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ABSTRACT
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This study explores how first-year doctoral students and their family members un-
derstand and navigate the role of family support in doctoral education. The objective
is to examine how family involvement, motivational beliefs, and perceptions of aca-
demic competencies affect student persistence, particulatly among historically un-
derrepresented and first-generation doctoral students.

Using dyadic interviews, this study addresses gaps in the literature by simultaneously
capturing the perspectives of both doctoral students and their family members.

A qualitative descriptive study was employed, involving dyadic interviews with 44
participants, including first-year doctoral students (7 = 22) and their selected family
members (7 = 22). Data were analyzed through reflexive thematic analysis grounded
in hermeneutic principles, emphasizing empathic interpretation and contextual
meaning-making to explore participants’ lived experiences.

This research offers new insight into the Family Involvement in Graduate School
(FIGS) model through a dyadic perspective, particularly on how support is perceived
and negotiated, shedding light on how families influence and are influenced by the
graduate school experience.

The findings reveal that doctoral students and their families navigate invitations for
involvement, motivational beliefs, and perceptions of necessary skills through com-
plex relational and financial dynamics. Five themes emerged, highlighting the im-
portance of practical and emotional support, strategic time investments, and efforts
to bridge knowledge gaps about graduate education. Family involvement was
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characterized as a mutual investment and a critical resource for student persistence,
especially among first-gen and historically underrepresented students.

Practitioners should implement Al-augmented asynchronous support to alleviate
“time poverty” and institutionalize low-cost initiatives, such as family-inclusive sum-
maries that normalize family involvement and redirect resources toward community-

building.

Researchers should conduct longitudinal studies to track the retention impact of hy-
brid support models while identifying and reinforcing the existing cultural and com-
municative strengths within students’ support networks.

The FIGS model supports the development of university-community partnerships to
provide holistic support that can increase the retention of future leaders, educators,
and professionals, thereby alleviating burdens on society at large.

Future studies should track long-term retention rates for students using Al-aug-
mented models compared to those using traditional synchronous models. Future re-
search should evaluate outreach initiatives that support family involvement and em-
ploy longitudinal designs to understand better the evolving needs and strengths of
doctoral students and their families.

Keywords doctoral student success, retention, persistence, attrition rates, family support, family
involvement, first-generation students, qualitative research
INTRODUCTION

Pursuing a doctoral education represents the pinnacle of academic achievement, but for first-genera-
tion (first-gen) and historically underrepresented students, the transition to academia often conceals
an implicit curriculum of unspoken academic norms, and the path reveals itself as a treacherous,
steep climb. This ascent often requires the production of an original thesis through independent re-
search while navigating persistent stressors such as social isolation, financial strain, and work-life im-
balance (Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Mahsood et al., 2025).

Contemporary national statistics from the Survey of Earned Doctorates (National Center for Science
and Engineering Statistics [NCSES], 2024, Table 1-1) reveal that although the total number of re-
search doctorate recipients reached a record high of 58,131 in 2024, systemic hurdles to persistence
remain. Historical data show that only 57% of students typically completed their PhD within ten

years (Sowell et al., 2008). In a study of underrepresented minority (URM) students, completion rates
were as low as 44% within seven years, and neatly half of the students had withdrawn from the pro-
gram by the 10-year mark (Okahana et al., 2018; Sowell et al., 2015). These extended timelines and
concerning attrition rates highlight the urgent need to understand the subtle requirements and inter-
sectional dynamics that support success.

For clarity, while the term “underrepresented minority” is often used within the context of certain
fields like STEM, and typically refers to specific racial and ethnic groups such as Black, Hispanic, and
Native American students (Bancroft, 2013), the broader term “historically underrepresented” or “his-
torically marginalized” involves individuals who were denied full participation due to race, ethnicity,
sex, gender, or other characteristics (Felder, 2019; Walsh et al., 2023). This broader framing allows
for the inclusion of those students with first-gen status, who, while not automatically classified as
URMs or historically marginalized, often face similar systemic barriers in navigating graduate educa-
tion, such as limited access to institutional capital and implicit academic norms (Glass, 2023; Walsh et
al., 2023). Although some studies distinguish between these populations, they often examine them
together due to overlapping challenges (Martinez, 2018; Walsh et al., 2021). Utilizing “historically
marginalized” allows for a more inclusive understanding of those who are denied full participation,



Cristallini La Volpe & Walsh

whether due to racial/ethnic identity, first-gen status, or other characteristics, reflecting structural in-
equalities that many of those groups face in graduate education. These students may have few re-
sources and no familial support to attend post-secondary education, and these obstacles may persist
as they transition into graduate studies (Carrera et al., 2024).

According to NCSES (2024, Table 1-12), the median time doctoral students take to complete a re-
search degree since starting graduate school has declined notably over the last quarter-century. This
duration decreased from 8.2 years in 1999 to 7.3 years in 2024. However, completion times vary sig-
nificantly by discipline. The shortest paths were found in Science and Engineering (S&E) fields, such
as Physical Sciences at 6.0 years and Engineering at 6.5 years. At the opposite end of the spectrum,
Education recorded the longest median duration at 12.3 years, while other non-S&E fields have aver-
aged approximately 10.1 years.

Beyond discipline, completion times and specialization patterns differ markedly across demographic
groups. Underrepresented minority students, including Black or African American, Hispanic or La-
tino, and American Indian or Alaska Native recipients, are significantly more likely to specialize in
Education (15.75%) than White students (9.87%) (INCSES, 2024, Table 1-11). Gender also remains a
primary factor in field specialization (NCSES, 2024, Table 1-5). Women account for approximately
73% of all doctorates in Education and are more likely than men to earn degrees in non-S&E fields
(26.4% compared to 15.9%). Additionally, we can note a shift toward higher familial academic capi-
tal; between 1998 and 2024, the proportion of recipients whose patrents had a high school education
ot less dropped from 25.8% to 15.8% (INCSES, 2024, Table 1-14).

For students from underrepresented communities, challenges are exacerbated by systemic pressures
at the intersection of race, gender, and legal status (Bancroft, 2013; Walsh et al., 2021). This creates a
cycle where material hardships, such as lack of money, food, housing instability, or any of those “in-
terconnected vulnerabilities”, can trigger severe psychological distress and loneliness (Farnaz et al.,
2026, p.7). Ultimately, these combined burdens significantly compromise doctoral students’ mental
and physical health, creating substantial barriers to persistence and degree completion (Farnaz et al.,
2026; Mahsood et al., 2025). Systemic pressures manifest in significant health and social adjustment
challenges, with international students carrying unequal burdens compared to their domestic peers
(Farnaz et al., 2026; Gardner, 2010). For instance, international students report markedly higher rates
of psychological distress (67% vs. 45%) and more than double the rate of severe loneliness (25% vs.
10%) (Farnaz et al., 2026). The COVID-19 pandemic introduced added challenges to this scenario,
further amplifying disparities in basic needs, including extreme food insecurity (74.4% vs. 22.7%) and
widespread housing instability, that unequally impact the well-being of international students (Farnaz
et al., 2026; Walsh et al., 2021).

Residency and immigration status also create distinct enrollment patterns. Temporary visa holders are
heavily concentrated in S&E fields (86.4%), where institutional funding via graduate assistantships
often mitigates legal and financial vulnerabilities (NCSES, 2024, Table 1-6). In contrast, domestic stu-
dents are three times as likely as visa holders to specialize in Education (10.3% vs 3.1%)).

While systemic pressures create significant hurdles for all marginalized doctoral candidates, unique
obstacles often stem from institutional designs that categorize students by residency. Profound dis-
parities arise from a structural process in which the state and educational institutions use legal status
to define the “scope and content” of a student’s rights and entitlements (Baumgirtel, 2026, p. 1).
Within this framework, residency is characterized not merely as a neutral demographic marker but as
a “circular and self-referential” tool used to construct migrants as specific legal subjects, effectively
normalizing institutional inequity (p. 6). Because universities often grant or deny financial and social
support based on these predefined legal categories, international students are systematically relegated
to a lower rung of the “civic stratification ladder” compared to their domestic peers (p. 21).

This hierarchy determines, for example, that equity and diversity offices focus primarily on domestic
racial issues, while international services handle strictly logistical matters like visas, leaving the unique
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needs of racialized international students to “fall through institutional cracks” (Arumuhathas, 2026,
p- 2). These structural limits contribute to a phenomenon Barsha et al. (2024) characterized as Mar-
ginalization-Related Diminished Returns (MDRs), where the protective power of high educational
attainment (such as improved health and well-being) is significantly weaker for immigrant and mar-
ginalized groups than for privileged, non-immigrant populations. Therefore, educational institutions
have a moral and structural obligation to explore and implement mitigation strategies that address the
unique legal and financial vulnerabilities inherent in non-citizen status.

Doctoral students who receive support from family and friends on their path to a PhD are more
likely to persist in their academic journey (Holley & Gardner, 2012; Martinez, 2018; Walsh et al.,
2021). These support networks can be a source of advice on time and stress management, and issues
related to writing, teaching, and research (Jairam & Kahl, 2012). While family can sometimes be a
source of stress for doctoral students, research suggests that family support is a key factor in educa-
tional success and helps foster resilience during times of adversity (Breitenbach et al., 2019; Burt et
al., 2019; Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Walsh et al., 2021, 2023). Focusing on the experiences of historically
underrepresented doctoral students during the COVID-19 pandemic, Walsh et al. (2021) emphasized
that familial support is an endorsed reason for graduate school persistence. Family integration is a key
predictor of doctoral student persistence, with the term “family” including not only nuclear family
members but also friends, coworkers, and peer groups (Breitenbach et al., 2019).

Aligning with the inclusive family definition, the FIGS framework developed by Nathans et al. (2024)
is an adaptation of the Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler’s model of parent involvement (HDS, 1997),
tailored specifically to the unique stresses and complexities of the graduate school environment. The
FIGS model does not distinguish between biological families and chosen families; instead, it extends
the concept of ‘motivational beliefs’, such as the sense of responsibility to provide support, to in-
clude friends and other family-like roles, as observed within the relational dynamics explored in this
study.

