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Abstract. Data obtained in interviews 
with doctoral students and their aca-

demic supervisors as well as in doctor-
al student surveys conducted across six 
Russian universities is used to explore 
the motives for embarking on and pur-
suing a PhD and evaluate their incidence. 
Drawing on Deci and Ryan’s self-deter-
mination theory, three basic types of mo-
tivation are identified — intrinsic motiva-
tion, extrinsic motivation, and amotiva-
tion — and described in the context of 
doctoral education. Even though aca-
demic labor has been losing its prestige 
in Russia, intrinsic motivation associat-
ed with interest in research, science and 
teaching remains the most popular mo-
tive for embarking on doctoral study. At 
the same time, a significant percentage 
of doctoral students are driven by exter-
nal non-academic motives, such as spe-
cific social benefits or desire to use PhD 
as an asset in a non-academic career.
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Doctoral education is undergoing a monumental transformation to-
day, both in Russia and beyond. The prevailing trends include meeting 
the demands of an employment market wider than academia [Kehm 
2006; Nerad 2010; Nerad, Evans 2014] and structuring the doctor-
al programs so that they develop generic skills as well [Gilbert et al. 
2004; Park 2005; Kehm 2006; Halse 2007; Nerad 2010]. In Russia, 
those trends found their way into legislation in 2012, with the adop-
tion of the Federal Law On Education in the Russian Federation, which 
not only changed the status of doctoral study (making it the third lev-
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el of higher education) but also led to an essential reconsideration of 
the content of doctoral programs [Bednyi 2013; Mosicheva, Karavae-
va, Petrov 2013; Shestak, Shestak 2015].

The reform stirred a heated debate in academia, its feasibility and 
implications being brought up for discussion. Critics have blamed it 
for the sharp decrease in effectiveness of doctoral programs over the 
past five years, emphasizing that the transition to the structured model 
of doctorate was unnecessary and “damaging” to the Russian science. 
Supporters, on the contrary, observe a “healing” effect of the reform, 
underlining its consistence with the global trends in doctoral educa-
tion (for discussion of standpoints, see [Shestak, Shestak 2015; Sen-
ashenko 2016; Bednyi 2017; Terentev, Bekova, Maloshonok 2018]). 
Obviously, the discourse lacks data, the majority of arguments being 
expert opinions with no empirical standing. For this reason, research 
on the development of doctoral education in Russia based on statis-
tical and sociological evidence becomes ever more relevant today.

Motivation for embarking on and pursuing a PhD plays a key role 
in doctoral student success and thus requires the utmost attention 
[Lovitts 2001; Bair, Haworth 2004; Ivankova, Stick 2007; Spaulding, 
Rockinson-Szapkiw 2012; Litalien, Guay 2015]. A number of experts 
consider low motivation to be a major problem of doctoral education in 
Russia [Shafranov-Kutsev, Yefimova, Bulasheva 2017; Reznik, Cheme-
zov 2018]. However, most of their arguments are based on pre-reform 
experience of a limited number of universities, which is inadequate for 
analyzing the current situation.

This study seeks to explore the actual motives of present-day doc-
toral students. Findings obtained in a mixed-methods study of six uni-
versities are used to identify the main types of doctoral motivation in 
Russia and evaluate their incidence. A typology of motives for em-
barking on and pursuing a PhD is built within the framework of self-de-
termination theory proposed by American psychologists Edward Deci 
and Richard Ryan [Deci, Ryan 2012], which became widespread in 
student motivation research but has been rarely applied to doctoral 
education.

There is empirical evidence that motivation for embarking on and pur-
suing a PhD is a strong predictor of successful degree completion 
and thesis defense [Lovitts 2001; Bair, Haworth 2004; Ivankova, Stick 
2007; Spaulding, Rockinson-Szapkiw 2012; Litalien, Guay 2015; Sha-
franov-Kutsev, Yefimova, Bulasheva 2017; Reznik, Chemezov 2018]. 
Intrinsic motivation, based on interest for learning and research, was 
found to be associated with better learning outcomes [Ivankova, Stick 
2007; Litalien, Guay 2015]. David Litalien with colleagues observed 
positive correlations between doctoral students’ outcomes and auton-
omy, the latter being understood in the context of SDT as intrinsic reg-
ulation, contrasted with external control [Litalien, Guay, Morin 2015]. 

1. Research on the 
Motives of Doctoral 
Students in Russia 

and Beyond
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Data obtained in interviews with doctoral graduates shows that candi-
dates motivated both personally (achievement, personal goals, enjoy-
ing a challenge, and desiring the title) and professionally (career ad-
vancement, monetary incentives) are more likely to persist [Spaulding, 
Rockinson-Szapkiw 2012]. A survey of doctoral students at a South 
Korean research-focused university revealed that students with high 
aspirations for working in academia may perceive their learning pro-
cess in a more positive way and cope better with stress associated 
with intensive coursework and individual research topic development, 
realizing that their outcomes will determine their career advancement 
[Shin et al. 2018].

