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Abstract: The process of doctoral students transitioning from being knowledge learners to being
knowledge researchers is beneficial for personal growth and career development. This study explores
how doctoral students at Chinese research universities understand academic identity from a psy-
chological perspective based on grounded theory. Understanding academic identity for doctoral
students involves three psychological activities: situation recognition, psychological interaction, and
reflective positioning. The sense of academic meaning and the sense of academic efficacy shape
doctoral students’ understanding of academic identity, resulting in four patterns: Adeptness, Aca-
demic Pursuit, Alienation and Powerlessness, and Struggling for Meaning. Academic meaning serves
as the internal driving force for developing academic identity, while academic efficacy acts as a
psychological condition for maintaining academic identity. Therefore, it is crucial to enhance doctoral
students’ recognition of academic meaning and academic efficacy.
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1. Introduction

The experiences and professional socialization of doctoral students have long been
regarded as a black box [1]. In China, doctoral students assume multiple roles. On the one
hand, they are regarded as learners with sufficient knowledge and skills. Through rigorous
academic training, they have been capable of professional knowledge and enhanced re-
search abilities, all with the main aim of cultivating innovation capability. Doctoral students
are also treated by universities as regular recipients of education [2]. On the other hand,
doctoral students are also junior researchers. With the advent of the knowledge economy,
universities are playing a strategic role in enabling innovation and economic growth, and
graduate education programs are the key to long-term growth and the future of the innova-
tion economy, with doctoral students serving as knowledge workers [3]. Doctoral education
not only forms a part of the education system, but also serves as a vital component of
the knowledge production system [4]. The training of doctoral students has been closely
combined with research, making it the main procedure of doctoral education [5]. Doctoral
students are not only recipients of information, but also producers of knowledge.

The role of a doctoral student can be seen as a transitional role between undergraduate
and faculty status [6]. Within doctoral programs, the simultaneous presence of multiple
roles can easily cause ambiguity and confusion regarding doctoral students’ self-positioning.
Higher education institutions require doctoral students to engage in academic activities,
while simultaneously treating them as managed students, creating potential confusion
about their self-identity [7]. Doctoral studies require entering the academic community
as a contributing researcher, a transition that often poses challenges for many prospective
doctoral students [8]. Failure to recognize their role as researchers and establish a research
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identity may negatively impact individual development, leading to frustration, disap-
pointment, lack of self-confidence, and other problems during their doctoral journey [9].
This can result in a deficiency in the attitude required for scientific research and may lead
to inappropriate ways to participate in academic competition [7]. The failure of identity
formation is related to the attrition of doctoral programs [10], and will cause difficulties
and challenges in the socialization of doctoral students [11]. In the context of doctoral
writing, identity development primarily involves learning how to communicate within
the discipline and situating one’s work within the larger field [12]. The establishment
of a research identity upon entering a doctoral program can significantly influence their
academic performance during their doctoral studies [13]. For doctoral students pursuing
careers in academia, failure to establish an identity as researchers may affect their career
development in the academic field after graduation.

Academic identity refers to an individual’s identification as a member socialized into
the values, norms, practices, and belief systems of their particular epistemic community
and disciplinary culture [14]. For doctoral students, this entails defining themselves as
academic researchers. Although doctoral education cannot facilitate identity transforma-
tion for all doctoral students, successfully constructing an academic identity is important
for the personal growth and future careers of PhD recipients. However, within doctoral
programs, many students are in the process of transitioning from being learners of knowl-
edge to independent researchers. Their individual differences in cognitive development,
skill enhancement, and integration into the community lead to variations in their percep-
tions of academic identity. This study utilizes grounded theory to explore the process of
understanding the academic identity of doctoral students at Chinese universities, aiming
to reveal how doctoral students become researchers through academic training.

2. Literature Review

Academic identity is an ambiguous term within the literature and seems to appear
most commonly as referring to research work and positioning. Other phrases including
“professional identity”, “scholarly identity”, “researcher identity”, and “disciplinary iden-
tity” also refer to how researchers position themselves within their particular fields and
exhibit skills and thinking [12,15] which are often used interchangeably. Identity is shaped
by the interplay between micro-level individuals and the larger and macro-level contexts
within which they exist [16]. Academic identity, built upon this foundation of personal
identity, incorporates both the professional role within academia and the broader social
identity within the academic community [17]. The discipline and academic freedom, which
are in many cases the sources of meaning and self-esteem, as well as being what is most val-
ued, emerge as most important for academic identities [18]. Academic identity is regarded
as the definition that broadly conceptualizes the construct in terms of beliefs, attitudes, and
efficacy related to scholarly research [19], and often appears in the literature on doctoral stu-
dents as a key outcome of graduate education [20]. For doctoral students, who are involved
in an ambiguous and confusing complex roles, such as students, researchers, teachers,
and departmental members [6], academic identity entails both skill and independence,
demonstrated through how one reads, writes, speaks, and acts [12]. From the perspective of
Sweitzer, doctoral students’ professional identity is related to their perceptions about and
development of the three key roles of doctoral student, research assistant, and teacher [21].
Choi et al. regarded professional identity as an individual’s felt and recognized association
with a vocation requiring specialized knowledge and skills and pertinent values, activities
and norms, and they then defined identity as scholar as a specific type of professional
identity and as an individual’s felt or recognized association with communities doing
scholarship pertaining to an academic discipline in doctoral programs [22].