In addition to emotional and logistical support, doctoral students must acquire a wide range of aca-
demic and professional competencies — skills often unfamiliar to their families. Understanding how
students and their family members perceive these expectations is critical to identifying the kinds of
support that foster success. Several phases can be identified in the doctoral student socialization pro-
cess as individuals learn and adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and knowledge necessary for a
professional career (Gardner, 2010; Martinez, 2018). These studies found that the challenges of navi-
gating these phases, especially the transition to research-focused activities during the dissertation
stage, can cause doctoral students to leave their programs. Lack of self-direction, feelings of isolation,
poor mentorship, financial stress, and low levels of support from friends and family have been identi-
tied as obstacles toward a doctoral degree (Breitenbach et al., 2019). Alternatively, a sense of belong-
ing, participation in a community of practice, consistent feedback, and family support contribute to
students’ success (Breitenbach et al., 2019; Burt et al., 2019; Gardner, 2010; Gardner & Holley, 2011;
Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Martinez, 2018; Moreira et al., 2019; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2018; Walsh et
al., 2021, 2023).

While social isolation is highlighted as an obstacle to persistence and success across several studies
(Bancroft, 2013; Breitenbach et al., 2019; Burt et al., 2019; Farnaz et al., 2026 ), and while online pro-
grams may exacerbate those feelings of disconnection (Jacobson, 2025; Rockinson-Szapkiw et al.,
2017, 2018; Winborn, 2025), recent hybrid and cohort models utilize tools such as Al-augmented
support and group messaging, potentially fostering a sense of community and bridging traditional
isolation gaps (Jacobson, 2025; Winborn, 2025). While the Al-augmented tools Jacobson described
were used to provide direct academic support to students, the study found that these models are scal-
able and cost-effective to operationalize by other department offices and staff.

Hybrid models can maximize flexibility for students and create digital spaces for rich and meaningful
conversations that foster a sense of belonging. However, the merging of home and academic
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environments can also lead to a sense of imbalance, as students must constantly negotiate rigorous
academic deadlines alongside domestic duties such as childcare and housework (Walsh et al., 2021).
This creates a state of life fragmentation where the primary stressor shifts from physical isolation to
the internal struggle of managing overlapping and competing roles (Jacobson, 2025; Posselt, 2016;
Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2018; Winborn, 2025). Additionally, students in asynchronous environ-
ments may still feel isolated and find themselves unable to form a cohesive support network because
social interactions are fragmented across platforms and time zones (Jacobson, 2025).

Given the growing recognition of the role of family support, higher education institutions are exploz-
ing ways to strengthen support for doctoral students. The existing literature emphasizes the need to
help families better understand the complexities of graduate studies, including responsibilities, oppor-
tunities, and the time commitments involved (Breitenbach et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2023). These
studies highlight the benefits of promoting family integration and show how institutions can foster
families” deeper appreciation of the value of a PhD.

It is important to note that interactions with family members can also pose challenges, and misunder-
standings can arise as pressure increases under the high demands of doctoral programs. Previous re-
search shows how factors such as time commitments for research and writing can lead to stress and
conflict (Breitenbach et al., 2019). It was observed how family members may find it hard to fully un-
derstand the graduate school requirements or the value of pursuing academic goals, leading to nega-
tive feedback and the potential for students to fail to prioritize academic work. Educating family
members about the doctoral student experience may help address these challenges (Jairam & Kahl,
2012). Strategies to engage families can include family orientation sessions (Breitenbach et al., 2019),
specialized programming, and financial support for family travel. These initiatives help families con-
nect with the graduate school experience, fostering more supportive environments (Walsh et al.,
2021, 2023). For example, one federally funded doctoral retention initiative used intensive orientation
programs — often colloquially termed “bootcamps” — to examine family support. These short-term,
high-intensity preparatory initiatives were designed to foster a supportive, collaborative environment,
particularly for first-gen students and those from underrepresented backgrounds (U.S. National Sci-
ence Foundation, n.d.). Similatly, the study by Walsh et al. (2023) was part of a program that included
intensive summer boot camps, professional development, social and networking opportunities,
alongside mentoring and family involvement.

First-gen and historically underrepresented doctoral students often face unique obstacles rooted in
institutional gatekeeping, largely due to a lack of familiarity with the sociocultural expectations of
graduate education (Bancroft, 2013; Gardner & Holley, 2011; Holley & Gardner, 2012). Lacking es-
tablished access to academia’s structural “walls of membership” (Bancroft, 2013, p.14), these stu-
dents must navigate systemic U.S. racial hierarchies and patterns of exclusion where academic expec-
tations are primarily defined by the dominant group (Bancroft, 2013; Burt et al., 2019; Walsh et al.,
2021). According to Posselt (20106), reliance on hidden application criteria and social capital mirrors
universal patterns of elitism and is reinforced by homophily. The author argues that during the ad-
missions process in highly ranked doctoral programs, decision-makers use their own elite standards
as a “familiar frame” to judge candidate quality (p.95). To penetrate these elite spaces, students fre-
quently must leverage “fictive kinship” (Bancroft, 2013, p. 14) and specialized support networks to
bridge gaps in institutional and social capital (Bancroft, 2013; Walsh et al., 2021).

To capture the nuances of this social capital, this study utilizes a dyadic format to interview each pair
of participants (a doctoral student and a family member). By utilizing dyadic interviews, this study fa-
cilitates a digital space for collective inquiry, enabling participants to engage in dialogue and co-con-
struct knowledge about the doctoral journey (Jacobson, 2025; Tkachuk et al., 2019). These interviews
provide an intimate environment that can feel safer and more supportive, making it conducive to col-
laborative learning and co-constructing meaning (Morgan et al., 2013; Tkachuk et al., 2019). Com-
pared to focus groups, this smaller setting encourages participants to feel more comfortable sharing
sensitive thoughts and engaging in open dialogue. Furthermore, the interactive nature of the dyad
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allows participants to build on each other’s ideas; unlike individual interviews, which capture a single
perspective, or focus groups, which prioritize group dynamics, dyadic interviews reveal how shared
experiences are negotiated between two people. Morgan et al. (2013) suggest that this collaborative
process can deepen participants’ understanding, helping them achieve a level of abstraction and self-
awareness they might not achieve independently. This method directly addresses the interconnected-
ness central to the FIGS model (Nathans et al., 2024).

FAMILY INVOLVEMENT IN GRADUATE SCHOOL

Nathans et al. (2024) developed and validated the FIGS measure by surveying 150 family members of
doctoral students to assess family involvement. Grounded in the HDS model (Hoover-Dempsey &
Sandler, 1997) of parental involvement, the FIGS measure identified five factors of family involve-
ment: family role construction, family self-efficacy in supporting doctoral student success, general in-
vitations to involvement from others, doctoral student invitations to involvement, and invitations to
and attendance at events. Family supportt, as conceptualized through these domains, plays a vital role
in doctoral student persistence.

Building on Nathans et al.’s (2024) work and their adaptation of the HDS model, and specifically,
Walker et al.’s (2005) operationalization of it, our study focuses on three core elements of family in-
volvement: First, with the term “motivational beliefs,” we refer to how students and family members
view their roles, as these pertain to their sense of responsibility and their belief in the need to provide
and receive support to succeed in doctoral studies. Motivational beliefs also encompass family mem-
bers’ perceived ability to provide effective support. Second, “invitations for involvement” encompass
both institutional outreach and students’ own initiatives to involve their family members in academic
discussions, events, updates, and decisions. Understanding how family members and students per-
ceive those invitations can be crucial to ensuring family involvement feels welcomed and encouraged.
Finally, “the need for graduate school” represents families’ and students’ perceptions of the
knowledge and skills required to support academic success. While the FIGS measure examined the
knowledge, skills, and contextual understanding needed to succeed in graduate school from the fam-
ily members’ perspectives, our current study contributes to the field by qualitatively exploring how
both doctoral students and their family members perceive and negotiate family involvement, motiva-
tional beliefs, invitations for involvement, and the competencies required for graduate education.

The present study explores the dynamics of family support for first-year doctoral students by focus-
ing on the experiences of historically underrepresented and first-gen doctoral students and their fam-
ily members recruited as pairs for interviews (dyadic interviews). This study aims to provide insights
into the following research questions:

e How do doctoral students and their family members perceive invitations for involvement in
graduate school expetiences?

¢ How do doctoral students and their family members describe their motivational beliefs
about the education of doctoral students?

e How do doctoral students and their family members perceive the skills and knowledge
needed for graduate school?

To explore these complex relational dynamics, this study identifies five primary themes: (1) The Ini-
tial Transition to the Institution, which examines the early adjustments of students and families; (2)
Dealing with Financial Realities, highlighting the shared economic burdens of graduate study; (3)
Gifts of Time and Roles in Relational Support, focusing on the non-monetary investments made by
support networks; (4) Relational Support to Bridge the Knowledge Gap, exploring how families navi-
gate unfamiliar academic expectations; and (5) Resilience Investments, which details the long-term
emotional strategies used to persist and sustain the doctoral journey.
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METHOD

This descriptive qualitative study (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002) employed dyadic interviews with
first-year doctoral students and their chosen family members. Dyadic interviews include opportuni-
ties for participant interaction (Morgan et al., 2013, 2016; Szulc & King, 2022; Tkachuk et al., 2019).
With Institutional Review Board approval, all data were collected between August 23, 2023, and April
14, 2025.

PARTICIPANTS AND RECRUITMENT

We sought two categories of participants: (a) first-year doctoral students (n = 22) and (b) their se-
lected family members (n = 22). The students represented a diverse range of backgrounds. Approxi-
mately one-third identified as Asian or Pacific Islander, 23% as White, and the remaining participants
identified with other racial and ethnic groups, including African American/Black, Hispanic/La-
tino(a), and Native American. Just over one-third (36%) of students reported having children.
Slightly more than half (55%) were first-gen college students, and a large majority (91%) were first-
gen doctoral students. The average age of the student sample was 34.2 years (SD = 10.0).

Family participants were most often partners or spouses (46%0), with others including siblings, par-
ents, and close friends whom the students identified as playing a family-like role in their academic
journey. Most family members (86%) were residing in the United States at the time of the study. The
average age of the family sample was 34.1 years (SD = 13.0). Table 1 provides a demographic over-
view of the participating family members, detailing their age, gender, ethnicity, highest degree at-
tained, and relationship to the student. Table 2 outlines the demographic and academic characteristics
of the doctoral students, including their first-generation status, enrollment status, and primary fund-
ing sources. We aimed to recruit historically underrepresented and first-gen doctoral students and
their family members after the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the protection of human sub-
jects approved the protocol. Seven of 22 student-family dyads attended a retention program, which
we referred to as “the bootcamp.” This program focused on increasing family involvement and in-
cluded a “Family Day” alongside other social and professional development opportunities. Both do-
mestic and international doctoral students were invited to participate in this study. First-year doctoral
students were recruited from a large public university in the western United States. A general invita-
tion was distributed via doctoral student and faculty listservs and through direct emails to faculty
members across the institution. This broad approach was used to capture a diverse cross-section of
experiences across various disciplines, ensuring the findings were not limited to a single field of
study. Doctoral students were asked to invite one chosen family member to participate in a Zoom
interview with them.