International studies of motives for enrolling in doctoral programs 
are largely cross-sectional and focused on measuring the incidence 
of different types of motivation without looking at correlations with the 
learning outcomes and various aspects of perceived doctoral expe-
rience [Brailsford 2010; Tarvid 2014; Wiegerová 2016; London et al. 
2014]. In addition, researchers draw on different taxonomies and use 
different theoretical frameworks, which makes systematical generali-
zations even more challenging.

There is little research on the motives for embarking on and pursu-
ing a PhD in Russian universities, and the available findings are incon-
sistent. A pioneering study was conducted by Sergey Balabanov and 
his colleagues [Balabanov et al. 2003], who used the results of a sur-
vey of doctoral students in Volga Federal District to demonstrate that 
doctoral candidates are motivated most of all by the desire to defend 
a thesis and obtain a PhD degree, as well as by the opportunity to set 
their whole mind on thesis work. Professional research as a motive 
was mentioned by only one third of the respondents. The answers pro-
vided by doctoral students contradicted those obtained from faculty 
members, who nominated postponement of military service, self-ful-
fillment, desire to become a highly qualified professional, competitive 
advantage in the labor market, and prestige to be the most powerful 
motives. Type of motivation was one of the factors used by the authors 
to identify four categories of doctoral students: highly resourceful 
(with a strong propensity for research), deprived (in unfavorable soci-
oeconomic situations), research-motivated (most likely to succeed in 
doctoral studies), and “deadweight” (those who only pretend working 
on a thesis). The findings of this study are useful for analyzing the evo-
lution of motivations in PhD programs, as sociocultural characteristics 
of doctoral students in Russia have changed dramatically since 2002.

A recent study1 found the most popular motives for engaging in 
doctoral education to be associated with higher earning capacity, bet-

	 1	 This study has a major limitation that renders its findings not entirely applica-
ble to doctoral candidates, as the survey was targeted at undergraduate and 
graduate students, asking about their academic career intentions: “Which 
factors may have an impact on your decision to pursue a PhD?”
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ter qualifications, career prestige or promotion, and making connec-
tions [Reznik, Chemezov 2018]. The identified pragmatic motives are 
classified as “erroneous”, inconsistent with the primary mission of 
doctoral studies. “Objective” motives — associated with interest in do-
ing research, teaching, and pursuing an individual scientific inquiry — 
are less widespread, which appears to undermine the sustainable de-
velopment of doctoral education in Russia.

Partially contradictory findings have been obtained in some con-
current studies [Zamaraeva 2013; Shafranov-Kutsev, Yefimova, Bula-
sheva 2017], which revealed that most doctoral candidates are mo-
tivated by interest in research and the opportunity for self-fulfillment 
and professional development. Extensive empirical data is provided 
on social characteristics of postgraduate students, yet the problem of 
motivation is glossed over without any theoretical conceptualization.

Attempts have been made in Russian literature to systematize the 
motives for embarking on and pursuing a PhD [Vedeneeva, Zabelina, 
Tsiring 2012; Kapshutar 2016; Sizykh 2014]. In particular, Yekaterina 
Vedeneeva and her co-authors identified three clusters of factors to 
describe the structure of doctoral students’ motivations and values: 

“orientation toward achievement and self-fulfillment”, “orientation to-
ward status and comfort”, and “orientation toward relationships”. Ma-
rina Kapshutar suggests distinguishing between personal and so-
cial aspects of motivation, and Anastasia Sizykh explores the reasons 
for pursuing an academic career as a function of whether motivation 
comes from interest, social norm, or coercion2.

A major large-scale study was carried out in 2016 on a sample of 
14 universities with a special status (Project 5–100 participants and 
federal universities) [Bekova et al. 2017]. Having grouped the motives 
into academic and non-academic, the authors observe a noticeable 
prevalence of the former, associated with doing research at the uni-
versity or a research institution (56%), teaching (48%), and doing ana-
lytical research for businesses (25%). Non-academic motives, though 
mentioned less often, carried considerable weight as well: 38% of the 
respondents believed that a PhD would help them build a career out-
side academia, 33% embarked on a doctoral journey for the sake of 
professional development, 23% were unwilling to leave academia, and 
8% were interested in getting a room in the halls of residence. One in 
every four male PhD candidates treated doctoral study as a chance 
to postpone military service.

Russian studies thus show, on various arrays of data, that desire 
to defend a thesis and build an academic career as well interest in re-
search and teaching are the key motives for embarking on and pursu-
ing a Ph D. Meanwhile, non-academic motives associated with social 

	 2	 All the publications cited are based on either qualitative research methods 
[Sizykh 2014] or small-sample interviews [Vedeneeva, Zabelina, Tsiring 2012; 
Kapshutar 2016].
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benefits (stipend, postponement of military service, accommodation, 
etc.), prestige, and possible financial gains have been found to be im-
portant for many doctoral candidates, despite their lower incidence. 
With some exceptions [Zamaraeva 2013; Bekova et al. 2017], all the 
studies mentioned above are case studies that use data obtained from 
individual universities or groups of universities located in the same city 
or region [Vedeneeva, Zabelina, Tsiring 2012; Kapshutar 2016; Ry-
bakov 2018; Reznik, Chemezov 2018]. As most of them are based on 
interviews, interpretation and analysis of their results can be a chal-
lenge. Besides, studies exploring the motivation for pursuing a PhD 
rarely feature thorough theoretical analysis at the level of both meth-
odology and interpretation, which makes it difficult to make compari-
sons and generalizations.