As identities are not fixed but fluid and continuously constructed, co-constructed,
and reconstructed over time [23], academic identity is not stable with clear-cut boundaries;
instead, it is constantly rebuilt, reshaped and renegotiated in social interaction [14]. The
development of a researcher requires doctoral students to internalize their identification
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with and commitment to the professional role [24]. Ulriksen et al. recognized identity
as always being embedded in culture, and newcomers had to understand the social and
cultural setting which they entered and relate that to their identity [25]. Several studies
have described the process of constructing a doctoral academic identity by exploring
the different stages of socialization [20,26], which equates identity development with the
process of socialization. As indicated by socialization models, independent academic
identities are pursued only after the socialization of doctoral students and do not emerge
during progression toward professionalism [27]. Other studies regard the construction
of academic identity as an iterative process shaped primarily by social structures and
interaction [12,28]. For example, Jazvac-Martek found that construction, development,
or changes to academic identity were interactive, based on continuous reflexive dialogue
and relations with significant others, and remained a dialogic process throughout the
doctorate [29].

Previous studies have explored the factors influencing the academic identity of doc-
toral students. Several scholars emphasized the crucial role of supervisors (advisors,
mentors) as interactive partners in the construction of doctoral students’ academic identity.
Weiss suggested that the frequency and nature of contact with faculty members were sig-
nificantly related to the amount of professional role commitment [30]. Curtin et al. found
that advisor support was associated with a stronger sense of belonging and academic self-
concept for doctoral students [31]. The informal peer group was also an interacting group
that created the potential for change in or development of students’ identification [32]. Foot
et al. highlighted the importance of students undertaking self-reflection and dialogue with
peers and suggested that peers could provide support to each other through socialization
and identity transition [33]. In addition, disciplines and institutions provide environments
that influence doctoral students’ academic identity [34–36], from which students experience
a sense of belonging to a collective community. Smith and Hatmaker developed a multi-
level model of the organizational, relational, and individual level tactics through which
doctoral students learned to become researchers, and offered insight into the students’ own
proactivity [37]. The socialization model emphasizes knowledge acquisition, investment,
and involvement as the core elements to promote the role identity of graduate students [27].

The recognition and development of academic identity is an important aspect of
doctoral education [38]. Generally, previous studies have focused on exploring doctoral
students’ academic identity from external environments, while paying less attention to the
psychological mechanisms of academic identity. Therefore, to further uncover the black box
of doctoral students’ identity construction, it is necessary to explore how Chinese doctoral
students understand academic identity at the psychological level.

3. Methodology and Data

This study adopted the grounded theory as the research method to explore how
doctoral students develop an academic identity. Grounded theory, as a qualitative research
approach, is discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through systematic data
collection and analysis of data pertaining to the phenomenon [39] (p. 23). It provides
researchers with a framework to generate a theory from the context of a phenomenon and
offers a process to develop a model to be used as a theoretical foundation [40]. This study
collected and analyzed data using the grounded theory proposed by Strauss and Corbin,
referencing Chen and Wang’s coding method in practice [41]. Pre-existing studies on the
construction of doctoral students’ academic identity have yet to establish a universally
accepted and definitive analytical framework. The process of identity construction is
iterative, unstable, and diverse for doctoral students, making it challenging to describe
in a uniform manner. Grounded theory assists in generating a theory from the data that
can illuminate the phenomena of academic identity construction among doctoral students,
and also provides this study with a robust analytical tool to explore the characteristics
manifested by doctoral students as a group.
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3.1. Data Collection

This study collected data through semi-structured individual interviews. When select-
ing participants who could provide the maximum amount of information for the research
question, factors such as doctoral stage, gender, discipline, and institution were considered.
Multiple interviews were conducted with 21 doctoral students from research universities
(see Appendix A). The semi-structured interviews consisted of nine open-ended questions
asked in sequential order; these questions were developed based on the literature. Exam-
ples of the questions included the following: (1) How would you describe your identities?
(2) Describe what happened when you thought of yourself as a researcher, and (3) talk
about what helped you form an academic identity and the experiences that created doubts
or hesitations about becoming a researcher. The participants were from three Chinese
research universities and included 11 males and 10 females, with 4 from natural science,
6 from engineering, 4 from humanities, and 7 from social science. The interviews, which
lasted approximately 60–120 minutes, were audio recorded. After all the interviews were
conducted, a member of the research team transcribed and translated them into English.
Memos were written throughout the research process to document theoretical ideas.

3.2. Data Analysis

This study adhered to the grounded theory data analysis procedures outlined by
Strauss and Corbin [39], which proceed in three coding steps: open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding.

For a grounded theory study, data analysis begins with the open coding of transcripts.
In this stage, we suspended all preconceived notions and analyzed the data in an open
and theoretically sensitive manner. Careful reading and deconstruction of the interview
transcripts, notes, and memos revealed key concepts and allowed us to establish labels.
Through this process, we identified seven categories. These categories, including their
properties and dimensions, are conceptualized in Table 1.