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW GUIDE

A semi-structured guide was developed by the second author. The questions were designed with the
sensitizing concepts from the FIGS measure in mind (Addai et al., 2026; Nathans et al., 2024). Spe-
cifically, the guide addressed invitations for involvement, motivational beliefs, family members’ pet-
ceptions of graduate school, and how this compares to students’ lived experiences. The guides were
reviewed by two researchers with doctoral-level qualifications in family science and diversity and eq-
uity, and by three researchers with master’s-level qualifications in qualitative research and higher edu-
cation. Questions were adjusted based on minor feedback from reviewers (see Appendix A for the
full semi-structured guide).

DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE

This study employs semi-structured interviews with both a doctoral student and a family member to-
gether — a method of analysis that allows interaction and dialogue within the dyad (Morgan et al.,
2013; Tkachuk et al., 2019). Each online dyadic interview was conducted using Zoom and lasted no
longer than 75 minutes. Before the interview, each participant was sent an email containing a
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Qualtrics link to a consent form, a demographic survey, and a Zoom link for the interview. Of the
dyads interviewed, 14 met in the same physical space and used a single Zoom link. One facilitator,
either the first author or a trained master’s student, conducted each interview, following the conver-
sation and using probing questions as needed to clarify interesting and relevant points or to elicit
complete information (Barriball & While, 1994).

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participating family members (N = 22)

. . Highest | Country of | Student and
Pseudonym | Age | Gender Ethnicity degree residence | relationship
African American- | 1st year of Jade
Morgan & M Black college USA (Daughter)

. African American- | Mastet’s L . .
Endric 26 M Black degree Nigeria Sergio (Friend)
Nummi 61 F  |Native American Associate USA Bahtsi (Sibling)

degree
Arun 37 | M |Asian-Pacific Islander| PhD USA Salima
(Spouse)
Not . . High school Raven
Bloom 29 listed Caucasian-White diploma-GED USA (Partner)
Bilbo 34 | M |Caucasian-White | D2Chelors pga Nella (Partner)
degree
Chaitra 22 | F |Asian-Pacific Islander| 22O i, John (Sibling)
degree
. . High school .
Jake 21 M |Caucasian-Asian diploma-GED USA Katie (Parent)
Abdul 28 | M |Asian-Pacific Islander| 22O INepal Ash (Sibling)
degree
. . Bachelor’s
Cayo 28 M  |Caucasian-White d USA Ed (Partner)
egree
African American-  |Bachelot’s
Oma 29 F Black degree USA Ayo (Spouse)
. . Master’s Amana
Tee 29 F  |Asian-Pacific Islander degree USA (Sibling)
Neela 3 | F |South Asian Master’ USA Shyam
degree (Partner)
Rolan 38 M | Asian-Pacific Islander Bachelor’s USA Parker
degree (Spouse)
Lilo 31 F  |Asian-Pacific Islander Bachelor’s USA Ludwig
degree (Spouse)
. African American-  |Bachelot’s
Bill 35 M Black degree USA Elsa (Spouse)
Eddie 20 | NOt | Cucasian-White [ asters USA Al (Sibling)
listed degree
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o Highest Country of | Student and
Pseudonym | Age | Gender Ethnicity degree residence | relationship
Rat 2| T |CaucasianWhite | P2P€O7S Jysa Moana
degree (Friend)
. . High school Tepee
Thelma 56 F  |Caucasian-White diploma-GED USA (Daughter)
African American- | Mastet’s Sankara
Abe 20 M ek degtee USA (Sibling)
i 28 | F  |Hispanic-Latino@ |22Pelors lpsa S
Jen spanic-Latino(a) degree Jay (Spouse)
. . . High school Tashina
Marie 32 F  |Native American diploma-GED USA (Parent)

Table 2. Demographic and academic characteristics
of the participating first-year doctoral students (IN = 22)

Pseudo- First
nym Age |Gender Ethnicity Gen | Status Funding Field |Children

Jade 44 F African American- Yes |Domestic [Military S&E-R No
Black

Bahtsi 63 F  |Native American Yes |Domestic [Fellowship  [Educ Yes

Sergio 32 M African American- Yes |Int] Scholarship  [S&E No
Black

Salima 33 F Asian-Pacific Islander No |Intl Fellowship S&E-R Yes

Sankara 24 | a  |Arican American- No |Intl GTA S&E Yes
Black

Raven 29 M |Hispanic-Latino(a) Yes |Domestic Self and GTA S&E No

Nella 32 F Asian-Pacific Islander No |Domestic Government S&E No

lgrants

John 27 M | Asian-Pacific Islander | Yes |Intl S&E No

Katie 47 F Caucasian-Asian No |Domestic |GTA/ Waiver [Educ Yes

Ash 27 M Asian-PI No |Intl] S&E No

. . . R Fellowship and
Jay 40 M Hispanic-Latino(a) No |Intl GTA Non-S&E No
Not . . .

Ed 30 listed Caucasian-White No |Domestic Educ Yes

Ayo 30 M Other Yes |Int’] GTA S&E No

Tee 30 F  |Asian-Pacific Islander | No |Int] Scholarship  [Educ No

Tepee 21 F | Caucasian-White Yes |Domestic (GTA Educ No

Shyam 40 M | Caucasian-White No |Intl] Self and GTA [Educ No

Parker 35 F Asian-Pacific Islander No |Intl] Edu Yes

Moana 23 F Caucasian-White No |Domestic GTA and‘ Educ No

Scholarship
Ludwig 38 M | Asian-Pacific Islander | No |Intl GTA Non-S&E | No
Elsa 32 F gf:i‘m American- Yes |Intl GTA Educ Yes
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Pseudo- First
nym Age |Gender Ethnicity Gen | Status Funding Field |Children
Alex 26 hftiil Caucasian-White Yes |Domestic |Self S&E-R No
Tashina 50 F Native American Yes |Domestic Educ Yes

Note. First-Gen (College) = First-gen college student. Status: Domestic/International. S&E = Science & Engi-
neering; S&E-R = Science & Engineering Related; Educ = Education; GTA = Graduate Teaching Assis-
tantship

By delegating portions of the primary data collection, the primary research team maintained a high-
level focus on emerging theoretical connections. It ensured consistent application of the interview
guide, while simultaneously balancing academic oversight with pedagogical development.

The dyadic interviews were audio-transcribed in Zoom, and both the transcript and video files were
saved on a cloud-based storage platform. The accuracy of the auto-transcription was determined by a
researcher on 15% of the recordings, aiming for an accuracy rate above 95% based on the Word Ex-
ror Rate (WER), a metric used to evaluate speech recognition systems by counting substitutions, in-
sertions, and deletions in a sequence of words. WER scores range from 0 (no transcription error) to
greater than 1, depending on utterance or text length, with human transcriptions averaging 0.04 (4%
WER) (Zolnoori et al., 2022). Manual verification was not planned for other transcripts if the sam-
pled files demonstrated high accuracy.

DATA ANALYSIS

Thematic Analysis of the transcribed dyadic interviews involved identifying patterns of meaning
across the dataset while integrating the researcher’s role and positionality and staying close to the par-
ticipants’ experiences and perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2022). We sought to understand partici-
pants’ lived experiences from their own perspectives and emotional contexts (empathetic interpreta-
tion) to deepen and enrich qualitative findings (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Willig, 2014). Within Thematic
Analysis, hermeneutics (the theory of interpretation, focusing on how meaning is co-created within
specific contexts) emphasizes understanding through language and interaction (Braun & Clarke,
2022; Miles et al., 2013). As researchers seek to enter the world of the other, they highlight the im-
portance of context in the meaning-making process (Miles et al., 2013). In this approach, the herme-
neutics of empathy are employed to make sense of participants’ attempts to understand their own ex-
perience: “a double hermeneutic” (Smith, 2011, p. 24, 2017).

Thematic Analysis was conducted in phases through a collaborative process (Braun & Clarke, 2022).
All 22 interview transcripts were imported into Dedoose, Version 9.054 (Dedoose, 2022), where cod-
ing occurred. Three analysts familiarized themselves with the data, noting participants’ perspectives
and experiences. An inductive orientation was used for initial coding, focusing on understanding the
participants’ experiences from their perspectives. To ensure the rigor and reliability of the thematic
analysis, a 15% subsample of the transcripts was manually coded by the primary research team. We
chose this specific percentage to establish a stable “gold standard” codebook and ensure inter-coder
alighment on complex themes before applying the framework to the remainder of the dataset. A first
analyst (i.e., the second author) engaged in semantic coding of approximately 15% of the transcripts
relevant to the research questions, capturing a single idea per code and focusing on participants’ ex-
plicitly expressed meaning. A second analyst (i.e., the first author) independently coded these tran-
scripts using the code list generated by the first analyst, and a consensus discussion was used to re-
solve disagreements. The second analyst independently coded 100% of the transcripts. When coding
disagreements occurred, they were resolved through consensual negotiation, a process in which ana-
lysts discussed the theoretical justification for their codes in meetings, comparing and adjusting until
a unanimous definition was reached. The third analyst, who joined during the secondary phase of
analysis, became familiar with the study’s approach by reviewing the 15% manually coded sample and
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previous reflexive notes. This was followed by several meetings and “calibration sessions” to ensure
the remainder of their coding aligned with the hermeneutic goals of the study.

Following initial coding, the number of codes generated for doctoral students and family members
was documented, including the total number of unique codes across both groups. A total of 31
unique codes were generated, covering a range of topics such as work-life balance, emotional and
mental support, financial means, time management, and advisor relationships. Appendix B provides a
comprehensive audit trail for these findings, mapping specific experiences to the coding framework.
This includes the Itemized List of the 31 Unique Codes and Definitions, the Itemized List of Codes
Corresponding to Experiences, and Table B1, which quantifies the prevalence of universal trends and
unique cases across the 22 dyads.

Google’s Al-powered research tool NotebookLM was used for minor assistance with the research
process, specifically for organizing and identifying preliminary themes (accessed 07/14/2025) and
analyzing general trends (accessed 10/04/2026) within the qualitative data. The final analysis and
conclusions are entirely the responsibility of human researchers, who carefully verified and improved
any Al-generated content.