To approach the problem comprehensively, this article presents 
the results of an empirical mixed-methods study designed to con-
struct a theoretically justified typology of the motives for embarking 
on and pursuing a PhD in Russian universities and to assess their in-
cidence. The main theoretical framework of the study is built around 
self-determination theory proposed by Deci and Ryan [Deci, Ryan 
1985 2012; Ryan, Deci 2000], which became widespread in school and 
higher education research [Gordeeva 2010; Maloshonok, Semeno-
va, Terentev 2015] but has been rarely applied to doctoral education 
(exceptions include [Litalien, Guay 2015; Litalien, Guay, Morin 2015; 
Shin et al. 2018]). Available findings, however, demonstrate a high pre-
dictive capability of this theory in explaining doctoral students’ drop-
out intentions [Litalien, Guay 2015] and satisfaction [Shin et al. 2018].

Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory (SDT) of motivation posits 
three basic needs that determine human behavior: autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness [Deci, Ryan 2012]. Autonomy is based on vol-
untary choice, self-directed behavior, and self-control. Competence 
involves self-importance, self-efficacy, and enthusiasm about taking 
challenges and solving problems. Relatedness is understood as the 
need for feeling connected and accepted.

Various types of motivation regulating social behavior are identi-
fied based on this universal model. At the most basic level, distinction 
is made between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motiva-
tion is associated with inherent interest and enjoyment of an activity 
(self-regulation), whereas extrinsically motivated activities are done 
to obtain a reward, receive positive feedback, or avoid punishment 
(external regulation) [Ibid.]. Intrinsic and extrinsic types of motivation 
correspond to the opposite poles on the scale of autonomy.

To better understand the motivation process, Deci and Ryan also 
suggest distinguishing between integrated, identified, introjected, and 
external regulation within extrinsic motivation [Deci, Ryan 1985; 2012]. 
External regulation implies the lowest degree of autonomy and a com-

2. Deci and Ryan’s 
Self-Determination 

Theory
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pletely external perceived locus of causality. With introjected regu-
lation, behaviors are partially regulated by external norms and per-
formed to avoid emotional discomfort (i. e. guilt) caused by failing to 
comply with them. Regulation through identification occurs when an 
individual consciously engages in an activity, understanding and ac-
cepting it as a means of achieving a personally important yet external 
(to the activity itself) goal. Finally, integrated regulation is the most au-
tonomous form of extrinsic motivation, where the values determining 
involvement are fully assimilated to the self and brought into congru-
ence with one’s needs.

The five types of motivation identified (intrinsic and four types of 
extrinsic) form a continuum on the scale of autonomy, producing a 
distinction between autonomous vs. controlled motivation. The auton-
omous category includes intrinsic, identified, and integrated regula-
tion, and the controlled one, introjected and extrinsic. Besides, Deci 
and Ryan identify amotivation, which has no regulation at all. Amoti-
vated people go through the motions with no sense of intending to 
do what they are doing; they are not aware of their goals and do not 
seek to achieve any outcome with their actions. That is, their behavior 
is regulated neither extrinsically nor intrinsically. Amotivation results 
from feeling either that one is unable to achieve desired outcomes 
because of a lack of contingency, or a lack of perceived competence, 
or that one does not value the activity or the outcomes it would yield 
[Deci, Ryan 2002:17].

The model described above is regarded by the authors and their 
followers as universal, so it is important to assess its explanatory po-
tential regarding specific cases and avenues of research. In this study, 
we are going to adapt Deci and Ryan’s model to develop a typology 
of motives for enrolling in doctoral programs and assess its predic-
tive capacity on a sample of PhD candidates in Russian universities.

The article is based on the results of a mixed-methods study carried 
out in six Russian universities in 2018–2019. The sample included uni-
versities with a special status (three Project 5–100 participants) as well 
as regular ones (three universities). Two institutions were located in 
Moscow, and four in provinces (regions). Three were classical, one 
specialized in engineering and natural sciences, one in social scienc-
es, and one in education and pedagogical sciences.

The qualitative portion of the study consisted in performing a se-
ries of semi-structured interviews with doctoral candidates (N=18) 
and their academic supervisors (N=24). In most cases, students and 
supervisors were interviewed in pairs independently of each other. 
Respondents were selected using the maximum variation sampling 
method. The structure of the sample is presented in Appendix 1. In-
terviews were focused on academic supervision, but some questions 
concerned the motives for embarking on a Ph D. In particular, aca-

3. Methodology 
and Data
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demic supervisors were asked about the relatively low effectiveness of 
doctoral programs (high attrition rates, low thesis quality, etc.) and the 
distinctive features of successful and unsuccessful doctoral students.

Interview data was used to develop quantitative research instru-
ments. In addition, using qualitative data as complementary to quan-
titative allowed getting a more comprehensive idea about motivation 
for enrolling in doctoral studies. The topic being highly sensitive, in-
terviews with academic supervisors were of particular importance, as 
using candidates’ self-reports alone would have implied a risk of get-
ting a distorted picture due to social desirability bias. For instance, 
students may fail to mention some traditionally disapproved motives 
(social benefits, postponement of military service, etc.), so addition-
al information from academic supervisors may be helpful for building 
a more nuanced picture.

