2018, in which 1535
Hungarian researchers were surveyed, and their situation, needs and
difficulties were examined (Alpar et al., 2019).The results of this survey
demonstrated that the second most important factor in career choice was
existence of flexible working conditions and the possibility of work-life
balance in the academic career.
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As a direct predecessor of the present paper, we should mention the results
of Boros (2018), who showed - analysing the same database used in this
study - that although work-life balance was one of the less important
motivating factors for applying for PhD training it was still ranked higher
than financial benefits and job security in the public sector. He did also find
that the importance of WLB varied greatly among students from different
fields of science. Boros (2018) tested the connections between the relative
motivational importance of WLB and research career plans, too, without
finding any statistically significant relationship.

Considering the problems introduced above, we have derived the following
two research questions:

RQ1: Are there statistically significant differences in the importance of the
WLB in applying for PhD course between...

RQ1.1: full-time and part-time students?
RQ1.2: students with and without work experience or not?

RQ1.3: students who plan to their career as a researcher and those who do
not?

RQ2: Differences in perceived balance among studies, family and leisure-
time activities by

RQ2.1: full-time and part-time students?
RQ2.2: students with and without work experience or not?

RQ2.3: students who plan to their career as a researcher and those who do
not?

2. Data and Methods

The study analyses data from a questionnaire survey conducted in the fall
semester of the academic year 2018/19. The questionnaire included several
questions from the EURODOC Survey (Ates et al., 2011) and many from
the WolLiBaX index (Kalveram, 2017). The present research does not
analyse the whole questionnaire, only some of them related to our research.
For a more detailed presentation of the questionnaire and the survey, see
the study of Boros (2018).

The questionnaire items used in the current study were the following. To
measure the subjective importance of different factors we asked: “What
motivated you to apply for your current PhD course?”
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In this question the respondents should spend 30 points on 9 alternative
motivation factors (the minimum was 1 and the a maximum was 10 on
each). The evaluable factors were:

Expected increase in earnings after graduation

The thrill of discovery, academic vocation

Compatibility and balance between private life and work
I would like to teach

Pressure from parents, friends

The prestige and recognition associated with a Ph.D.
Allowances and discounts received during the course

I wanted to increase my chances of finding a secure job in the public
sector

The social impact and usefulness of research work

To evaluate how activities connected to family, leisure, and PhD studies are
affecting each other we employed the following questions from the WoLiBaX
index (Kalveram, 2017):

Because of the time I need to complete my course responsibilities,
I often have to give up family activities.

The time spent on my course assignments discourages me from
providing for the household properly.

I feel bad if I spend too much time on the course-related tasks and
leave too little time for my family.

When I get home from the course, I am often too tired to take part
in family activities or fulfill my family responsibilities.

After the course, I have little energy left to do things at home.

The stress and anxiety arising from the course often conflicts with
my family life.

My course time is so flexible that it allows me to take care of my
family responsibilities.

Due to my course, I do not have enough time to engage in extra-
curricular activities that I find pleasant and relaxing.

My course-related activities take up too much of my time that I
would love to spend with my friends.

I do not have enough time for regular leisure activities (e.g. sports)
due to the course.
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My course assignments take up so much of my attention that I
cannot get them out of my mind in my spare time.

After the course, I have little time for my hobbies and interests.

Because of the pressure of the course, I am too worked up in my
spare time to enjoy other things.

My course time is so well organised that it allows me to pursue my
hobbies and interests.

I have to give up course-related activities because of my family
responsibilities.

Family needs make it difficult for me to devote enough time to the
course.

I could take longer days for the course if I had fewer family
responsibilities.

Things in my family life make it harder for me to focus on the
course.

During the course, family needs distract me.
Because of my tasks at home, I am often tired during the course.
My family gives me enough time off to do well on the course.

I need so much time in my private life that I have too little time for
the course.

The time requirements of my personal responsibilities prevent me
from completing my course-related tasks in a timely manner.

Spending time with my hobbies often puts my course
responsibilities at risk.

During the course, I am often tired because of the things I do in
my private life.

Because of the stress in my spare time, I often have personal issues
during the course.

Things in my spare time make it difficult for me to focus on the
course.

The time requirements of my hobbies and interests are so flexible
that it is possible to complete the course without problems.

However, the above questions were not entered the examinations in this
form. First, we transformed them into three principal components (for all
three principal components the Bartlett test’s p value was < 0.001, and the
KMO test statistic was greater than 0,800). Due to the page limitations of
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the current paper we do not publish the detailed statistics of the principal
component analysis here.

The questionnaire was sent online (via Google Spreadsheet) to all full-time
and part-time students of all doctoral schools of the University of Debrecen
(the total headcount of PhD students at the time of the survey was 737).
We have received answers from 139 full time and 50 part time students
(thus the total response ratio was 25.64%, and the sample size is N = 189).
58.48% is the female ratio among the full-time respondents and 55.66% is
among the part-time ones. The distribution of the sample by area of study
is presented in Table 1. Response rates varied greatly across disciplines,
thus our sample cannot be considered representative. However, it is not a
requirement for the research questions either, because they do not ask
about the population, but about the connections between variables.
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Table 1 Number and proportion of respondents to the questionnaire

Respondents Total headcount Response

(ca.) (ca.) ratio (%)
Agricultural sciences 15 56 26.79%
Arts and humanities 27 141 19.15%
Medical and health sciences 57 265 21.51%
Social sciences 39 107 36.45%
Natural sciences 47 146 32.19%
Engineering science 4 22 18.18%
Total 189 737 25.64%

Source: Own research (2021)

Simple statistical tests (independent samples t-tests and principal component
analysis) were applied to answer both research questions.