In line with Braun and Clarke’s (2022) Thematic Analysis approach, thematic mapping was used to
explore and develop relationships between codes, subthemes, and themes, resulting in the Thematic
Analysis Framework provided in Appendix B. Codes that reflected patterned meaning across the da-
taset were clustered into candidate themes, each organized around a central organizing concept. Sub-
themes were identified when a specific aspect of a theme required further analytic attention. Through
collaborative discussion, the authors reviewed, narrowed, clarified, refined, and defined these candi-
date themes, considering their relevance and coherence within the overarching analysis.

Al language models (Gemini 1.5 Pro, Google, accessed [07/14/2025]; Gemini 3 seties, Google, ac-
cessed [10/04/20206]) wete used to improve the manuscript’s clarity and conciseness and make small
grammatical corrections. The human authors in this study, however, are solely responsible for the in-
tellectual content, arguments, and conclusions.

Reflexivity, along with the development of lists and tables of codes, thematic frameworks, and defini-
tions, was integrated into the analysis as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2022). Reflexivity in-
volved us as researchers in an active examination of our own biases, expetiences, and roles in shaping
both data collection and analysis. We engaged in an ongoing process of self-reflection regarding the
philosophical and theoretical assumptions that informed this research. These reflexive materials were
shared among the co-researchers, and an audit trail was maintained to address and acknowledge po-
tential personal biases (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Connelly & Peltzer, 2016).

The first author kept a reflexive journal as part of his ongoing commitment to empathic engagement
with the data and to an evidence-based approach to their interpretation. Journal entries were added
as separate documents into the audit trail folder throughout the analysis. These included the first au-
thor’s perspective on family involvement in doctoral education, shaped by his own doctoral journey.
These lived experiences provided the first author with a subjective lens through which to approach
the research data, which he considered a strength rather than a limitation. This understanding deep-
ens awareness of the students’ narratives, offering an insider’s perspective on their complex efforts to
balance academic demands and family life.

FINDINGS

We identified five main themes: (1) The Initial Transition to the Institution, (2) Dealing with Finan-
cial Realities, (3) Gifts of Time and Roles in Relational Support, (4) Relational Support to Bridge the
Knowledge Gap, and (5) Resilience Investments. Themes 1 and 5 are further divided into subthemes.
These themes and subthemes ate presented for each of the three research questions.
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INVITATIONS FOR INVOLVEMENT: DOCTORAL STUDENT AND FAMILY
PERSPECTIVES

We developed two themes in response to the first research question, “How do doctoral students and
their family members perceive invitations for involvement in graduate school experiences?”: The Ini-
tial Transition to the Institution (Theme 1) and Dealing with Financial Realities (Theme 2).

Theme 1: The Initial Transition to the Institution

This theme is divided into three subthemes that address what doctoral students and their family
members prioritize when they share, receive, or negotiate invitations to participate in doctoral educa-
tion, particularly during the initial transition to the new academic environment. Securing support dur-
ing this initial phase is crucial and requires practical knowledge and financial resources for success.
These three subthemes distinguish between student priorities and how they leverage their support
networks, based on the availability of: a close support network or family support (1-A); social and
professional networks (1-B); outreach initiatives such as the “bootcamp” (1-C).

Subtheme 1-A. Support Networks and Finances. Doctoral students and their families prioritize
tinancial stability and maintaining close relationships as they navigate the initial stages of a doctoral
program. According to the study’s frequency data (Appendix B, Table B1), 20 of the 22 student-fam-
ily dyads (approximately 91% of the sample) shared a decision-making pattern influenced by these
two priorities. For example, one doctoral student, Katie, emphasized the financial needs that influ-
enced her choice in the process of selecting a university:

If it were in any other location, I probably would not have started going to school. I didn’t have
to quit my job. I’'m not paying for it ... they had me sign up as a graduate assistant so that I got
my tuition waived. So, if that didn’t happen, I wouldn’t be in the program.

Katie shared that location was important to preserve her full-time job while pursuing doctoral stud-
ies. However, when families respond to invitations to involve themselves, they often financially sup-
port the students and live together to prioritize basic needs for financial and family support, espe-
cially if they are couples. Even while working a full-time job, Katie lived with her son, Jake, who con-
tributed expenses for groceries at home and sometimes lent his mother money. These dynamics of
mutual support involving financial security and the preservation of close family ties are often priori-
tized over other considerations, such as a program’s location. For instance, Bloom, a family member,
financially supported her boyfriend, Raven, in his studies by using income from her job. Bloom and
Raven also lived with Bloom’s parents, suggesting they did not have to pay rent. While factors such
as location are weighed, the ability to maintain a strong support system and address financial needs
stands out as a core factor in how initial invitations to the academic environment are perceived and
accepted.

Subtheme 1-B. Social and Professional Networks and Understanding Hidden Application
Criteria. Invitations to participate in doctoral education are often initiated in response to a need for
guidance and support. Social connections and an understanding of certain unwritten rules of aca-
demia and graduate school dynamics can make a difference, particularly in the first transitional period
at the new institution. Participants in this study emphasized that securing support during the initial
phase of their program is crucial, as they prioritize financial stability and the maintenance of close re-
lationships to meet these basic needs.

Strategies for navigating the initial transition varied based on the student’s background. For domestic
students of color, such as Raven (Hispanic/Latino) and Bahtsi (Native American), geographical prox-
imity was essential, allowing them to “fall back” on family for rent-free housing or logistical help. In
contrast, international students relied more on conational networks for practical support during the
“settling phase.” Those connections were particularly strong among international students in the Af-
rican community (e.g., Sergio, Ayo, and Sankara), who leveraged cultural ties for things like airport
pickups and shared ethnic meals.
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The transition to graduate school for domestic students can be smoother, especially if they already
have strong ties with somebody at the new institution. While the beginning for first-gen students is
often characterized by “stumbling around” due to a lack of familial academic experience, Alex (a do-
mestic first-gen college student) benefited from a sibling, Eddie, who had already completed a mas-
ter’s degree. Alex spoke about implicit criteria for success, such as “having a connection in the school
already” or the importance of networking. Alex explained the difficulty of obtaining opportunities,
such as an assistantship, without existing connections.

For clarity, a graduate assistantship is a contractual academic appointment where students receive a
tuition waiver and a stipend in exchange for teaching or research services. Alex described how cam-
pus administrators frequently “connect people they know with opportunities,” recalling instances in
which they would ask, “Would someone be available to help this graduate assistant?” or “Does this
person need more hours?” These questions are directly related to the workload and the chance to se-

cure a full or half assistantship (which determines a full or half graduate assistant salary). Alex con-
cluded:

Incoming students often know those people and have those connections already. I was so lucky
because many individuals in these assistantship positions already have the foundation of know-
ing the right people, and so they already kind of have a leg up there.

Doctoral students and their families often perceive invitations to involve themselves as requests for
knowledge, guidance, and connection to someone who might make their transition easier. Alex’s sib-
ling, Eddie, described themselves and other first-gen students as “just stumbling around ... we didn’t
know what we were doing.” Eddie’s experience reflects a perception of invitations to participate that
acknowledges students’ critical need for integration, professional opportunities, and financial security
at their new institution, and it also implies leveraging social and professional connections, especially
for students denied full participation. Eddie noted that graduate school can be:

... pretty elitist in terms of how much it costs, how little jobs tend to pay, and how time-con-
suming classes are. I think that poses a big barrier to most people, particularly people from mar-
ginalized communities and from lower-income backgrounds like Alex and me.

Subtheme 1-C. Institutional Outreach and Embracing Cultural Connections. This subtheme
underscores how institutional outreach initiatives, along with opportunities for the students to em-
brace their own cultural background, foster a sense of belonging and contribute to student well-being
and persistence. Those institutional efforts and cultural connections can help both students and fam-
ily members feel valued and supported at their new school, particularly for first-gen students and
those from historically marginalized communities.

Many participants reported feeling welcomed on campus, and university outreach initiatives often
played an important role in fostering a sense of belonging for first-year doctoral students early in
their programs. The “bootcamp” was highlighted by several participants as providing helpful and es-
sential information and offering a warm welcome. For Salima, a doctoral student, it provided “so
much information about the university. I would not have known because just visiting the website is
not sufficient sometimes, so the bootcamp project was a game-changer for me.”

Students often invite and welcome support by leaning on cultural ties. Connections, such as Ash’s
with a fellow national housemate, or like Ayo’s friends from his home country, provided guidance
and a sense of welcome. Similarly, family members and support networks respond positively to these
efforts if relationships embody cultural significance for them. For example, another doctoral student,
Sergio, learned about fellow nationals on campus through emails sent to admitted students. They
picked up Sergio from the airport, and mingling with them, he found their presence particularly help-
ful. Sergio’s family member Endric encouraged him to invest his time in those relationships. While
only a few participants explicitly shared this, embracing cultural connections was perceived as a
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strength, suggesting it contributes to students’ well-being, reduces feelings of isolation, and increases
their likelihood of persistence and early graduation.

Theme 2: Dealing with Financial Realities

This theme explores the perception of doctoral education as a series of monumental long-term in-
vestments, supporting the belief held by some doctoral students and their families that “hard work
pays off” and “you get what you put in.” The factors influencing these investments include family
support, the mutual benefits of success, financial aid, and the complex links among work, time, and
physical and mental health. While Subtheme 1-A (Support Networks and Finances) revolved around
tinancial considerations and shared living arrangements as priorities at the time of selecting a univer-
sity and in the context of invitations for family involvement, Theme 2 further expands on the percep-
tions of doctoral education as a broader series of financial investments, exploring other costs and ex-
pectations of future gains for students and their families.

A PhD involves high costs — including massive investments of time, financial resources, and emo-
tional energy — but also the expectation of future rewards, which motivate the student and extend to
the entire family. Sergio’s friend, Endric, emphasized this:

It could be overwhelming, but I feel like it is what is required to get to that stage that he wants
to get to, and I know that at the end of the day, he’d be glad he did all of that, because the re-
wards will far outweigh all the work that he has put in so far.

Morgan encouraged his daughter Jade (the doctoral student) with a similar message: “She has to re-
member that at the end of the road there’s gonna be a great reward for her, and you just don’t give
up.” The doctoral education journey is full of financial burdens and sacrifices, yet for both students
and family members, the invitations to venture into this together also promise mutual long-term ben-
efits.