Interviews with doctoral candidates and academic supervisors 
lasted 40–50 minutes; audio recording was performed in each case.

The quantitative part of the study involved an online survey of doc-
toral candidates, who were emailed a link to the questionnaire (par-
ticipation was voluntary). The questionnaire was completed by 1,097 
students, which accounts for approximately 35% of the doctoral stu-
dents in the selected universities. The questionnaire, designed using 
EnjoySurvey3 software, included 72 questions and took about 20 min-
utes to complete. Some items concerned the motives for embarking 
on a doctoral journey — they were answered only by first-year doctoral 
students, who had fresher memories of making the relevant decision 
and choosing a specific program (N=347). The structure of the sam-
ple, broken down by mode of study, type of funding, student gender, 
and academic discipline is presented in Appendix 2.

Analysis of interview transcripts allowed to identify a range of motives 
for enrolling in doctoral studies. Within the framework of SDT, all the 
motives were grouped depending on whether they were related to 
intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, or amotivation. Within the 
group of extrinsic motives, the subtypes of external, introjected, iden-
tified, and integrated motivation could be distinguished. Below, we are 
going to dwell on each type of motivation and describe them using the 
interview and survey data.

Intrinsic motivation [Deci, Ryan 1985] is characterized by the highest 
level of autonomy and an internal perceived locus of causality associ-
ated with interest in and/or enjoyment of learning and work. Interviews 
revealed three groups of motives in the intrinsic motivation category 
related to different aspects of doctoral study: interest in research, in-
terest in learning, and interest in teaching.

	 3	 https://enjoysurvey.com/

4. A Typology of 
Motives for 

Embarking on a 
PhD and Assess-

ment of Their 
Incidence

4.1. Intrinsic Motiva-
tion: Interest in 

Research, Teaching, 
and Learning
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A number of interviewees reported that their decision to embark on 
a PhD had mostly been motivated by interest in research as the core 
component of doctoral education. Research-motivated students re-
gard doctoral study as inherently valuable, irrespective of the benefits 
it might bring (for their future career, for example). They are self-reg-
ulated and thus enjoy the highest degree of autonomy. Their narra-
tives revolve around the concept of pure interest as a driver of their 
motivation:

“What were the motives? <…> my interest for inquiry and research.” 
(doctoral candidate, male, 3rd year, chemistry)

“I actually like digging into science… I’m very interested, it’s true.” 
(doctoral candidate, female, 3rd year, jurisprudence)

Doctoral students with this type of motivation tend to mention not just 
an abstract interest in science but an intention to elaborate a specif-
ic research question and contribute to a particular scientific field as 
their motive. Entirely consumed by their topic, they truly enjoy doing 
research:

“I was genuinely interested in international relations, which I chose 
as my PhD program <…> That was when I chose economic inte-
gration to be my specific area of interest within international rela-
tions.” (male, PhD degree awarded in 2011, international relations)

Some students are intrinsically driven by a desire to complete a previ-
ously initiated research project and present their findings to a broader 
audience, not just academic supervisor and reviewers. Eighty-seven 
percent of the doctoral students reported interest in and commitment 
to their research to be one of their motives for embarking on a PhD4.

Interview data shows that doctoral study often becomes some 
kind of a solace for candidates as they take comfort in doing what 
they truly like and enjoy. Many of the respondents contrasted doctor-
al studies with routine work outside academia (combining work with a 
PhD has been a widespread practice [Bekova et al. 2017]). Therefore, 
it is inherent interest that drives involvement in learning and individu-
al research topic development.

“There is a permanent urge to develop, to write articles, to analyze 
what’s going on, to do something, to dig deeper and expand your ho-
rizons. On the one hand, it’s tough, but on the other, it gives you a new 

	 4	 Questionnaire item: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements concerning your reasons for doing a PhD?

—  I was interested in my research and wanted to take it further.”
Response options: “Strongly disagree”, “Somewhat disagree”, “Somewhat 
agree”, and “Strongly agree”. 

4.1.1. Interest in 
Research
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flow in your life and gets you thinking.” (doctoral candidate, male, 4th 
year, mathematics and mechanics)

Research-motivated PhD candidates approach doctoral educa-
tion as a hobby and need no additional external stimuli to spend their 
time on learning and research, which they enjoy inherently. In their 
narratives, doctoral study is represented as a higher-order activity as 
compared to routine work:

“Well, work is work, but doing some thesis-related research in 
the evening or on weekends is more about enjoyment, like a hobby… 
I think it’s pretty normal to want something more than just going to 
work and sitting there from 8 a. m. till 5 p. m. or from 9 a. m. till 6 p. m.” 
(doctoral candidate, male, 4th year, mathematics and mechanics)

In some narratives, intrinsic motivation was manifested not in the in-
terest in research but in the interest in learning, “love for learning”, or 

“self-improvement”. A drive for development thus regulates internally 
the involvement in learning:

“It’s that personal interest in self-improvement <…> Some kind of a 
spiritual need to move, to evolve, to be on the go.” (academic su-
pervisor, female, philology).

