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Who Would Prefer Doing a PhD: A Study on the Factors Influencing
Women’ s Willingness to Pursue a Doctoral Degree

CHEN Bin, WANG Yan

( Institute of Education, Xiamen University, Xiamen 361005, China)

Abstract : Since the 21st century, the scale of female doctoral students in China’s colleges and universi-
ties has been developing rapidly; however, female doctoral students are still generally faced with real pres-
sures such as gender inequality, delayed graduation and even withdrawal. The willingness to do a doctoral
degree is the key measure that influences whether women choose to study for doctoral degree, which in turn
affects their academic performance and psychological emotions. To improve the quality of education for fe-
male doctoral students, based on the theories of social capital, social roles and social support, following the
analytical approach of the rooted theory, in-depth interviews with 23 women were conducted. By utilizing
the internet to collect records of women’ s choice to pursue higher education and their doctoral studies, the
influencing factors of women’ s willingness to pursue a doctoral degree were explored. The study finds that
family capital, which consists of economic capital, cultural capital and social capital, is the primary condition
for women to study doctoral degree, and the more favorable the family capital, the higher the possibility of
obtaining doctoral education opportunities for women; however, being from a low-class family can also
reverse the incentive for women to choose to study doctoral degree in order to realize the class leap ; women’ s
study of doctoral degree is affected by the combination of internal and external contexts. The external context
refers to women’s social roles and perceived social support, and the internal context is women’ s selfpercep-
tion, both of which influence women’s perceptions and regulate the intensity of their willingness to study;
family and society regulate women’ s behavior by assigning them role expectations, which leads to intense role
conflict and dissolves women’ s willingness to study, whereas women’ s willingness to study is positively rein-
forced by the emotional, instrumental, and informational support of significant others; women’s selfpercep-
tion is constructed by both gender and sex. Women’ s selfperception is jointly constructed by gender and bio-
logical sex, which is the decisive factor directly affecting women’ s choice of studying in the doctoral pro-
gram. Excessive external expectations of women’s roles and women’ s low evaluation of their own abilities
aggravate the psychological conflict in their choice of studying in the doctoral program, which results in
women’ s dynamic oscillation between selfimposed limitations and selfdevelopment. Attention to women’ s
willingness to study at the doctoral level requires an understanding of their social roles, breaking through the
barriers of gender stereotypes, establishing gender equality, and providing an open and supportive social soil
for women to engage in academic research.

Key words:female doctoral students;willingness to pursue a doctoral degree;influencing factors ; conflict

of roles

.64 -