At least 11 out of 22 participants explicitly shared the vision of the PhD as a potential win-win situa-
tion or a shared legacy, a long-term commitment faced together with the hope for success, and
providing mutual benefits such as a stronger sense of pride for the entire family. Beyond material
gains, financial stability implies a better quality of life that strengthens relationships. This belief drives
financial reciprocity: Endric and Sergio both believed that increased financial means would “elevate
their friendship.” Sergio shared that if his friend “had that money, he would send it in the twinkle of
an eye,” and if he himself had the financial means, he would have “paid all the bills” for Endric. This
reflects the perception of family support as a mutual investment with the hope for stronger bonds,
increased life satisfaction, and collective pride in the student’s achievement. For example, Endric en-
couraged Sergio, saying that “his mom, wherever she is right now, is really proud of him, because this
is something that no one in his direct family has achieved.” Similarly, Ash’s brother, Abdul, described
working two jobs in his home country to support Ash’s pursuit of the PhD, explaining, “I have to do
this thing so he could live there. He could learn, educate, and get his PhDD.” Such stories illustrate
how family members view doctoral success as a shared achievement, inspiring and fostering a sense
of legacy, particularly for first-gen and historically underrepresented students.

While financial struggle remained a primary concern for most students, the intersection of economic
and legal status created distinct support dynamics between domestic underrepresented and interna-
tional dyads. Funding as a deciding factor was nearly universal (21 out of 22 dyads), as most students
could not enroll without tuition waivers or assistantships. However, domestic first-gen college dyads
such as Alex and Eddie navigated these socioeconomic barriers together; Eddie, having transitioned
into a stable career, provided a “monetary safety net” via gift cards for Alex. This support made Alex
feel “more human” and less like a “robot in school,” reinforcing the idea that familial financial stabil-
ity is a key factor in petsistence.

While funding was a near-universal requirement for persistence, students allocated time differently
depending on their funding source. Within the domestic sample, some students like Bahtsi (Native
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American) and Jade (African American) could forgo assistantship positions by utilizing local support
from their families and institutional capital. Funds in the form of Native American tuition waivers or
military sponsorship enabled these domestic students to focus on their classwork, which remained
out of reach for international students and other domestic students.

Due to legal status, international students faced unique barriers that set their struggles apart from
those of their domestic counterparts. Despite tuition exemptions, domestic students like Tashina
(Native American) and Katie (Asian/Pl) struggled to cover basic living expenses, but they managed
that by balancing multiple jobs (including a teaching assistantship). In contrast, opportunities for
families of international students like Jeni (Jay’s spouse) and Rolan (Parket’s spouse) were scarce due
to F2-visa regulations, which prohibited employment and restricted enrollment to non-credit courses.

For clarity, F2 is a U.S. non-immigrant visa dependent status for spouses of international students
(U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services [USCIS], n.d.). Lacking legal flexibility for off-campus
work, international students and their families often relied solely on the students’ internal teaching or
research assistantships, which added a mandatory 20-hour weekly commitment to already demanding
schedules and sometimes “industrial-scale” reading loads.

Lack of financial means is often inextricably linked to lack of time. Doctoral student Jay shared,
“Well, challenge is always money... inflation. It’s difficult for me, particularly because I don’t have
time to do anything else.” Jay and his wife, Jeni, also talked about how much time and energy are
spent because of the need for “cheaper food” and the associated tasks, such as cleaning and walking
long distances for groceries without a car. In response to those burdens, family members often pro-
vide financial support and invest in alleviating students’ burdens, reducing distractions, and enabling
them to accelerate their progress. Nummi’s support for her sister, Bahtsi, included easing living ex-
penses, providing a place to live, and covering “rent, utilities, or buying food,” thereby freeing up
time for Bahtsi to focus on her studies. In turn, Bahtsi expressed confidence she would do the same
for Nummi. As doctoral students’ success in graduate school is likely to lead to higher earnings, it is
also likely to yield potential contributions to the whole family. Family support and financial aid re-
duce the need for part-time jobs, reduce distractions, allow more dedicated time for studying, and in-
crease efficiency, likely leading to early or on-time graduation. For Bahtsi, those forms of support
meant she could focus on becoming a scholar without needing a graduate assistantship salary, which
often implies substantial time investments and legwork, instead allowing her to save time and energy
for her plans regarding “research travels.”

Doctoral students and their families face a tough financial reality. Arun (a family member) remem-
bered his own graduate studies and the financial burdens involved: “So if I say it frankly ... whatever
money I get from school, 50% will go for rent, and 20-25% will go for health insurance. So, I have to
live by ... the rest, 25%, for the whole month.” Such severe financial pressure can force parents like
Arun and his wife, Salima (who has just started her PhD), to sacrifice their own personal needs, in-
cluding healthcare, for their child’s needs if necessary. This sense of responsibility not only motivates
essential family support but also raises concern whenever a family member forsakes their own needs
under pressute and limited resources.

Financial limitations can lead to intense struggles, sacrifices, and physical and mental health concerns.
Parker shared the difficult decision that her child “had to stop going to sports because aside from
time, we can’t afford it anymore.” She expressed frustration that they couldn’t afford to have their
children attend music classes, as they did in their home country. Moreovet, she recalled feeling
“heartbroken” when her young son once said, “it’s okay, I can just wear my uniform” because they
couldn’t afford a costume for a school event. These tangible sacrifices and the emotional distress
they cause highlight the significant emotional and mental health toll that high financial pressures and
costs inflict on doctoral students and their families.

Financial support in the form of graduate or research assistantships, scholarships, and fee waivers is
vital for many doctoral students. These emerged as deciding factors when choosing to enroll in a
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doctoral program. Although doctoral student Tashina received financial support, her daughter Marie
pointed out that more funding would help her mother avoid “multiple jobs to make ends meet.”
These extra jobs exacerbated Tashina’s frustration at having “no work-life balance” and often miss-
ing “family events.” Marie added that having money “gives you more time to not be working, gives
you more time to focus on school instead of working.” Thus, financial support, particularly institu-
tional financial support, is often perceived as safeguarding the student’s time and energy. In return
for those investments, students are often protected from the need to work a second job, which di-
rectly allows them to spend more time with family, strengthen those relationships, and achieve a bet-
ter work-life balance.

MOTIVATIONAL BELIEFS ABOUT GRADUATE EDUCATION

We developed the following theme to address the research question: “How do doctoral students and
their family members describe their motivational beliefs about the education of doctoral students?”

Theme 3: Gifts of Time and Roles in Relational Support

Family members play a vital role in student persistence, offering support that often transcends tradi-
tional gender norms and becomes part of a complex, integrated ecosystem of shared responsibilities
essential to coping with multiple challenges. Students and their families perceived relational support
as a form of caring that saves students time and energy for studies and contributes to improved
work-life balance. This type of support was a universal trend seen in 19 of 22 dyads. Acts of support
included help with childcare, gifts, thoughtful reminders, shared beliefs, guidance, and other practical
and emotional assistance, particularly during times of intense stress, scarcity, and traumatic experi-
ences or crises. Relational support represented a series of strategic long-term investments of time and
emotional and mental energy, fostering collaborative relationships and mutual benefits for both the
student and the family.

Practical assistance with daily tasks and household responsibilities translates to “gifts of time” for
doctoral students, contributing to improved efficiency and overall well-being. Family members often
offered support with household chores, such as washing dishes, organizing things, and preparing
food frequently or in “large batches.” They also handled logistics such as childcare, drop-offs, trans-
portation, and even “little things” like pet care and car maintenance. For doctoral student Katie, her
son Jake’s “family-style” cooking meant “extra food to take home” or “leftovers,” saving her time
otherwise spent on cooking and thus reducing distractions from studies. For doctoral student Jay,
food preparation was perceived as a substantial burden on him and his wife Jeni: “Going shopping,
to the supermarket, and all the cooking, all the cleaning: that kind of takes a lot of time from us.”
Spending time, as Jeni did, managing paperwork and other chores at home allowed students like Jay
to devote more time to academic work. These forms of support make things “easier” for students,
providing relief from worry and strain, and freeing up time to focus on their work and studies.

Time saved is closely tied to health outcomes because effective time management necessitates priori-
tizing physical well-being. Jake’s assistance to his mother, Katie, included reminders to ensure she
“gets enough sleep, exercises, and takes her vitamins.” Endric (a close family friend) shared concerns
with doctoral student Sergio, advising him to “take his food seriously, and rest” to avoid health is-
sues. Oma, a baker, talked about taking care of her husband Ayo’s diet so that he can do well in his
PhD. As doctoral students are prone to neglecting their general well-being due to academic demands,
family members invest in meaningful gifts or small acts that support the students’ work-life balance.
For instance, both Nummi and Bahtsi perceived Nummi’s assistance as alleviating her sistet’s stress,
even when it simply meant taking care of Bahtsi’s car or replacing its “key battery.” These acts of
care contribute to a more balanced lifestyle, reducing the risk of burnout and addressing essential as-
pects underlying effective time management and persistence in graduate school.

Families often represent emotional outlets and a vital way for students to find comfort and relief
from stress. For doctoral student Elsa, emotional support meant being able to “pour out everything
that happened during the day” to her husband, Bill. Similarly, Parker described her husband, Rolan,
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as a “shock absorber,” especially during stressful times and periods of frustration. These interactions
underscore the importance of providing emotional support, as Elsa described it: a “safe space to vent
and let everything out.”

International dyads often faced a heightened risk of social isolation, as five of 11 international stu-
dents attended our interview with a family member who lived in a different US state or in other
countries such as Nigeria, India, and Nepal. In contrast, only one domestic dyad attended our inter-
view from a different state, and one participated from 500 miles away. While domestic students fre-
quently leverage proximal capital, physical presence remained a significant investment; for example,
although they resided in different states, domestic student Jade’s parents, Morgan and his wife, trav-
cled thousands of miles to be physically present on campus with Jade for a whole month to provide
essential logistical and emotional support during her move.

The challenge of physical distance was often exacerbated by the intersection of racial identity and the
absence of established immigrant networks. For example, Ludwig (Asian/PI) lamented a profound
sense of loneliness during a period of family separation before his spouse, Lilo, could join him from
abroad. Similatly, Jay (Hispanic/Latino) described himself as his spouse Jeni’s “only friend” in the
city. This situation highlights the emotional burden on international dyads who cannot count on cul-
turally relevant local support systems. The struggle to secure childcare, as shared by Parker and Rolan
(Asian/PI), further illustrates the fundamental necessity of local support networks.