Table 1. Results of the open coding.

Categories Properties Dimensions

Becoming “doctoral student”

Role transition Learner—researcher

Action transition Learning knowledge—learning how to conduct research
—producing knowledge

Relational transition Dependence—independence

Perceiving “doctoral student”

Perceiving roles Roles in reality, symbolic role

Perceiving tasks
Knowledge production tasks, course learning tasks,
knowledge dissemination tasks, administrative
management tasks, project execution tasks

Perceiving academic profession Career choice possibilities, academic career content,
academic career benefits, academic career challenges

Perceiving self Efforts for the degree, doctoral life status

Evaluating “doctoral student” Evaluating academia Instrumental evaluation—intrinsic evaluation
Evaluating self Academic-self fitting, academic agency

Feeling “doctoral student”

Sense of academic meaning Realistic transformation effect, affirmation from others,
achievement of preferences, self-identification

Sense of academic efficacy
Cognition of academic talent, cognition of academic
ability, evaluation of significant others, evaluation of
self-involvement

Mental pressure
Pressure of completion, pressure of academic pursuit,
pressure of academic career, pressure of non-academic
infringement, pressure of physical overload

Academic pleasure The joy of knowledge exploration, the joy of discovering
results, the joy of interpersonal interaction
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Table 1. Cont.

Categories Properties Dimensions

Reflecting “who I am” Position of academic identity
“I am a researcher”, “I am an immature researcher”, “I
might be a researcher in the future”, “I am not yet a
researcher”, “I am not a researcher”

Context of academic identity
Academic life rehearsal Participation in research, academic exchanges, teaching

practices

Stepping out of the ivory tower Life beyond academia, social interpersonal
communication

Interaction of academic identity
Demonstration Positive demonstration—negative demonstration
Incentives Positive incentives—negative incentives
Integration Strong self-consciousness—weak self-consciousness

Axial coding is a set of procedures in which data are reassembled in new ways
after open coding, by making connections between categories. This is performed by
utilizing a coding paradigm involving conditions, context, action/interactional strategies,
and consequences [39] (p. 96). Based on this paradigm model, as shown in Table 2,
this study gathered the scattered categories generated by open coding, reorganized and
conceptualized data around the central phenomenon, and established initial associations
between categories and their properties.

Table 2. Results of the axial coding.

Paradigm Categories

Causal conditions Role transition, action transition, relational transition
Phenomenon Becoming “doctoral student”
Context Academic life rehearsal, stepping out of the ivory tower
Intervening conditions Interaction of academic identity

Action/Interaction Perceiving “doctoral student”, Evaluating “doctoral student”,
Feeling “doctoral student”

Consequences Reflecting “who I am”

Selective coding is the process of identifying the core category, systematically relating
it to other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that need
further refinement and development [39] (p. 116). Selective coding involves clarifying the
core category that integrates other categories through explicating the story line to generate
a grounded theory. In this study, after conceptualizing the research topic through the
story line, the core category “Doctoral students’ understanding of academic identity” was
determined based on theoretical sensitivity. “Sense of academic meaning” and “sense of
academic efficacy” were identified as two properties of the core category. As illustrated
in Table 3, guided by these properties, the core category was divided into four patterns:
Adeptness, Academic Pursuit, Alienation and Powerlessness, and Struggling for Meaning.

Table 3. Patterns of selective coding.

Sense of Academic Meaning
Sense of Academic Efficacy High Low

Strong Adeptness Academic Pursuit

Weak Struggling for Meaning Alienation and Powerlessness

These four patterns represent diverse types of student understanding the academic
identity. “Adeptness” characterizes doctoral students who have a strong sense of academic
meaning and efficacy, generally positioning themselves within or near the academic com-
munity. “Academic Pursuit” applies to doctoral students with strong academic meaning
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but low efficacy; they usually position themselves on the periphery of the academic com-
munity. “Alienation and Powerlessness” refers to individuals with a low sense of both
academic meaning and efficacy, who often feel alienated and incompetent. “Struggling
for Meaning” describes doctoral students who have a weak sense of meaning but a strong
sense of efficacy, frequently encountering conflicts and internal struggles about meaning.

Finally, after validating these relationships against the data, it appeared that this study
achieved theoretical saturation. Therefore, the grounded theory generated in this study
is that the extent to which doctoral students perceive a sense of academic meaning and
efficacy influences their understanding of academic identity.

The primary researchers for this study were former doctoral students, with divergent
perspectives on academic culture, ranging from viewing it as a noble pursuit to merely
a means of livelihood. Due to the diversity of researchers’ personal positions, this study
performed the data analysis with reflexivity and collaboration. Recognizing the varied
backgrounds and viewpoints of the researchers, the analysis was conducted with a critical
eye, acknowledging individual biases. Meanwhile, researchers strived to adopt the per-
spectives of the participants during data analysis, extrapolating their view and methods of
constructing meanings from their words and actions, thereby ensuring that the researcher’s
interpretation was as close to reality as possible. To ensure the trustworthiness of the
findings, peer debriefing and member checking sessions were undertaken, with prelimi-
nary interpretations presented to academic supervisors and fellow doctoral students. This
collaborative process facilitated rigorous scrutiny of the interpretations and enriched the
analysis, ultimately enhancing the credibility of this qualitative research.

