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Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to propose a model for managing dissertation challenges
based on the lived experiences of PhD students in geography in Iraq.

Methodology: This qualitative phenomenological study was conducted using a descriptive
approach in two phases. In the first phase, semi-structured interviews were analyzed using Colaizzi’s
seven-step method, while in the second phase, the Delphi method and qualitative content analysis
with Maxqda 2020 software were used. The statistical population in the first phase consisted of PhD
students and recent graduates (within the last three years) in geography, while in the second phase,
experts in higher education, including managers, specialists, and faculty members, were included.
A total of 22 participants (10 in the first phase and 12 in the second) were selected through purposive
criterion-based sampling.

Findings: The findings revealed that dissertation challenges for geography PhD students in Iraq can
be categorized into four main dimensions: organizational-structural, student-related, educational-
research, and information and communication technology (ICT). In the organizational-structural
dimension, challenges included financial limitations, inefficiencies in regulations and policies, and
weak administrative systems. The student-related dimension encompassed stress and anxiety, lack
of research and writing skills, and poor time management. The educational-research dimension
highlighted issues such as insufficient guidance from supervisors, limited access to relevant academic
resources, and complexities in research processes. The ICT dimension pointed to inadequate access
to digital resources, weak technological infrastructure, and unfamiliarity with modern research
tools. These dimensions were further divided into 12 main components, 34 sub-components, and
157 concepts. In the second phase, 20 general strategies for managing these challenges were
identified,
communication, developing research and writing skills, and leveraging ICT to increase efficiency

including improving administrative processes, enhancing student-supervisor
and access to resources. These findings culminated in a comprehensive model for managing
dissertation challenges and improving the quality of doctoral education in Iraq.

Conclusion: This study presents a comprehensive model for managing dissertation challenges,
aiding universities in Iraq in enhancing the quality of doctoral education through coordinated efforts
across various educational and administrative dimensions. The findings underscore the multifaceted
nature of doctoral education and emphasize the need for integrated strategies to improve the

experiences of PhD students and enhance the efficiency of educational and research processes.
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Detailed abstract

Purpose: Higher education is a cornerstone of societal development, serving as a platform for knowledge creation
and dissemination. It is expected to cultivate intellectual growth and address global challenges, positioning itself as
the heart of progressive societies (Ali Ghorbani et al., 2024; Bezi et al., 2024; Esmaili et al., 2024). Within this
context, doctoral education, particularly the process of dissertation writing, plays a pivotal role in fostering
innovation and developing expertise. However, the dissertation process often presents significant challenges, such
as inadequate supervision, limited access to resources, and institutional inefficiencies, which can hinder students'
academic progress and the overall quality of doctoral programs (Asghari & Nemati, 2016). In fields like geography,
which demand a balance of theoretical and practical skills, the need for structured support systems becomes even
more critical. This study aims to address the multifaceted challenges faced by doctoral geography students in Iraq by
exploring their lived experiences and proposing a comprehensive management model for effective dissertation
writing. Previous studies have consistently highlighted issues such as bureaucratic hurdles, insufficient supervisory
guidance, and inadequate research training as key obstacles that impede students' progress and, by extension, affect
the broader educational landscape (Zabihi Fard et al., 2021; Rafi & Moghees, 2023). Against this backdrop, this
research seeks to provide actionable insights and strategies to enhance the quality of doctoral education, thereby
contributing to the academic and professional success of students.

Methodology: This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological approach to capture the depth and complexity
of the dissertation-writing experience among doctoral geography students in Iraq. Conducted in two distinct stages,
the first phase involved semi-structured interviews with ten participants, including doctoral candidates and recent
graduates from the field of geography. Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure a diverse
and relevant pool. These interviews were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method, enabling a detailed
exploration of the challenges encountered during their academic journey. The second phase employed the Delphi
method, engaging twelve higher education experts, including administrators, faculty members, and policy advisors,
to validate the findings and propose targeted solutions. Data analysis for both phases was facilitated by Maxqda 2020
software, which helped identify recurring themes and patterns within the qualitative data. The methodology ensured
a systematic and thorough examination of the issues at hand, providing a solid foundation for developing a
comprehensive model to address the identified challenges. Rigorous measures were taken to ensure data credibility
and reliability, including member checking and inter-coder reliability assessments. The resulting insights were
synthesized into actionable recommendations aimed at alleviating the structural, organizational, and personal barriers
impeding dissertation completion.

Findings: The findings of the study revealed that the challenges faced by doctoral geography students in Iraq are
multifaceted and fall into four main categories: structural-organizational, student-related, educational-research, and
technological challenges. Structural-organizational issues were characterized by financial constraints, bureaucratic
inefficiencies, and a lack of administrative support, which collectively created an environment of institutional inertia.
Student-related challenges included inadequate time management skills, psychological stress, and deficiencies in
research and academic writing capabilities, highlighting the need for better preparation and support at the individual
level. Educational-research challenges centered around weak supervisory practices, limited access to up-to-date
academic resources, and insufficient training in research methodologies, which undermined the students’ ability to
conduct rigorous and impactful research. Finally, technological challenges such as inadequate IT infrastructure and
limited access to digital resources were found to significantly impede the research process, particularly in a field like
geography that often relies on specialized software and tools. Through a systematic analysis, the study identified 12
primary components, 34 subcomponents, and 157 specific concepts that encapsulate these challenges. Moreover,
the Delphi panel proposed 20 strategic solutions, including measures to enhance administrative efficiency, foster
collaborative student-supervisor relationships, expand access to academic and digital resources, and integrate
advanced ICT tools to streamline research activities. These findings collectively informed the development of a
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comprehensive model designed to improve the dissertation-writing process and enhance the overall quality of
doctoral education.

Conclusion: The discussion highlights the implications of these findings, emphasizing the need for a systemic
approach to address the challenges faced by doctoral students in Iraq. The proposed management model aligns with
previous research that underscores the importance of fostering robust student-supervisor relationships, enhancing
institutional support mechanisms, and investing in technological infrastructure to facilitate research (Salimi &
Khodaparast, 2015; Rafi et al., 2019). For example, improving supervisory relationships through professional
development programs for faculty members can significantly enhance students' academic outcomes and overall
satisfaction (Salimi & Khodaparast, 2015). Additionally, investing in digital libraries and IT infrastructure can bridge
critical resource gaps and streamline research processes, as evidenced by studies demonstrating the positive impact
of accessible digital resources on academic productivity (Rafi et al., 2019). The study also emphasizes the importance
of aligning doctoral research with societal and industrial priorities, which can enhance the relevance and application
of academic work, thereby contributing to national development goals (Milton, 2017). By addressing these
challenges through targeted interventions, universities can create an environment that not only supports students in
their academic pursuits but also fosters innovation and societal progress. The proposed model provides a structured
framework to navigate the complexities of dissertation writing, with implications for policy and practice in higher
education. Future research should explore the applicability of this model across different disciplines and regions to
further validate its effectiveness. In conclusion, this study underscores the critical role of comprehensive support
systems in enhancing the quality of doctoral education and offers practical solutions to address the systemic challenges
faced by doctoral students in Iraq.
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