For several domestic students of color, proximity to family members appeared as a decisive factor in
mitigating socioeconomic strain, revealing support dynamics that differ substantially from those of
international doctoral students. For domestic dyads from underrepresented backgrounds residing in
the US, the student could frequently leverage *kinship capital’ found in stable, multi-generational
housing. This trend was evident in the cases of Bahtsi (Native American) and Raven (Hispanic/La-
tino), who resided with family to offset the high costs of education. Within these domestic dyads,
family members often assumed the role of “provider,” interweaving financial assistance with cultural
expectations of caregiving. For instance, domestic student Katie (Asian/PI) and her son, Jake, dis-
cussed the economic benefits of co-living; Jake covered expenses such as groceries and took on
cooking responsibilities — a transition they noted as a significant cultural milestone in their Pacific Is-
lander heritage. This arrangement functioned as a symbiotic “win-win”: Jake avoided rent expenses,
while Katie received the emotional and domestic support necessary to persist in her doctoral studies.

Family members frequently served as providers, offering financial assistance. Yet, this role was often
shared with the student and overlapped significantly with the fundamental roles of parent and care-
giver. Examples include Morgan and his wife providing money and a car for their daughter, Jade, or
Eddie sending “expensive gift cards” to his sibling, Alex, to compensate for a limited student budget.
Beyond direct financial aid, these roles often include emotional support and a distinct sense of re-
sponsibility for caregiving. Morgan explicitly articulated this broader commitment, stating that his
support is not limited to the “paycheck.” In his words, “providing” is an inherent part of a father’s
role, which necessitates “being both physically and emotionally present for your family.”

While family members of domestic students could often financially support them, international stu-
dents’ ability to work was limited by F2 visa regulations. Those limitations forced a transition in the
family member’s role from “provider” to “shock absorber.” Rolan shared a profound sense of uneas-
iness, expressing a desire to contribute financially beyond domestic labor. Both Rolan and Jeni (who
also faced I2 visa constraints) invested their time and energy in home support, helping with paper-
work and chores to protect the students’ limited study time.

For many students and their families, homemaking and caregiving involve shared responsibilities, of-
ten disregarding traditional gender roles. Specifically, both Arun and Rolan discussed their roles as
fathers and husbands, taking on childcare while their wives, Salima and Parker, respectively, are busy
with doctoral coursework or work. Both fathers viewed childcare as “normal” or as their “duty” and
“responsibility.” However, Arun talked about juggling childcare with a full-time job, and working
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from home, while Rolan’s ability to work in regular jobs was limited by his I2 visa status. Fortu-
nately, Rolan’s extended family provided financial support for housing and other expenses. As work-
ing mothers and while pursuing their PhD, students like Parker often took on or shared the provider
role with their husbands. These dynamics of shared roles, time investments, and mutual practical and
emotional support are particularly important for those immigrant families, like Arun’s and Salima’s,
who lack local access to extended family and support networks. These strategic, emotional, and prac-
tical investments, along with teamwork and shared roles, protect students’ mental health from over-
whelming demands, freeing up time for doctoral work, classwork, research, and writing.

Older siblings with prior exposure to graduate education or an inclination toward mentorship often
assume the role of guide or mentor. For instance, Abe and Eddie both served as informal mentors
for their younger siblings, Sankara and Alex, respectively. This represented a meaningful form of sup-
port — especially for first-gen students like them who lacked familiarity with the required skill set for a
doctorate.

The motivation for some doctoral students to stay connected with family and achieve work-life bal-
ance stemmed from a sense of responsibility. For instance, doctoral student John shared that in some
cultures, older siblings and even older classmates are viewed as respected mentors. For John, that
view seems absent in the American context, suggesting that mentorship opportunities include ele-
ments that some international students may need for their personal development. Interestingly, John
chose to participate in his Zoom interview on family support with his younger sister, who lives far
away; she shared that John is actually her guide and inspiration — a reason for pride in their family.
This suggests that developing a sense of responsibility can motivate students to connect with family
and other students. This notion is further supported by another doctoral student, Nella, who talked
about joining a mentorship program on campus.

Caring for pets provides doctoral students with opportunities to engage in caregiving. Alex viewed
that as an effective form of stress relief, and Jade also found a special form of support in her pets.
Jade explicitly linked her sense of responsibility toward another living being with taking breaks and
tinding balance in life. While taking on caregiving duties is time-consuming, they were also perceived
as opportunities for necessary breaks and achieving a more balanced lifestyle.

Some students emphasized the strength and quality of family relationships, finding value in profound
family beliefs and bonds of trust and affection. A doctoral student, Parker, and Morgan, Jade’s father,
both described their faith as a motivation to remain united for what they stand for as a family. This
includes shared spiritual beliefs, which may be less tangible, yet profoundly motivating forms of sup-
port, especially when other resources are scarce or unavailable.

The presence and support of family members were indispensable for student persistence, especially
during crises or traumatic experiences. For example, when Raven lost his grandmother, he was able
to keep his focus on his studies because his girlfriend, Bloom, took time off work to handle funeral
logistics. Similarly, Endric emotionally supported Sergio after his mothet’s death. In one of their reg-
ular phone calls, Endric encouraged Sergio not to let grief “overtake these studies.” Family support is
often non-negotiable and plays a vital role, especially for those students facing unique personal chal-
lenges.

These diverse forms of financial and emotional support represent strategic investments of time, en-
ergy, and resources that are perceived as effective in increasing students’ persistence. These strategic
investments and the families’ complex interactions present rich opportunities for strengthened bonds
and emotional connection. As family support is often mutual, a shared vision of the doctoral journey
can fuel win-win situations, helping shape hopes and expectations of pride and achievement for the
entire family.
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PERCEPTIONS OF SKILLS AND KNOWILEDGE NEEDED FOR GRADUATE
SCHOOL

To address the third research question: “How do doctoral students and their family members per-
ceive the skills and knowledge needed for graduate school?” we created two themes: Relational Sup-
port to Bridge the Knowledge Gap (Theme 4) and Resilience Investments (Theme 5).

Theme 4: Relational Support to Bridge the Knowledge Gap

Doctoral education involves multiple tasks, creating a level of complexity that often leads to a
knowledge gap about its requirements. Nummi, a family member, was puzzled by the idea that her
sister Bahtsi had to learn coding (computer programming skills): “Coding! What? Why would you
need to code? Don’t they have specialists to do that?” When asked to share his understanding of the
graduate school requirements, a family member, Cayo, described it as a need for: “Caffeine, a lot of
food ... and flexibility.” Cayo’s partner, Ed (the doctoral student), expressed confusion at Cayo’s re-
ply and put their hands on their head in disbelief. Cayo admitted that his lack of graduate studies lim-
ited his knowledge about the requirements. Similarly, John remained vague whenever he explained
his doctoral student workload to his parents, believing their elementary education meant they
wouldn’t understand. Even when family members are engaged and willing to offer support, the speci-
ficity of doctoral studies may “go over their heads.” Families were often unaware of the intensity of
doctoral requirements, as doctoral students themselves often realized the nature of those commit-
ments only after they started their program, especially if they were first-gen or from historically mar-
ginalized communities.

The university’s investments in activities such as the “bootcamp” were perceived as fostering a
deeper understanding of the value of doctoral education and promoting integration and involvement
among both students and families. Morgan and his daughter Jade referred to the “Bootcamp Family
Day” as an experience that helped them understand the demanding nature of the graduate program.
These events provide a window into doctoral students’ lives, allowing families to become aware of
the students’ goals and the complexities they face.

Supervisors emerged as vital mediators, especially for first-gen students and those without family fig-
ures in their local communities. While non-first-gen domestic students like Nella and Katie both
noted their advisors were instrumental in their decision to enroll in their program, first-gen student
Alex considered the advisor’s role essential because students need to find in their advisor a person
who “adopts you as their research child.” First-gen student Raven shared how much it meant to him
when his advisor stood up for him during a graduate meeting, suggesting that encouragement and
emotional backup are essential components of the advisor-student relationship. While academic advi-
sors provided mentorships for all their students, their support served a dual purpose for international
students like Elsa, who lacked local family networks. Elsa shared that she felt welcome on campus
and described the meeting with her advisor as “homely.” By viewing her advisor as a “mother fig-
ure,” she suggested that a compassionate mentor role does more than provide academic guidance; it
validates the student’s family values. In this sense, the supervisor functioned as a bridge, fulfilling the
student’s need for professional mentorship while providing the “familiar” supportive presence typi-
cally offered by a parent or older sibling.

Families can better understand and support a doctoral student’s efforts when they have a clearer
sense and understanding of the academic demands and challenges involved. Ayo, a doctoral student,
believes that telling his wife, Oma, about his struggles is his “responsibility.” In turn, Oma shared
that being a bachelor’s degree holder contributed to her ability “to assimilate easily when he [Ayo]
talks,” as she is able to understand what her husband is experiencing even “in academic terms.” This
highlights how a certain level of education may enable family members to communicate more effec-
tively and understand doctoral requirements. Morgan, after attending a family day on campus, real-
ized “how challenging the doctoral program is,” stating, “I can’t imagine myself ever doing it, but 1
can imagine her doing it.” Even without grasping the broader value of doctoral education, families
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often witness the student’s struggles and offer validation, recognizing the intensity of the task. Regu-
lar communication, often daily or a few times a week, is essential. This involvement helps family
members stay connected and present to celebrate milestones, learn about the students’ workload, and
offer support. Relational support (such as regular communication and emotional support) and insti-
tutional outreach initiatives promoting family involvement all provide opportunities for families to
learn about graduate school.

Even without a full understanding of the academic tasks involved in a PhD, relational support from
family members is essential for students’ emotional well-being and persistence. Family members of-
ten struggle to fully grasp the volume of reading and writing involved, or other technicalities such as
the research method or software used. Yet, they often offer academic support in other ways, such as
by reading papers aloud, as in Marie’s case with her mother, Tashina, or by providing feedback, as
Bloom did for her boyfriend Raven:

The reading is intense. The amount of papers saved on his iPad is wild. So, he’ll sit down, and
he’ll read this, and of course he’ll be like, ‘Look, the electricity they used in this. I’'m not sure
why they did that’... and I’'m like this makes only enough sense that I know that they’re electro-
cuting cells or something like that, and I have no idea why, but I just sit there and I go: “Yeah, 1
mean, they’re electrocuting those cells,” and then he’ll go back to reading, and he’ll come back
with something else, and I’ll be like: “Yep, they’re definitely changing the way we think about
those models.” But I mean, it’s a lot of fun for me to hear how excited he is about it, even if it’s
not something I understand completely.

