
High attrition rates for doctoral nursing
students (reported to be as much as
50%) in the face of an increasing de-

mand for PhD-prepared nursing faculty is a
growing concern. So, what’s at the crux of
this problem and how do we solve it? When I
was a doctoral student, I researched how oth-
er doctoral students balanced work, family,
and school. The goal was to learn more about
the strategies used by these students. (See
More about the research.)  

What’s a doctoral nursing student to do?
Studying for an advanced degree is time-con-
suming and competes with the other demands
of life—home, work, and professional respon-
sibilities. Doctoral nursing students use vari-
ous methods, often in combination, to man-
age their time and stress. Seeking support,
planning, and creating schedules were de-
scribed by the study participants as the most
helpful strategies.     

Seeking support
Participants identified help from a spouse or
significant other with household responsibili-

ties as contributing the most to their success.
Other sources of support came through men-
toring and friendships. However, seeking sup-
port didn’t guarantee receiving support. Some
participants said they had limited support,
which contributed to feeling isolated. These
participants received most of their support
from coworkers and family on an as-needed
basis. 

Many study participants said they often
made compromises, forfeiting time with fami-
ly and tending to household chores in favor
of work and school responsibilities. But with
the help of spouses, family, friends, and col-
leagues, the students were better able to per-
sist in their graduate program. 

Effective scheduling and planning
Study participants identified several tools that
helped with scheduling, planning, and triag-
ing their daily activities, including shared on-
line calendars, scheduling books, sticky notes,
and multiple alerts using electronic devices, as
well as mentally making time for themselves.
Time for self-care, while limited, came in the
form of exercise, meditation, yoga, engaging
in a hobby, quiet time, or simply watching a
favorite show or movie.    

Take a multipronged approach
No one method or strategy solved the chal-
lenge of balancing competing responsibilities.
In fact, many participants revealed that they
made adjustments day by day.  

When you’re working to balance multiple
roles, you may feel isolated and alone in your
efforts. The key to avoiding isolation lies in
reaching out for support, relying on that sup-
port to be a resource and comfort, and being
organized.  
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Your doctorate and the path to
persistence  
Completing your doctorate requires support and more. 
By Nancy Bellucci, PhD, RN, CNOR
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My dissertation research study looked at specific strategies PhD nurs-
ing students used to achieve balance between work, family, and
school. The participants represented nursing programs from around
the United States. Data analysis revealed six major themes:

1 Multiple strategies and tools help to manage time.

2 Various approaches help to manage stress.

3 Support of a spouse, family, friends, and mentors is necessary to
balance responsibilities.

4 Compromises are required to fulfill work and school responsibilities.

5 Many challenges interfere when working to find balance. 

6 Most of the time in a given day is spent on work and school.
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