Some doctoral students also regard doctoral programs as an educa-
tional level, which contradicts the popular belief in academia that mak-
ing PhD a stage of formal learning was a failure of education policy 
as there was no demand for the educational component among PhD 
candidates [Shestak, Shestak 2015]. According to survey data, near-
ly one third of the respondents (31%) embarked on a doctoral journey 
for the purpose of professional development5.

Since doctoral programs are less structured than Bachelor’s and 
Master’s degree programs, a higher degree of autonomy and inde-
pendence is required for their successful completion [Litalien, Guay 
2015]. Intrinsic motivation, which implies internal regulation and 
self-determined behavior, thus becomes a critical factor of degree 
persistence. This was emphasized by academic supervisors as they 
talked about the decisive role of being interested in and committed 
to research:

“I mean, it is vitally important for a candidate to be truly interested 
and deeply motivated to do that specific research.” (academic su-
pervisor, male, international relations)

	 5	 Questionnaire item: “Why did you decide to embark on a PhD?”
One of the response options: “I wanted to continue my professional devel-
opment.”
Out of 10 possible response options, respondents were allowed to choose 
as many as applied. 

4.1.2. Interest in 
Learning
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Self-determined and autonomous, this type of motivation is resistant 
to external factors that can have a negative impact on the probability 
of enrolling in a doctoral program. According to academic supervisors, 
learning-oriented motivation remains fairly widespread in spite of the 
decreasing prestige of academic labor and the relatively low level of 
faculty compensation typical of the current state of science in Russia:

“As paradoxical as it may seem, there are still people interested in 
research <…> You may not believe, but some people have a pro-
pensity toward scientific inquiry <…> Some really get a kick out of 
it. They like to live like that.” (academic supervisor, male, chemistry)

Interest in teaching and desire to be an educator in the future repre-
sent yet another type of intrinsic motivation, which was mentioned by 
both academic advisors and doctoral students. According to interview 
data, many PhD candidates have a passion for teaching, enjoy doing 
teaching internship projects, and willingly engage with students. For 
some of them, teaching at a university has been a dream:

“I realized that I loved teaching, I’ve been doing this for ten or elev-
en years now. As a freshman, I would tutor high school students, 
sophomores, juniors, and seniors <…> I’ve always enjoyed it, so 
I’ve realized that I find it interesting to teach.” (doctoral candidate, 
male, 2nd year, economics)

“They [doctoral candidates] all dream of teaching and giving lec-
tures <…> Well, they enjoy doing teaching internships, for exam-
ple — where they can give lessons and deliver material.” (academ-
ic supervisor, female, philology)

Survey results demonstrate that interest in teaching and desire to de-
velop as an educator constitute a popular motive for embarking on a 
PhD (mentioned by 70%6 of the respondents), though less popular 
than interest in the development of research skills (91%7). This find-

	 6	 Questionnaire item: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements concerning your reasons for doing a PhD?

—  I decided to embark on a PhD to develop my teaching skills.”
The following response options were available: “Strongly disagree”, “Some-
what disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, and “Strongly agree”.
The indicator was estimated as a sum of percentages of the respondents 
who selected the options “Somewhat agree” and “Strongly agree”. 

	 7	 Questionnaire item: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements concerning your reasons for doing a PhD?

—  I decided to embark on a PhD to develop my research skills.”
The following response options were available: “Strongly disagree”, “Some-
what disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, and “Strongly agree”.
The indicator was estimated as a sum of percentages of the respondents 
who selected the options “Somewhat agree” and “Strongly agree”.

4.1.3. Interest in 
Teaching
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ing contributes a lot to the debate on the goals and content of doc-
toral education [Gruzdev, Terentev 2017; Maloshonok, Terentev 2019]. 
For instance, some educators suggest that doctoral programs should 
be divided into university teacher training programs and researcher 
training programs, often questioning the very feasibility of cultivating 
teaching competencies in doctoral students [Maloshonok, Terentev 
2019]. However, survey findings show that many candidates consid-
er teacher training to be an important component of doctoral studies. 
Moreover, 65% of the respondents reported having been motivated 
by a desire to develop both research and teaching skills, so the idea 
of such tracking in doctoral education can hardly be deemed viable.

The group of motives that can be attributed to extrinsic motivation un-
der Deci and Ryan’s theory also features quiet prominently in the in-
terview data. Extrinsically motivated candidates do not approach doc-
toral study as inherently valuable but rather as a means to achieve 
non-academic goals. This type of motivation is characterized by a low-
er degree of autonomy, as involvement is largely regulated externally. 
All the types of extrinsic motivation identified by Deci and Ryan — ex-
ternal, introjected, identified, and integrated — can be observed in the 
interview data. Let us now dwell on each type in more detail.

With external regulation, candidate engagement is determined by 
rewards that will be obtained upon degree completion. Such rewards 
may include, first of all, various social benefits of doctoral education — 
postponement of military service and. The opportunity to postpone 
military service was reported as a motive for embarking on a PhD by 
29% of male doctoral candidates, and 7% of the respondents referred 
to a desire to get a room in the halls of residence. The high incidence 
of such motives indicates imperfection of the current PhD admissions 
system and serves as an important argument in the debate on mod-
ernizing the PhD selection process, which is blamed for the low quali-
ty of candidates admitted [Terentev, Bekova, Maloshonok 2018].