Family engagement is a long-term investment in emotional support aimed at fostering understanding
of the student’s struggles and learning about how students cope with academic demands. Having a
clearer idea of what work is involved means acknowledging the value of the long hours and effort
spent on research projects and academic work. Regular check-ins and conversations allow family
members to learn about students’ challenges and aspirations. This support is often offered as encout-
agement or a “sympathetic shoulder to lean on,” as a doctoral student, Moana, put it. Arun also re-
ferred to this: “family members motivate each other whenever they feel demotivated.” Those shared
emotional spaces represent investments that contribute to the student’s mental health, reducing the
risk of burnout and dropping out. Through this support and validation, students and families
strengthen their bonds, learn together, and grasp the deeper value of doctoral education.

Theme 5: Resilience Investments

This theme explores the intertwined needs of families and students, suggesting that success in the
long doctoral journey depends upon how resiliently they can find ways to carve out time together.
While Theme 4 focused on bridging the knowledge gap through relational support, Theme 5 centers
on the strategies and investments that foster student persistence and shared long-term visions. These
joint efforts, in turn, foster better time management and resilience to cope with the profound chal-
lenges of doctoral studies. What often ends up being overwhelming time constraints requires effec-
tive strategies, which are distinguished in the following subthemes, based on how challenges are tack-
led: externally, by means of visible or tangible strategies or actions (subtheme 5-A); internally, through
less visible or internal attitudes (subtheme 5-B); relationally, through actions and interactions with a
family member (subtheme 5-C).

Subtheme 5-A: External Strategies. The overwhelming commitments of doctoral studies create
stress and pressure that deeply challenge students’ work-life balance. Effective time management and
coping mechanisms were perceived as essential for juggling multiple commitments without neglect-
ing self-care. This subtheme explores practical strategies students used to manage overwhelming de-
mands: leveraging support networks, embracing imperfection, and remote working.

Bilbo described Nella’s work-life balance as “poor,” and Tashina, a single parent juggling studies,
family, and multiple jobs, said her work-life balance was: “non-existent....time, lots and lots of time.
That’s been the hardest thing...just finding the time to do my coursework.” Her daughter Marie even
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joked about the need to “stop sleeping,” as the only way for her mom to gain some more time. Tash-
ina noted professors expect “six to 10 hours of work per week per class,” leading to “at least 20
hours for her classwork.” This aligns with the perception of another doctoral student, Neela, who
estimated that a PhD student with a teaching assistantship commits 60 hours (20 for classwork, 20
for graduate assistantship work, and 20 for her own research). For Katie, this intensive schedule was
reframed through her son Jake, a combat medic. By comparing her academic workload to his 72-
hour military operations, she viewed her academic commitments as only “half a day” compared to
Jake’s medical training. Those perspectives empowered Katie to eliminate distractions and maintain
her focus. These examples highlight the sheer amount of work involved in graduate school, which
can cause high stress and require creative, effective time management and coping strategies to pre-
vent students from giving up due to burnout.

Doctoral student Jay talked about being “more organized” with his time; for him, managing time was
profoundly challenging because of the extensive weekly reading requirements in his field of research.
His financial struggles and lack of a car also meant that he and his wife, Jeni, relied on public
transport whenever they needed groceries. While there may not always be a solution to time con-
straints, students find themselves needing to learn how to face tough choices and prioritize what they
feel they need the most. Another student, Parker, scheduled church on Sundays and “family time”
with movie evenings once a week, making a point of not letting her time constraints steal precious
quality time from her due to academic demands. Bloom and Marie supported Raven and Tashina in
their studies by providing help with scheduling events and social calendars around the students’ class
or work commitments. These forms of support are similar to the investments businesses make in an
administrative assistant to manage appointments. Since students are unlikely to hire an assistant, fam-
ily members often become the only resource available to strategically offer help and carve out time
for them.

Some students learned to accept “subpar work sometimes” or even “mediocre work” to free up time.
Doctoral student Ed often chose to be behind with assignments “rather than work on the weekend.”
Another doctoral student, Shyam, learned that in graduate school, “grades become less relevant,”
with emphasis instead on quality of “research, writing, and teaching.” Embracing imperfection was
thus perceived as a strategic decision and investment in the present aimed at carving out time for
long-term priorities: high-quality writing, teaching, and research.

Securing family support and ensuring their support is effective requires “strategic choices.” Katie, a
doctoral student, waited until her children finished high school before starting her PhD. That turned
out to be a successful long-term family investment strategy for Katie. By the time she enrolled, her
son Jake was not only more independent but also an ideal companion and support system for her.
Similarly, by the time Ed and Salima enrolled in doctoral studies, both their partners, Cayo and Arun,
respectively, were working remotely, which provided “increased flexibility,” enabled more effective
time management, and improved support. Thus, securing effective family support is not coincidental
for students but often requires strategic planning about when and how to leverage their support sys-
tems most effectively.

Subtheme 5-B. Internal Strategies. This theme explores students’ and their families’ views on in-
ternal strategies that foster resilience, specifically a strong mental attitude and the ability to seek and
accept assistance. Students and their families expressed a sense of relief and trust in having support,
but also emphasized that the ability to seek help is a critical skill that catries emotional costs, espe-
cially for students who are not naturally inclined to ask for assistance. Doctoral student Salima stated
that what she needed most was “strength and support” from her husband and family. Tepee felt “al-
ways very supported” by her family and stated: there had “never been a time when I've thought that
I was on my own.” However, Nummi shared that while asking for help may feel like giving up some-
times, she reminded her sister, Bahtsi, that she would not want to see her “mental health decline,”
especially not over something that could be easily solved with a little help. As Bahtsi reflected on her
studies, she admitted, “I will spend an inordinate amount of time trying to solve the problem myself,
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and I need to remember when I hit a roadblock, I need to ask for help or get insight from someone
else.” Both sisters agreed that hiring tutors may entail monetary fees; in some cases, securing expert
help could save valuable time and mental energy and increase efficiency.

Family members and students acknowledged several factors that promote resilience, including pas-
sion, self-drive, setting priorities, and focusing on strengths. Bilbo brought up the need to set priori-
ties, describing it as “immediately taking steps to resolve issues” and “not putting stuff off.” He also
emphasized seeing “the bigger picture.” His partner, Nella, added “passion” as crucial: “You need to
really love the thing that you’re doing, especially in a PhD program. Otherwise, why even do it?” Pas-
sion is fueled by intrinsic motivations, and it implies reminding yourself why you chose a particular
field in the first place. Despite profound challenges, some students like Parker chose to maintain a
positive attitude. Her decision was to always focus on strengths: “If we focus too much on what we
lack, I don’t think I can survive. I just focus on the things that I have and work out.” A strength-
based approach emphasizes the need for doctoral students to remind themselves of the skills they
possess and all their past achievements, a crucial investment in their own inner strength.

Subtheme 5-C. Relational Strategies. Families employ different strategies aimed at promoting stu-
dent well-being and persistence. Family members practically become co-investors in the student’s
journey. This subtheme explores the joint long-term strategies participants discussed, including re-
minders for students to take breaks, cultivating deep bonds with family members, creating opportuni-
ties for long-term planning, providing emotional support, and engaging in fun activities.

Families proactively remind students to take breaks, prioritizing self-care to achieve balance and pre-
vent burnout. Eddie suggested that their sibling Alex “step away from studying all the time” and en-
gage in activities like hiking or a book club. Nummi also reminded Bahtsi to “take those breaks,”
such as “walking the dogs.” Families made time for fun things like movie evenings, walks, getting to-
gether with friends, or hobbies, which students and families perceived as essential for recharging
physically and mentally. Nummi and her sister, Bahtsi, discussed ways for Bahtsi to take her mind off
her studies more often and go out for inspiring talks or “cooking competitions.” Cayo used humor
with his partner Ed in an effort to lighten up Ed’s stress over classwork, reminding them, “You got
lucky because I’'m hilarious ... I feel like if you can’t laugh, you’ll go crazy in this life.” Lighthearted
and fun moments were perceived as making present costs and challenges of graduate school seem
more tolerable and even valuable.

Students and families who share deep bonds often prioritize common family goals over immediate
financial gain. A student’s father, Morgan, talked about the links between a professional career and
family connection: ““You have to make decisions based on your needs as a person, not always as a
student or an employee ... You may have less money, but you’ll have more time with your family and
can create a better relationship.” Morgan stressed the importance of strong bonds over financial
wealth, “You can have lots of money in the bank and still not get along. Make sure you have that
bond. Make sure you’re so close that nothing will tear you apart.” These remarks provide clear evi-
dence of the family’s deep investment in relational bonds. These actions highlight a key perception:
the doctoral journey is challenging, and students should not go through all that on their own.

Emotional support was perceived by both students and families as celebrating small victories, offer-
ing encouragement and validation, and listening to the students’ difficulties with empathy. Morgan
periodically checked in with her daughter, Jade, to make sure she was staying on track with her stud-
ies and work, and his wife spoke with Jade by phone regularly. Playing a family-like role, Endric regu-
larly provided his friend Sergio with daily check-ins on video calls, especially at the beginning of Ser-
gio’s PhD), offering a “listening ear.” Even small, yet regular, investments of time and emotional en-
ergy ensure the constant presence of support networks that act as emotional valves, allowing students
to relieve pressure in the present and helping them stay on track with their goals in the long term.
Those strategic investments contribute to strengthened relationships, family bonds, and connections,
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ultimately supporting a family’s shared long-term vision and increasing the likelihood of students’
persistence.

DISCUSSION

The FIGS measure identified key factors of family engagement in graduate education, including fam-
ily role construction, family self-efficacy, invitations for involvement, and perceived skills and
knowledge (Nathans et al., 2024). While the development of the FIGS measure identified #he dimen-
sions of family involvement from family members’ perspectives, in this study, we conducted qualitative interviews
with doctoral student-family dyads to explore Aow both students and their families experience those
factors. This approach provides deeper insights into other potential elements of involvement and the
dynamics of family support.

Themes 1 and 2 align with two factors identified in the FIGS measure (Nathans et al., 2024), both
pertaining to family perceptions of invitations to involve — from the school, the community, and the
students themselves. Invitations for involvement are important motivators, sending the message to
families that their participation in the students’ learning is welcomed, valued, and expected.