In this study, to thoroughly present the grounded theory generated by the data, we first
describe the psychological process by which doctoral students understand their academic
identity. We then analyze the various patterns of this understanding and discuss the reasons
for differences in Chinese doctoral students’ understanding of academic identity.

4. Psychological Processes of Doctoral Students’ Understanding Academic Identity

The understanding of academic identity by doctoral students is a process in which they
perceive, evaluate, feel, and reflect upon their academic selves in their academic situation
and interactions. This process encompasses three psychological operations: situation
recognition, psychological interaction, and reflective positioning.

4.1. Situation Recognition

Situation recognition is the initial step in doctoral students’ understanding of academic
identity. They recognize role transition, action transition, and relational transition in current
academic situations.

In terms of their roles, doctoral students believe that they must fulfill the dual role
expectations of being a learner and a researcher, and that they need to transition from being
a learner to being a researcher. As NS-10 (Chemistry, male) describes, “Pursuing a PhD
degree is a processing phase: it transforms you from an undergraduate to a highly mature
researcher”. Only after experiencing those role transitions can doctoral students achieve
a sense of identity as researchers. EN-20 (Computer Science, male) states, “When I just
started my program, I still saw myself as a student, and felt the need to understand and
learn about my chosen field. However, midway through my research, my role shifted to
a researcher”.

In regard to the action transitions associated with situation recognition, doctoral
students perceive a shift in their primary task: moving from acquiring knowledge and
skills, to producing knowledge. In the early stages of their doctoral training, students are
required to complete a rigorous course load and establish the foundational knowledge
necessary for their research. As NS-1 (Physics, male) notes, “The breadth and depth of
knowledge can greatly promote research work”. The process of learning how to produce
knowledge signifies a transitional stage for doctoral students, one that sees them moving
from a pure learning phase to a phase of knowledge production. This transition necessitates
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that doctoral students not only master professional knowledge, but also learn how to apply
this knowledge, understand research paradigms, and develop research abilities. Being
directly involved in knowledge production represents a crowning task for doctoral students,
where their educational and research experiences converge. As NS-10 (Chemistry, male)
realizes, “My research life is essentially synonymous with my life as a doctoral student”.

In terms of interpersonal relationships within the academic situation, doctoral students
perceive a transition from dependence to independence, particularly in their relationships
with academic support groups, especially their supervisors. At the early stages of the
program, doctoral students rely heavily on their supervisors. This is noted by EN-7
(Computer Science, male) who observes, “As a novice in the field, I still need guidance”.
Meanwhile, EN-9 (Engineering, female) attributes a loss of academic interest to the lack
of early guidance from a supervisor, stating, “A master leads the way, and apprentices
cultivate themselves. But I never had anyone guide me in research, and as a result, pursuing
a PhD was exhausting. For me, the research was not going well, and eventually, I no longer
enjoyed it”. Doctoral students realize they have to transition from relying on their academic
support group to being able to conduct research independently. As SS-4 (Education, female)
states, “Getting a PhD is indeed different from earning a master’s or bachelor’s degree. For
supervisor doesn’t hold your hand and teach you how to do things. Most of it, you have to
explore on your own”.

4.2. Psychological Interaction

Situation recognition leads to psychological interaction between doctoral students
and their environment. This interaction includes perceiving, evaluating, and feeling their
academic selves in different situations, through which doctoral students enhance their
understanding of academic identity.

Doctoral students perceive their academic selves in the context of their interaction
with the environment. Their self-perception varies at different stages of their program,
depending on their actual work content. For example, doctoral students at the initial
research stage perceive themselves as “learners of research”, with “immature” or “inexperi-
enced” academic abilities (EN-21, Environmental Engineering, female). Doctoral student
EN-20 (Computer Science, male), who is deeply engaged in knowledge production, views
himself as an explorer of the unknown, and collaborates with his supervisor as a competent
research partner.

In several instances, some doctoral students in the STEM field perceive themselves
as academic employees and inheritors of knowledge. The former perspective is evident
as these students interpret the material incentives provided by their supervisors as “com-
pensation” for their labor (EN-7, Computer Science, male). On the other hand, the latter
perspective is revealed in the transfer of tacit knowledge from doctoral students at ad-
vanced stages to those at earlier stages (NS-6, Biology, female). For example, EN-7 perceives
himself as operating in the capacity of an employee while working on research projects
for his supervisor, “I call my supervisor ‘boss’, and he pays me”. NS-6 views it as her
responsibility to guide the juniors, “my supervisor assigned a junior student to me, and I
had to impart the basic skills and knowledge to him”.