Another salient reward is the doctorate degree as a qualification 
that opens doors to a variety of career prospects. In this case, candi-
dates are driven by their desire to get a prestigious and high-paying 
job — not by inherent interest in research, teaching, or learning. Such 
behavior is nonself-determined and characterized by the lowest de-
gree of autonomy, according to Deci and Ryan’s theory. The respond-
ents pointed out that it was often not only the degree as such but also 
the awarding university that mattered. University name thus becomes 
a brand that has a certain prestige behind it and functions as a signal 
in the employment market:

“I wanted to complete a program at a prominent university, you 
know… In the end, the name of the university you graduate from 
also plays a role in the job market.” (male, degree awarded in 2011, 
political science)

4.2. Extrinsic 
Motivation: PhD as an 

Important Step 
Towards Career 

Success, Professional 
Expertise, and Public 

Recognition
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Some interviewees also underlined that a PhD may sometimes be 
wanted merely as a prefix, regardless of the program, research, and 
thesis content. The same type of motivation is observed in Bache-
lor’s and Master’s degree programs, where obtaining a diploma is the 
only factor regulating involvement in learning [Maloshonok, Semen-
ova, Terentev 2015].

“I just needed to defend a thesis and get a degree. It’s something 
like, you don’t have to be a scientist but holding a PhD is a must.” 
(female, degree awarded in 2017, political science)

Another type of extrinsic motivation featured in interviews with doc-
toral candidates and their academic supervisors may be assigned to 
the category of introjected motivation, where behavior is regulated by 
socially accepted norms, rules, values, and attitudes. The interview-
ees admitted that prestige and value of research and teaching still re-
mained powerful factors driving youth into doctoral studies even if this 
choice contradicted candidates’ salary aspirations. Besides, a doctor-
al degree in itself is an indicator of social status, even in the context of 
major shifts in the academic profession that are often criticized (see, 
for instance, [Senashenko 2017]).

“So far, the motives are … some kind of prestige — prestige of teach-
ing, of doing research maybe <…> I guess it’s been a generation 
that shared those values — maybe the value of a PhD, of working at 
a university was transmitted by families. But now, it’s fading away.” 
(academic supervisor, male, sociology)

Prestige of holding a PhD is a significant factor affecting the decision 
to embark on a doctoral journey, almost 78% of the respondents hav-
ing “strongly” or “somewhat” agreed that prestige had been among 
their motives.

Apart from doctoral degree diploma, competencies obtained in a 
doctoral program can also serve as an external regulator. By contrast 
with professional development — associated with “self-improvement” 
and “personal demand for development” (intrinsic motivation)—com-
petency-oriented motivation is pragmatic, aimed at enhancing one’s 
competitive edge in the labor market and expanding employment op-
portunities. In Deci and Ryan’s theory, this would be identified regu-
lation: embarking on a PhD and engaging actively in the learning pro-
cess is perceived as a personally important step towards achieving an 
extrinsic, career-related goal. The degree of autonomy is higher here 
than with externally motivated behavior, as candidates consciously ac-
cept involvement as valuable, but regulation remains external, and be-
havior nonself-determined.

“Candidates are driven by motivation to acquire new profession-
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al skills and expand their professional capacity, including employ-
ment opportunities.” (academic supervisor, male, jurisprudence)

“I believe most candidates are motivated by the opportunity to en-
hance their qualifications and become more demanded by em-
ployers in their field.” (academic supervisor, female, biology)

In some narratives, this type of identified motivation was regarded 
as a “social elevator” that opened additional opportunities for career 
promotion, especially in academia. Besides, academic supervisors 
pointed out that doctoral programs sometimes promoted geograph-
ic mobility of young researchers, facilitating emigration. Given the at-
tractiveness of such a trajectory for the majority of youth, this type of 
motivation may exacerbate the problem of “brain drain”, which is still 
relevant for Russian science [Yurevich, Malakhov, Aushkap 2017].

“And then, they can move to another city, or another country. This 
sort of mobility-oriented motivation, it’s always been there.” (aca-
demic supervisor, male, mathematics and mechanics)

Survey data allowed evaluating the incidence of motives associated 
with different career orientations. Academic tracks — desire to work at 
a university or research institution — were found to be the most pop-
ular trajectories. Forty-seven percent of the doctoral candidates re-
ported having embarked on a PhD because they had believed it would 
help them make a teaching career at the university or another educa-
tional institution, and 53% had expected doctoral programs to help 
them build a research career with the university or a research institu-
tion. At the same time, substantial percentages of the respondents 
mentioned better career opportunities at research (28%) and non-re-
search (29%) positions beyond academia as a motive for engaging in 
doctoral education.