4. Results

In the first part of our analysis two-samples t-tests were conducted to find
answer for RQ1.1, RQ1.2, and RQ1.3 (differences in the importance of the
WLB in applying for PhD course between groups of PhD students). According
to the results, in our sample the full-time students considered WLB
significantly more important than the part-time subsample (see Table 2).
We have also identified a significantly higher importance of the WLB factor
for those respondents who did not work during their PhD studies compared
to those who did (Table 3). At the same time the difference between those
who planned and who did not plan a research career path was significant
only at the 10% level (Table 4).

Table 2 Average difference in the importance of WLB between full-time and part-
time PhD students

Full-/Part-time N Mean SD t
Full-time 139 3.58 2.33 -4 .43*%*x*
Part-time 50 1.98 1.71

Note: *** significant at the 1% level
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Table 3 Average difference in the importance of WLB between PhD students who
worked and who did not work during their PhD studies.

During PhD studies... N Mean SD t
Did/do not work 96 3.56 2.38 2.53%*
Did/do work 93 2.73 2.13

Note: ** significant at the 5% level

Table 4 Average difference in the importance of WLB between PhD students who
planned a research career and who did not.

Researchers’ career N Mean SD t
plans

No 47 2.75 2.26 -1.68%*
Yes 84 3.48 2.47

Note: * significant at the 10% level

The second part of our examination tested the potential differences between
the same three pairs of student-groups in the sense of how much study,
family, and leisure activities (more accurately the time someone sacrifices
for them) are affecting each other negatively.

As Table 5 informs us that the PhD studies’ negative impact on family-life
or on leisure time was not significantly different from those who had a job
during their PhD years and those who did not. On the other hand, working
while studying seems to make a difference in the negative effect of both
family-life and leisure time on PhD studies (it increased the negative
impact).
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Table 5 Relationship between working while studying and negative interactions
among PhD studies, family-life, and leisure time.

PhD studies’ negative Work Total sample Full-time sub-
impact on... while sample
studying N ¢ N ¢
Family-life No 96 0.38 91 1.10
Yes 93 48
Leisure-time No 96 -0.05 91 0.65
Yes 93 48
The following factors’ Total sample Full-time sub-
negative impact on the sample
PhD studies N ¢ N ¢
Family-life No 96 -4 . 23%** 91 -3.18%**
Yes 93 48
Leisure-time No 96 -3 11%k* 91 -2.26**
Yes 93 48

Note: ** significant at the 5% level, *** significant at the 1% level

Table 6 shows a similar pattern for the comparison of part-time vs full-time
students. There is no significant difference between them but part-timers
feel more or stronger negative effects on their PhD studies originating from
the two other spheres.
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Table 6 Relationship between being a full- or part-time PhD student and negative
interactions among PhD studies, family-life, and leisure time.

PhD studies’ negative impact

on...

Family-life Part-time
Full-time

Leisure-time Part-time
Full-time

The following factors’

negative impact on the PhD

studies

Family-life Part-time
Full-time

Leisure-time Part-time
Full-time

Note: ** significant at the 5% level

Total sample

N t
50 0.53
139

50 -0.32
139

Total sample

N t
50 2.49%*
139

50 2.13%*
139

Plans of a research career was unlike the previous two cases (see Table 7).
Here, the effect on PhD studies was insignificant, but the effect of leisure
time on PhD studies happens to be more negative for those not planning to

become a researcher than for the others.

Table 7 Relationship between planning or not planning a research career and
negative interactions among PhD studies, family-life, and leisure time.

PhD studies’ negative impact on...

Family-life

Leisure-time

The following factors’ negative

impact on the PhD studies

Family-life

Leisure-time

Note: ** significant at the 5% level

Research
career

No
Yes
No

Yes

No
Yes
No

Yes

N
47
84
47
84

47
84
47
84

Total sample
t
0.94
2.30**
Total sample
t

0.81

-0.31
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5. Conclusions

Based on the statistical analyses above, we can summarize our conclusions
as follows.

WLB is in general not among the most important factors during the decision
process while applying for a PhD course. However, planning a research
career seems to be connected with the motivational role: planning to be a
researcher at the time of application is related to a higher motivational
power of WLB. In addition to this, differences among/between the following
groups of respondent were found to be convincing:

= fields of study (social-, agricultural-, natural sciences),
= full-time and part-time students,
= those who had a job during their studies.

Those perceived imbalance between their studies and their private life (the
latter disturbs the previous one), who:

= were working during their studies,
= were taking part in part-time PhD programmes.

On the contrary, studies seem to disturb the leisure time more of those who
are currently not planning to become a researcher than of those are
planning it.
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