Through their interaction with the environment, doctoral students evaluate the value
of their academic selves. There are two perspectives for evaluating academics: instrumental
evaluation and intrinsic evaluation. Instrumental evaluation refers to students’ assessment
of academia based on its utility and interests, while intrinsic evaluation prioritizes the
inherent value of academia and disregards other external value and purposes. The evalua-
tion of academic selves by doctoral students encompasses both instrumental and intrinsic
evaluation. On the one hand, they appreciate the role of academic research in generating
practical benefits and enhancing their job prospects. On the other hand, they believe that
academic research promotes knowledge accumulation and the satisfaction of curiosity. For
example, EN-7 (Computer Science, male), embraces an instrumental evaluation perspective,
believing that his doctoral academic training could position him to contribute to cutting-
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edge projects in corporations, consequently earning considerably more than those with
a master’s degree. Conversely, HU-11 (Philosophy, male), from an intrinsic evaluation
perspective, believes that his engagement in research within his discipline is driven by his
interest and ambition in academia.

Doctoral students undergo a range of emotional experiences through their interactions
with the environment. The sense of academic meaning refers to the feeling of meaning and
satisfaction that doctoral students experience when engaging in academic activities. This
sense is typically bolstered by positive feedback from the external environment as well as
the student’s internal motivation. These feedback experiences often occur when doctoral
students recognize the substantive impact of academic research, receive validation from
important others, achieve academic accomplishments, and strive toward self-actualization.
For example, SS-3 (Education, male) experiences a strong sense of academic meaning when
he realizes the impact his research has on others. The sense of academic efficacy refers
to the student’s belief in their capacity to accomplish specific academic tasks. Positive
evaluations of one’s capabilities, both from external environment and through personal
self-assessment, can lead to an enhanced sense of academic efficacy. These experiences
potentially extend from assessments of academic talents based on past experiences, self-
evaluations of one’s academic capability when engaging in scholastic activities, feedback
from important others in their academic life, and increases in academic engagement. For
instance, SS-14 (International Relations, female) expresses confidence in her research skills,
stating, “Doing research is not particularly challenging; I seem to have a bit more talent in
this area than most people”.

4.3. Reflective Positioning

After situation recognition and psychological interaction with their environment,
doctoral students reflect on whether they are researchers and whether they belong to the
academic community. This study reveals that not all doctoral students at Chinese research
universities manage to establish a strong academic identity, as the students approach self-
reflection differently. Those students who view themselves as researchers have effectively
incorporated the concept of academic identity into their self-image, suggesting that aca-
demic identity has been successfully transformed from an institutional identity authorized
by higher education institutions [42] into a part of their self-identity. For example, EN-7
(Computer Science, male) identifies himself as a researcher following the production of
original research outcomes. Similarly, SS-13 (Management, male) feels that he is embodying
the role of a researcher due to his developed inquisitiveness.

The development of academic identity is notably influenced by a doctoral student’s
progression within their program. Doctoral students in the academic training stage recog-
nize themselves as participating in research but do not yet see themselves as independent
or mature researchers. SS-3 (Education, male) points out that “when it comes to writing
papers, I view myself as a researcher, but not as an independent, mature researcher, instead,
I’m more of a ‘novice researcher’”. These still-developing researchers are in a transitional
phase, shifting from being students to becoming researchers. Doctoral students with such
self-position often believe that they will eventually mature into full-fledged researchers.

There are some participants in this study who do not possess a defined academic
identity. Instead, they identify themselves as students or exist in a state of uncertainty about
pursuing a career as researchers. Doubts also arise regarding their ability to independently
complete academic tasks. For example, NS-6 (Biology, female) feels that she still lacks
the ability to conduct independent scientific research and requires further experience and
assistance. Therefore, she identifies herself as “still a student”. Some doctoral students
exhibit a negative attitude toward engaging in academic activities and display a weak
inclination toward choosing academia as a career, given their hesitation about becoming
researchers. For instance, HU-16 (Archaeology, female) considers herself a non-researcher
due to her perception that academic research lacks meaningful essence.
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5. Different Patterns of Understanding Academic Identity

Due to the differences in the acquisition of academic meaning and academic efficacy
during the process of doctoral programs, as shown in Table 3 and Figure 1, different
doctoral students exhibit different characteristics in the patterns of understanding the
academic identity, including Adeptness, Academic Pursuit, Alienation and Powerlessness,
and Struggling for Meaning.
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5.1. Adeptness

Doctoral students in the “Adeptness” category can obtain a strong sense of academic
meaning and efficacy from their academic experiences. These students hold a strong
conviction that pursuing an academic career is a worthwhile endeavor, and they have
confidence in their ability to conduct and complete scholarly research. Generally, they
tend to position themselves within or in close proximity to the academic community. They
also perceive their academic self to be well-placed within this sphere, and they express
competence when navigating the relationship between academia and their personal selves.

“I have a passion for philosophy because I find it is interesting. Making break-
throughs in research means a great personal achievement for me. Moreover, I
see myself as a worker in this era, comparable to my peers. I feel proud to be an
outstanding contributor. Personally, I prefer to call myself a researcher”. (HU-11,
Philosophy, male)

“I have always been particularly interested in computers, and pursued my PhD
to be able to do creative work in the future. Though it requires a lot of effort to do
the researches, in the end, I manage to solve important issues. I believe that the
research issues must be significant; otherwise, they are meaningless. Moreover,
not only academia, but also the companies can utilize my research findings. I also
have confidence in my abilities and have good publications. I have considered
myself as a researcher from a very early stage”. (EN-20, Computer Science, male)

5.2. Academic Pursuit

Doctoral students in the “Academic Pursuit” category obtain a relatively strong sense
of meaning from their academic work, but their sense of efficacy is low. They believe
that academic research is valuable and meaningful, but they lack confidence in their own
ability to successfully achieve research results. These students position themselves on the
periphery of the academic community and view the completion of academic tasks as a
distant goal.