Finally, integrated type of regulation implies, in fact, a combination 
of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Although regulation remains ex-
trinsic to behavior, involvement in that behavior is brought into congru-
ence with one’s values, interests, needs, and feelings. In the context 
of this study, it can be illustrated by situations where thesis comple-
tion is interpreted as “summarizing” one’s professional development 
(external regulation is fueled by the academic community’s princi-
ples, and internal regulation comes from personal interest and zeal for 
self-development in a particular area). Decision to enroll in a doctor-
al program is therefore naturally assimilated by one’s system of val-
ues and interests.

“I hope this is how they want to draw a line under a certain number 
of years devoted to specific research. To summarize, if you will… 
their professional development. I mean, well, they’ve been do-
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ing something, and someone already knows them, and they know 
someone too, and they understand something, but this has been 
all, sort of, dispersed.” (academic supervisor, male, mathematics 
and mechanics).

Amotivation occurs when embarking on a PhD is not preceded by 
careful reflection and the candidate’s behavior is not significantly in-
fluenced by any intrinsic or extrinsic regulators. Effectively, this is an 
absence or lack of motivation. Amotivation is fundamentally differ-
ent from the categories of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation analyz-
ed above, amotivated behavior being the least intentional and auton-
omous of all.

A typical context in which amotivated behavior can be observed 
is where there are no career alternatives to embarking on a doctoral 
journey. Doctoral education thus becomes a manifestation of the so-
called “inertia strategy” of merely proceeding along the current track, 
meaning that the choice is made either mechanically or as a matter of 
chance. Some narratives emphasized that such situations were espe-
cially typical of particular fields:

“I graduated from the MSU Faculty of Philology, and if you are a 
philology graduate, doing a PhD is pretty logical because you’re 
not drowning in job offers, you know.” (male, degree awarded in 
2011, philosophy)

In some cases, being nudged by one’s academic supervisor, depart-
ment, or another university unit appeared to be the deciding factor af-
fecting one’s final decision. If a candidate has no significant reasons 
against deciding to pursue a PhD, they will agree to do so. In such nar-
ratives, agency is assigned to an external agent, not the internal one, 
and the candidates mostly talk in the passive (“I was advised”):

“Because, well, I was advised by the faculty to pursue a doctoral de-
gree after graduation <…> They saw potential in me and advised 
that I should embark on a PhD <…> At first, I had no intention of do-
ing so.” (male, degree awarded in 2011, economics)

Survey data indicates that candidates often enroll in doctoral study in 
the absence of viable alternatives (17%)8 or regard their choice as a 

	 8	 Questionnaire item: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements concerning your reasons for doing a PhD?

—  I decided to embark on a PhD because I had no other plans.”
The following response options were available: “Strongly disagree”, “Some-
what disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, and “Strongly agree”.
The indicator was estimated as a sum of percentages of the respondents 
who selected the options “Somewhat agree” and “Strongly agree”. 

4.3. Amotivation: 
Going Through the 

Motions and the 
Absence of Viable 

Alternatives
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concurrence of circumstances (16%)9. As the candidate’s behavior is 
nonintentional, nonautonomous, and not regulated extrinsically or ex-
trinsically, amotivation is associated with a high risk of failure. Howev-
er, interview data reveals the dynamic nature of motivation: in some 
cases, candidates who were amotivated at the very beginning would 
become involved in the process and develop intrinsic or extrinsic mo-
tives for engagement.

“I chose him as my supervisor when I was in my third year <…> I just 
liked the way he told about what he was doing, I got really interest-
ed. I wasn’t going to do a PhD but he insisted, and then I realized 
I didn’t want to leave, I just wanted to keep working here.” (doctor-
al candidate, female, 4th year, chemistry)

An important factor of improving persistence and involvement of doc-
toral candidates with this type of motivation consists in creating an in-
stitutional and learning environment conducive to the development of 
a strong interest in learning and doing research, academic supervi-
sors playing a critical role in providing such an environment.

The findings of this study show that academic motives (interest in do-
ing research, teaching, and making an academic career) remain the 
strongest predictors of deciding to embark on a Ph D. This is in agree-
ment with the earlier findings of a number of studies investigating the 
motives for doing a PhD in Russian universities [Shafranov-Kutsev, 
Yefimova, Bulasheva 2017; Zamaraeva 2013; Kapshutar 2016; Beko-
va et al. 2017; Mironos, Bednyi, Rybakov 2017]. At the same time, sur-
vey and interview data indicates that academic motives do not always 
imply the greatest degree of autonomy typical of intrinsic motivation 
in Deci and Ryan’s terms. Doctoral education is often perceived as a 
way of developing competencies required for a successful academic 
career or as a way of enhancing one’s qualifications without taking in-
terest in the teaching and research “content” of the doctoral program.

The results also allow assessing the incidence of extrinsic (exter-
nal to the PhD program) motives to enroll in doctoral study, such as 
postponement of military service, getting a room in the halls of resi-
dence, etc. Even though the percentage of respondents who report-
ed such motives to have played a significant role in their decision to 

	 9	 Questionnaire item: “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements concerning your reasons for doing a PhD?

—  My embarking on a PhD was largely a concurrence of circumstances.”
The following response options were available: “Strongly disagree”, “Some-
what disagree”, “Somewhat agree”, and “Strongly agree”.
The indicator was estimated as a sum of percentages of the respondents 
who selected the options “Somewhat agree” and “Strongly agree”.

