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A guide to avoiding common pitfalls 



PhD journey: expectations vs reality

1st year: I will start my day at 6am, run 10km per day, eat 
healthy, work 10 hours per day, go to the office every day, 
publish a couple of papers per year, and of course my research 
will SAVE THE WORLD! 

Final year: I will try to get up, perhaps put my clothes on, oh 
well, feel that’s it for now… 

What to do when reality strikes in 



Reality behind every success
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Perseverance is key

4Source: adopted from @MIT_CSAIL



Resilience to rejections
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https://nickhop.wordpress.com/2017/06/21/my-wall-of-rejection-and-why-it-matters/

“The effect of not sharing our
rejections publicly is that we
… uphold the illusion of
uncompromised success”

Nick Hopwood



You are not alone!
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Lots of support on Twitter….



Mental health is important for effective research
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Sources: https://www.phdstudent.com/Managing-Time-and-Stress/importance-of-self-care

http://verse.systems/blog/post/2017-10-26-Overcoming-Adversity/



Reality behind every success
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Learn to prioritize
• Have you heard of Eisenhower Matrix?

https://papergazer.com/eisenhower-matrix/
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Practice focus
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• Goldfish has officially beaten us

• Try Pomodoro technique
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pomodoro_Technique *

*Source: The original uploader was Erato at Italian Wikinews.

http://time.com/3858309/attention-spans-goldfish/



More time management techniques

• Pareto analysis 
• TODO lists 
• POSEC method

Heaps of sources online – use them!
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Now that you are all covered…

Let’s start your PhD journey



Choose your advisor carefully
• A PhD is like a (shorter) marriage 
• Make sure it fits
• Does your advisor care about things you care about? 
• Are you flexible and trust your advisor to guide you?
• Do you have skills your advisor expects you to have?
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Find your passion
• What would you do even if you are not paid?
• What keeps you awake at night? 
• What makes you jump out of the bed in the 

morning?
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10 easy ways to fail a PhD

1. Focus on grades
2. Learn too much
3. Expect perfection
4. Procrastinate
5. Go rogue too soon/too 

late

6. Treat PhD like school or 
work

7. Ignore the committee
8. Aim too low
9. Aim too high
10. Miss the real milestones
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• http://matt.might.net/articles/ways-to-fail-a-phd/

http://matt.might.net/



Writing your research proposal
• https://www.monash.edu/learnhq/resources/write-like-a-pro

• The purpose of a research proposal is:
– To propose a research project that will result in a 

significant contribution to knowledge
– To formulate a detailed plan of the project including 

methodological approach and theoretical framework
– To ensure that the proposed research is achievable within 

the required time and with the available resources
– To demonstrate that you have adequate expertise and 

experience to undertake the project
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Formulate your research question
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Motivation
Topic that matters

Develop
Research Question

Rigorous 
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of concepts

Theory
Expectation 
of findings

Lit. review 
Relationship 

to others Source: Planning you PhD, pg 123



Be up to date in your field
• http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/05/18/ho

w-to-keep-up-to-date-with-the-literature-but-avoid-
information-overload/

• How to keep your head above water: 
– Set up citation alerts for your own articles
– Set up new article alerts for academics in your field
– Set up new article alerts for key topics in your field
– Periodically review core journals/conferences in your field
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The entire research process
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Source: Your Research Project, Designing and Planning Your Work, Nicholas Walliman



A note on experiments….
• Repeatability is key

– Create scripts for experiments
– Automate graph creation 
– Have experimental graphs recreated on a click of a button

• Plan the entire experimental section in 
advance
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Investment early pays off in the long run



What others say
“Talk to different people especially the ones with 
different backgrounds”

“Write paper introduction with “fake” results 
before doing actual research”

“Write text for non-experts”

“Develop PoC quickly – fail (or succeed) fast”
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Once you are on your track

22http://matt.might.net/

http://matt.might.net/article
s/grad-student-resolutions/



What after?
• Heaps of advice out there:

– https://theprofessorisin.com/ 
– https://thesiswhisperer.com/
– http://matt.might.net/articles/ 

23



Keep pushing

http://matt.might.net/articles/phd-school-in-pictures/
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• The Illustrated Guide to a PhD

http://matt.might.net/

1) 2) 3) 4)



Q & A

THANK YOU!
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