“Even if the research project is obscure or very fundamental, and it may not
have direct or immediate practical applications. I still firmly believe it provides
answers to the unknown. However, I feel that my research abilities are still



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 575 10 of 16

insufficient, and I may need to read more articles published by others and con-
duct more experiments by myself. In my opinion, I am still a student”. (NS-6,
Biology, female)

“I believe that academia is very meaningful, and the research in our field is ex-
tremely significant to both the nation and society. It can directly benefit mankind.
However, I feel that I’m not particularly suited for academia. Scientific research
requires a huge amount of physical and mental effort, which I find exhaust-
ing. Experiments can’t be interrupted, lasting at least 14 hours each time, and
I am really worn out. Furthermore, I have bad luck. My hard-won paper was
scooped by others, and I feel that I am still far from being a researcher”. (EN-9,
Engineering, female)

5.3. Alienation and Powerlessness

Doctoral students in the “Alienation and Powerlessness” category often have low
levels of both sense of meaning and efficacy in academia. They struggle to recognize the
value of academic research and suffer from a lack of confidence in their own academic
abilities. They position themselves on the fringes of the academic community, lacking a
sense of control over their academic work. This contributes to a sense of alienation and
incompetence in regard to understanding their academic identity.

“There are too many ineffective, useless, and tedious affairs in our current sci-
entific research. I used to think that engaging in academia was a very pure and
sacred experience, where one could express his or her true ideas. Reality, how-
ever, has proven otherwise. In my long doctoral journey, I have realized that
my mastery of knowledge may be inferior to my classmates and peers. You can
work hard, spare no efforts to write articles every day, but can you produce good
results? Maybe you can’t. I have always considered myself as a student, still
learning how to be a researcher”. (SS-19, Politics, male)

“The reason I am pursuing a doctorate is simply to earn a higher salary after
graduation. The value of research hardly matters to me, and I seldom appreciate
the sense of meaning it brings. Therefore, I don’t feel I need to become one of the
members of the academic community. However, in order to graduate, I need to
have publications. My supervisor seldom guides me and my ability of innovation
is limited, which makes doing research extremely difficult for me. It is very likely
that I will postpone my doctorate. I feel like I can’t control the future, let alone be
a researcher”. (EN-12, Computer Science, Male)

5.4. Struggling for Meaning

Doctoral students in the “Struggling for Meaning” category have a weak sense of
meaning obtained from academia but a high sense of efficacy. Despite their firm belief
in their competence, they harbor doubts about whether academic research provides suf-
ficient spiritual value. As a result, they experience conflicts and internal struggles when
participating in academic activities. These doctoral students typically identify themselves
as “non-researchers” or “researchers questioning the meaning of academia”. They believe
in their competent academic abilities and academic publications, while they derive less
satisfaction from their research, leading to conflicts stemming from this perceived lack of
meaning and value.

The participants’ questioning of academic meaning is manifested through their doubts
about the practical impact of research and the fairness of academic rules. When they cannot
reconcile their research with their personal standard of meaningful work, they experience
cognitive and behavioral dissonance, resulting in a struggle for meaning.

“About one-third of my work is just for publication, just to find a good position in
academia. Much of this work is merely repetitive labor. I know that a part of my
work is useless. We make attempts to solve very practical problems, yet its impact
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on reality seems negligible. I don’t experience excessive pressure in scientific
research due to my research capability. If I fully devote myself to my research, I
can produce a high-quality article within a month. I view myself as a researcher,
yet the feedback received from my research endeavors often leaves me unsatisfied.
The articles I publish are mostly due to employment pressures, which tends to
render the process somewhat meaningless to me”. (EN-15, Engineering, male)

“I feel that I have mastered research skills and have published an amount of
academic achievements during my doctoral studies. While I perceive myself as
a researcher, I am suffering from doubts. Research in our field should serve to
address real-world challenges in businesses, but the academic community seems
unable to respond to these requirements and ignores the criticisms from the
business sector. The current academic evaluation system has resulted in a frenzy
of publication for publication’s sake, creating a frivolous academic atmosphere
that I find meaningless. Hence, I choose to resist the prevailing academic rules by
temporarily withdrawing myself from academia”. (SS-13, Management, male)

In conclusion, doctoral students in China display significant differences in their process
of understanding academic identity. This is due to the varying degrees of perceived
meaning and efficacy they derive from academic situations and interactions. Consequently,
this variation leads to different ways in which students position themselves.