5. Conclusion
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do a PhD was lower than that of respondents who mentioned motives 
associated with autonomous regulation, it was still fairly high. In ad-
dition, it turned out that many doctoral candidates had experienced 
a lack or complete absence of motivation (amotivation), adopting the 

“inertia strategy” and embarking on a PhD without careful reflection or 
viable alternatives.

Just as the survey responses, the interview data indicates that 
motivation can change throughout the learning process, so monitor-
ing might be advisable [Mironos, Bednyi, Rybakov 2017]. Candidates 
who are externally motivated or even amotivated at the very beginning 
often find intrinsic motives in the process and become involved. Such 
involvement could be promoted by environmental factors conducive 
to autonomy and the development of intrinsic motivation, or the tran-
sition from extrinsic to intrinsic motives. Such factors may include an 
engaged academic supervisor or a department/laboratory encour-
aging scientific inquiry and creative thinking. Besides, admission of 
doctoral candidates to collaborative inquiry teams working on fund-
ed research projects is also vital to develop and maintain an interest in 
professional research [Mironos, Bednyi, Rybakov 2017].

Quantitative data on the incidence of different types of motivation 
provides new findings that may contribute to the debate on the prob-
lems and prospects of doctorate in Russia (see [Shestak, Shestak 
2015; Bednyi 2017; Terentev, Bekova, Maloshonok 2018; Malosho-
nok, Terentev 2019]), particularly on the goals and content of doc-
toral programs. No substantiation was found for the popular idea of 
discriminating between the academic and teaching tracks and abol-
ishing teacher training as a compulsory component of doctoral edu-
cation. The findings obtained call into question the optimality of the ex-
isting practices and admission procedures in doctoral education and 
indicate the need to improve them. Although colleges were allowed in 
2017 to consider individual attainment in the subject of major as part 
of admission tests, a great proportion of universities keep going by the 
old rules [Maloshonok, Terentev 2019]. Finally, the available data does 
not allow arguing absolutely for or against the current model where 
teaching is a critical component and the degree itself is regarded as a 
level of higher education. The fact that a considerable percentage of 
doctoral students approach the doctoral journey as an opportunity to 
continue their education shows that it may be not the model as such 
but the quality of its implementation that is the source of problems.

This study has some sampling limitations that should be taken into 
account in order to ensure adequate data interpretation. Both the in-
terview and survey samples consisted of universities alone, which 
makes it impossible to extrapolate the findings to doctoral programs 
offered by institutes of the Russian Academy of Sciences and indus-
try-specific research institutions. In addition, given that institution-
al differences exist even at the level of universities (see, for instance, 
[Bekova et al. 2017]), these findings should be regarded as a point of 
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departure for further research, and great caution is advised in gen-
eralizing them to doctoral education in Russia as a whole. The online 
questionnaire was not adapted from Deci and Ryan’s model, so there 
are limited opportunities for theoretical interpretation of quantitative 
findings (hence the focus on quantitative data in the article). Besides, 
a research methodology based on self-report questionnaires and in-
terviews is likely to induce social desirability bias, which is especially 
important in the context of the issue.

This study, therefore, should be regarded as the touchstone for 
theoretically grounded empirical research on the motivation to embark 
on and pursue a Ph D. Further research in this area may investigate 
the relationship between different types of motivation and the educa-
tional and research outcomes of doctoral candidates, such as publi-
cation rate, awards in competitions, participation in funded research 
projects, thesis completion, time-to-degree, etc. Particular attention 
should be given to the development of reliable instruments to meas-
ure doctoral motivation. So far, attempts have only been made outside 
Russia [Litalien, Guay, Morin 2015]. As for Russian studies, findings 
are limited to school and undergraduate education (Bachelor’s, Spe-
cialist’s, and Master’s degrees) [Gordeeva, Sychev, Osin 2013; Se-
menova 2016]. Apparently, special instruments need to be designed 
and validated to measure doctoral students’ motivational characteris-
tics. Finally, it is important to analyze changes in their motivation and 
the factors driving those changes so as to elaborate specific, practi-
cal recommendations on providing conditions conducive to the devel-
opment of intrinsic motivation for research and teaching among doc-
toral candidates.

Appendix 1. Structure of the  
interview sample (doctoral  
candidates and academic  
supervisors)

Characteristics N

Doctoral candidates (N=18)

Gender Male 6

Female 12

Year 1st 2

2nd 4

3rd 3

4th 3

PhD holder 6

Appendix 2. Structure of the  
survey sample (doctoral  
candidates), N=354 

Characteristics %

Gender Male 55

Female 45

Mode of 
attendance

Intramural 93
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Characteristics N

Fields of 
research

Mathematics 
and mechanics

3

Chemistry 3

Biology 2

Economics 2

Jurisprudence 2

Political science 2

Education 1

Philosophy 1

Philology 1

Sociology 1

Academic supervisors (N=24)

Gender Male 17

Female 7

Fields of 
research

Economics 4

Sociology 4

Mathematics 
and mechanics

3

Chemistry 2

Biology 2

Education 2

Philosophy 2

Physics 1

Jurisprudence 1

Psychology 1

Political science 1

Philology 1
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