6. Discussion
6.1. Academic Meaning: Internal Driving Force to Develop Academic Identity

The sense of academic meaning is related to the spiritual satisfaction experienced by
doctoral students in their academic activities. From a psychological perspective, individuals
are motivated not only by material rewards but also by the pursuit of meaning and spiritual
value from their career. They desire to be able to express their true and complete selves
at work and connect work and life with spiritual experiences [43]. Zhao and Guo pointed
out that many young people hold the belief of “being anything they want to be” and have
strong expectations for the meaningfulness of their career development [44]. Wellman and
Spreitzer suggested that many organizational scholars were interested in making their
careers more personally meaningful, while in academic careers, doctoral students and
junior scholars may feel less autonomy to job craft, thereby creating negative impacts on
the increasing meaning of work [45]. For doctoral students, the obtainment of academic
meaning implies difficulties and challenges. Socialization is the process through which the
doctoral students acquire the knowledge and skills, the values and attitudes, and the habits
and modes of thought of the society to which they belong [10]. Therefore, the meaning
they pursue must be generated during socialization. The experiences of doctoral students
interacting with the discipline and institution significantly influence their evaluation of
academic value.

Constructing scientific knowledge and deriving meaning from the experience of
attending a doctoral degree are fundamental aspects making doctoral education unique [46].
The discipline, centered within academia [47], serves as an important context for the
construction of doctoral students’ academic identity. Academia is the soul of the discipline,
and the process of knowledge exploration can generate a sense of value and dignity. Just as
Weber regarded “inward calling for science”, “enter into the idea that the destiny of his
soul depends on his being right about this particular conjectural emendation at this point
in this manuscript”, “Without this strange intoxication (which appears faintly ridiculous
to outsiders), without this passion, and without this feeling that ‘thousands of years had
to elapse before you entered life, and more thousands of years are silently waiting’ to see
whether or not your conjecture will be confirmed, one has no vocation for science and
should do something different” [48]. As a researcher in reality, doctoral students’ perception
of the “inward calling” in academic community allows them to gain a sense of meaning
and promotes the formation of their academic identity. Higher education institutions
also provide doctoral students with the drive to undertake knowledge production and
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interact with supervisors, peers, and important others who motivate doctoral students to
perceive meaning in academic research. In addition, financial support from institutions
significantly contributes to the success of doctoral students [49]. In terms of doctoral
student socialization, meaning making related to money, which shapes doctoral students’
identities as students and future professionals, may play a significant role in shaping
whether doctoral students adopt the financial and monetary values, norms, and behaviors
of their fields of study, departments, advisors, peers, and research laboratories [50].

In summary, the sense of academic meaning serves as the driving force for doctoral
students, enabling them to perceive the value within their academic environment and
facilitating the integration of their academic identity into their self-image. Conversely, a
lack of academic meaning can result in insufficient motivation for doctoral students to
construct their academic identity and engage in professional socialization processes.

6.2. Academic Efficacy: Psychological Conditions for Maintaining Academic Identity

Academic efficacy is a crucial psychological condition for doctoral students in forming
their academic identity. Representing the power of positive thinking, self-efficacy has been
consistently shown to exert a profound influence on individuals’ motivation, achievement,
and self-regulation [51]. Perceived self-efficacy refers to individuals’ beliefs regarding their
capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that influence events affecting
their lives [52]. Individuals with high self-efficacy perception demonstrate greater resilience
in their behavior, experience less anxiety and depression, maintain mental well-being, and
achieve higher academic performance [53] (pp. 44–45). When confronted with stress,
individuals with low self-efficacy tend to feel powerless, whereas those with high self-
efficacy believe they can effectively control and cope with stress, thus perceiving it as
less threatening [54]. According to Bong and Skaalvik [55], self-efficacy acts as an active
precursor of self-concept development. When doctoral students perceive themselves as
capable of academic tasks, they are motivated to embrace the role of a researcher. Therefore,
a sense of academic efficacy contributes to the construction and maintenance of doctoral
students’ academic identity.

The environment and situation can significantly influence the level of self-efficacy [56].
For doctoral students, the environment that affects their sense of academic efficacy includes
the disciplinary environment and institutional environment. Research conditions, aca-
demic atmosphere, and support from supervisors all impact on doctoral students’ cognition
and confidence in research activities [57]. Through interacting with key figures in the
academic and institutional communities, doctoral students develop self-efficacy through
the cognitive integration of the following four information cues: enactive mastery, vicari-
ous experience, verbal persuasion, and emotional arousal [58]. Performances interpreted
by doctoral students as successful make them receive positive feedback from academic
activities, thus contributing to the maintenance of high levels of academic self-efficacy.
Conversely, academic self-efficacy can influence their behaviors in academic research, po-
tentially enhancing their overall sense of academic efficacy. According to Pasupathy and
Siwatu, research self-efficacy is a significant predictor of research productivity among
graduate students, and it also influences their research outputs by affecting their interest in
conducting research [59]. As doctoral students produce more research output, they receive
more positive feedback, reinforcing the relationship between research activities and per-
formance interpretations, thereby strengthening their academic self-efficacy. Furthermore,
academic self-efficacy also supports them to cope with academic pressure and challenges,
which they usually face in academic training and knowledge production.

Doctoral students with a strong sense of academic efficacy are more likely to recognize
their academic competence, facilitating the integration of their academic identity into their
self-image. Conversely, a lack of academic efficacy makes it difficult for students to identify
themselves as members of the academic community. Therefore, the sense of academic
efficacy serves as a crucial psychological condition for doctoral students to construct and
maintain their academic identity.
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7. Conclusions and Implications

Improving doctoral education requires facilitating the transformation of doctoral stu-
dents into independent researchers. Constructing an academic identity is highly important
for the personal growth and future academic development of doctoral students. This study
discusses how doctoral students in Chinese research universities become researchers from
a psychological perspective and explores the psychological process and different patterns
of academic identity comprehension. Based on the grounded theory, this study reveals
that the sense of academic meaning and academic efficacy profoundly impact doctoral
students’ understanding of their academic identity. Throughout the dynamic process of
academic identity construction, the sense of academic meaning and efficacy acquired from
the interaction with the environment determine whether doctoral students can establish
themselves as researchers. This provides an analytical perspective and research framework
for exploring the doctoral students’ identity formation. As doctoral students transition
from students to researchers, their self-identity exhibits considerable fluidity and variability.
Analyzing their academic meaning and efficacy can elucidate the characteristics of doctoral
students’ identity development and help to reveal the mechanisms underlying academic
identity construction. In an era characterized by diverse employment opportunities for
doctoral graduates, although academic professions are no longer the sole destination for
all doctoral students, high-quality doctoral education should enable students to recognize
their identity as researchers to fulfill educational objectives effectively.

The sense of academic meaning and efficacy serves as a driving force and psychological
conditions for doctoral students to enter academic careers. Disciplines and institutions
provide fields and contexts for doctoral students to acquire academic meaning and efficacy.
As a member of an academic community, an academic is an individual who integrates into
this community and constructs their academic identity. For most scholars, the doctoral
stage is a period in which they form their academic identity. By deepening the knowledge
in their discipline and engaging in academic interactions, doctoral students can cultivate
a sense of academic meaning and efficacy, strengthen their identification within their
discipline and institution, and naturally establish their academic identity. Conversely,
without acquiring a sense of academic meaning and efficacy from their environment,
doctoral students may struggle to realize their academic identity. The findings of this study
expand the socialization model, enrich the socialization process of postgraduates that used
to be analyzed from an external perspective by using the intrinsic perspective of doctoral
students, explore the self-transformation of doctoral students in the socialization process
by using the concept of “identity”, and establish the direct connection between knowledge
acquisition, investment, involvement, and doctoral identity.

The conclusions of this study could provide some suggestions for the advancement of
doctoral education. The psychological state of doctoral students warrants attention from
both supervisors and administrators. In today’s academic profession, where excessive
workloads and stress are increasingly prevalent, it is essential to assist doctoral students in
dealing with stress, adapting to their surroundings, and solving psychological problems to
maintain their mental health and foster a positive approach to challenges. In doctoral edu-
cation, particular emphasis should be placed on enhancing the sense of academic meaning
and efficacy. Only when doctoral students perceive the value of the scientific research they
undertake can they establish a psychological recognition of their academic identity and
subsequently embrace the responsibilities and obligations of researchers. When doctoral
students have a high sense of efficacy, they can actively confront setbacks and failures in
their academic research endeavors, fostering a stronger commitment and sense of belong-
ing to the academic community. Therefore, supervisors and administrators should guide
doctoral students in actively pursuing the meaning of research activities and conducting
meaningful research. Moreover, they should prioritize enhancing doctoral students’ sense
of academic efficacy, especially during the early stages of doctoral socialization. Supervisors
should provide guidance and support to help doctoral students understand the norms of
the academic community, master the knowledge and skills necessary for academic research,
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and integrate them into professional life. Doctoral students should also prioritize their
mental well-being, consciously maintain and pursue meaning from academic activities,
and proactively enhance their academic self-efficacy. Since all the interviewees came from
research universities, this study did not identify any significant institutional differences.
Furthermore, while we acknowledged how doctoral students understood academic iden-
tity from a psychological perspective at Chinese research universities, our study did not
explore the diverse career paths these students may follow. An increasing number of PhD
graduates are opting to leave academia. Future research could examine the impact of
academic identity on the career decisions of doctoral students, as well as the relationship
between academic identity and the performance of these students.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Brief information regarding the interviewees.

Interviewee Discipline Gender Year of Doctoral Program

NS-1 Physics Male Fifth
NS-2 Physics Male Third
SS-3 Education Male Fourth
SS-4 Education Female Second
SS-5 Education Female Second
NS-6 Biology Female Fourth
EN-7 Computer Science Male Third
HU-8 History Female First
EN-9 Engineering Female Fourth
NS-10 Chemistry Male Third
HU-11 Philosophy Male Fourth
EN-12 Computer Science Male Fourth
SS-13 Management Male Fourth
SS-14 International Relations Female Second
EN-15 Engineering Male Fourth
HU-16 Archaeology Female Third
SS-17 Law Female Second

HU-18 Philosophy Female Fourth
SS-19 Politics Male Fourth
EN-20 Computer Science Male Fifth

EN-21 Environmental
Engineering Female Third
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