Doctoral students like Ludwig and Alex perceived that social connections are important for securing
financial support. Specifically, Alex believed that finding a graduate assistant position largely de-
pended on “knowing the right people” or “having a connection in the school already.” Such existing
“hidden application criteria” and other implicit norms are often completely new to first-year doctoral
students, especially if they are first-gen or from historically marginalized communities. When family
members possess graduate school experience or helpful social and professional connections (Sub-
theme 1-B), invitations for involvement are perceived as a necessary call to action: to help the student
integrate into an unfamiliar academic environment, to facilitate connections that might secure finan-
cial support for the student, and to demystify a series of unspoken rules and elitist academic norms.
Lived experiences like those of Alex and Eddie demonstrate that when family members or other
close contacts in a student’s support network have graduate school experience, they can serve as a
vital bridge, especially for newcomers and first-gen students. Thus, these new students can perhaps
gain a “leg up” and ease into the new institution.

The results suggest that the transition to a doctoral program is deeply influenced by the intersection
of ethnicity and residency status. While domestic students often leverage proximal capital — where
family members with academic experience act as a bridge to demystify elite institutional norms —
these same norms frequently exclude other marginalized candidates. This is consistent with prior re-
search identifying that first-generation and underrepresented students often lack the “fictive kinship”
or specialized networks required to penetrate academic spaces where standards are defined by domi-
nant groups (Bancroft, 2013; Carrera et al., 2024; Gardner & Holley, 2011). For international stu-
dents, however, our findings show that this transition is further constrained by financial limitations
and a lack of professional opportunities for spouses due to their F-2 legal status. These barriers align
with the concept of “civic stratification,” a process wherein institutions use legal categories to deter-
mine rights and entitlements. This creates a structural hierarchy that limits international students’ and
their families” access to the financial and social safety nets available to their domestic peers (Baumgir-
tel, 2020).

Doctoral students and their families in this study perceived institutional invitations to participate in
retention programs as highly supportive. They referred to one such institutional initiative, “the
bootcamp,” which offered orientations, networking, and professional development. These findings
are consistent with Walsh et al. (2023), who documented similar positive responses to family involve-
ment and outreach initiatives. Several doctoral students in this study attended the bootcamp, and
their families were also invited, allowing direct contact with the graduate school community eatly in
the PhD. Both students and their families felt the boot camp offered key information and helped to
bridge the knowledge gap with family members. These results support existing literature on similar
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preparatory programs (Martinez, 2018; Moreira et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2023), indicating that institu-
tional outreach programs play an important role, especially eatly in the doctoral journey. Through
these programs, institutions can mitigate the effects of residency status, serving as a tool of “civic
stratification” that shapes a student’s sense of belonging and access to institutional support
(Baumgirtel, 2026). Such orientation programs help promote social connections, a sense of belong-
ing, and raise awareness among family members about the true challenges and the value of a doctoral
degree.

The convergence of migratory status and generational capital influences family support. International
students face a “double burden”: F-2 visa restrictions prohibit spouse employment, transforming
family members into ‘shock absorbers’ who manage domestic labor to protect the student’s limited
study time. These structural limits reduce an immigrant’s ability to leverage their human capital, con-
tributing to emotional burdens and a higher risk of social isolation for them and their families. This is
consistent with MDR theory, which posits that those barriers diminish the expected protective bene-
tits of high educational attainment for immigrant and marginalized groups compared to privileged,
non-immigrant populations (Barsha et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2024).

When doctoral students rely on family members (subtheme 1-A), their invitations for involvement
are frequently interpreted by family members as more than simple requests for financial or emotional
assistance. This study underscores how those invitations often signal a commitment to long-term
shared visions, and the mutual “co-signing” of major life decisions, including co-living arrangements
and maintaining close ties throughout the long and intense years of a PhD.

The family dynamics illustrated in this study encompass the established categories of emotional and
practical support reported in prior literature (Gardner & Holley, 2011; Jairam & Kahl, 2012), and
they also reinforce the necessity for holistic approaches that recognize how student and family needs
are fundamentally intertwined (Gardner & Holley, 2011; Walsh et al., 2023). This interdependence
shapes complex dynamics, such as shared roles and long-term projects, that are created through deep
bonds and common beliefs, extending beyond merely distinct or transactional forms of support.

In Theme 3, we explored how family members engage in multiple forms of family support that often
transcend traditional gender norms and contribute to a shared ecosystem of responsibilities. The
family’s sense of responsibility in supporting the well-being and academic goals of doctoral students
aligns with Family Role Construction for Involvement — a dimension of the FIGS measure defined as
the family’s core belief system regarding their specific responsibilities and the actions they are ex-
pected to take to facilitate a student’s educational success (Nathans et al., 2024).

This relational support encompasses emotional and practical support and regular, consistent forms of
communication, all of which prior research consistently suggests are critical for doctoral student pet-
sistence and well-being (Holley & Gardner, 2012; Jairam & Kahl, 2012). Students and family mem-
bers shared myriad memories of providing and receiving assistance with household chores and prac-
tical tasks, such as childcare, alongside frequent encouragement, especially during stressful times,
challenges, crises, and loss. This emotional support often came in the form of “a listening ear” or a
“sympathetic shoulder to lean on. These findings reinforce prior research showing that family mem-
bers often serve as a source of strength and motivation by providing non-financial support (Gardner
& Holley, 2011; Jairam & Kahl, 2012). Our findings align with those of earlier studies, demonstrating
that relational support represents a long-term investment of time, emotional, and mental energy, fos-
tering collaboration, reducing stress and isolation, and saving students’ precious time and energy.

Our study shows that while most students face significant transitions and often rely on family and
support networks, disparities persist between international and domestic students. For domestic stu-
dents who are already familiar with the cultural and institutional landscape, challenges are often man-
aged with the support of existing local networks. In contrast, international students navigate the same
universal patterns of academic elitism as other underrepresented domestic minorities. At the same
time, they face legal and financial vulnerabilities, such as visa restrictions and the absence of local
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safety nets. Prior research supports this, showing that international students experience significantly
higher rates of psychological distress and struggle more to meet basic needs than their domestic
counterparts (Farnaz et al., 2026). The sense of loneliness experienced by students like Ludwig and
by Jay’s spouse, Jeni, suggests that doctoral programs are currently designed for the “standard” do-
mestic student. In contrast, international students and their families often need to find their own
ways to bridge systemic gaps. This distress is often exacerbated by “siloed” institutional support sys-
tems; the separation between logistical services and diversity initiatives frequently leaves the unique
intersectional needs of international students unaddressed (Arumuhathas, 2026). This highlights a
critical need for more integrated and holistic support.

In Themes 4 and 5, we explored how a lack of understanding of the value and rigorous demands of
the doctoral journey represents a significant obstacle to family involvement, a finding consistent with
established research (Gardner & Holley, 2011; Jairam & Kahl, 2012). This study expands on those
findings by demonstrating that regular communication and direct family engagement, such as
through institutional orientation programs, can substantially increase family support. As the
“knowledge gap” is bridged, family members gain the internal confidence that their presence, encour-
agement, and practical assistance are instrumental to student persistence. This process directly aligns
with a core dimension of the FIGS measure: a family member’s perceived competence and confi-
dence in providing effective assistance, reflecting their internal belief that they have what it takes to
influence the student’s journey positively.

Success in graduate school for first-gen and historically marginalized doctoral students depends on
understanding the unique challenges they face, particularly the stress and needs that can arise from
their family relationships. We identified specific challenges, such as communication issues and vari-
ous forms of stress (including financial and cultural disconnects), which are exacerbated by the over-
all pressure of graduate school. While family members in this study acted as “sounding boards,”
many, like Nummi and Cayo, expressed confusion about technical requirements, such as coding, as
well as general requirements, such as credit hours and research commitments. Central to bridging this
knowledge gap was family members’ participation in orientation programs and “family days,” which
several participants attended and referred to as “the bootcamp.” These findings are consistent with
previous studies highlighting the need for institutional outreach efforts to educate and communicate
with families (Breitenbach et al., 2019). Such programs for students and families create a “window”
into the student’s work, fostering the emotional backup and support necessary to navigate the doc-
toral journey (Breitenbach et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2023).

While the sample used to validate the FIGS instrument was predominantly White (Nathans et al.,
2024), this study focused on the experiences of first-gen and historically marginalized doctoral stu-
dents and their families to capture the unique sociocultural pressures they navigate. While relational
bonds provide for students the essential emotional backup required to persist, these same interac-
tions with their families can become a source of significant role conflict and psychological distress.
(Rockinson-Szapkiw et al., 2018; Walsh et al., 2023). We therefore argue that persistence is a dynamic
process of collective resilience, and that doctoral success is a collaborative endeavor contingent on
students’ and families’ ability to align their coping strategies.

Transitioning toward integrated hybrid ecosystems provides a solid means to meet students at the in-
tersection of their academic and personal lives. Doctoral students frequently struggle to manage com-
peting academic and domestic roles, experiencing severe psychological distress that leads to a perva-
sive state of life fragmentation (Jacobson, 2025; Walsh et al., 2021; Williams et al., 2019). Because tra-
ditional academic structures are often too rigid to accommodate these complex lived realities, bridg-
ing the academic knowledge gap within families is no longer merely a secondary outreach goal. Our
findings regarding the overwhelming “60-hour commitment” and the “non-existent” work-life bal-
ance reported by participants like Tashina reveal that integrating hybrid models and family education
strategies are critical prerequisites for doctoral success.
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These transitions are justified by their ability to maximize student flexibility while fostering the digital
spaces that foster a sense of belonging. By leveraging Al-augmented asynchronous tools, programs
can alleviate the “time poverty” and “sleep-depriving” constraints that often force nontraditional stu-
dents to choose between their professional, self-care, and caregiving schedules (Farnaz et al., 2020;
Jacobson, 2025). Automating routine technical tasks, such as grammar and formatting feedback, al-
lows programs to redirect human resources toward high-impact, community-building initiatives.

By reinvesting saved human labor into targeted socialization efforts, institutions can actively demys-
tify the doctoral journey, transforming the student’s fragmented environments into an integrated site
of belonging and participation. This type of engagement requires the presence of the students’ sup-
port network in a process that shapes their motivational beliefs and the specific roles they assume in
providing relational support. This process aligns with the first factor of the FIGS measure, “Family
Role Construction,” which represents the family’s core belief system regarding the specific actions
they must take to facilitate a student’s success (Nathans et al., 2024). In this integrated hybrid ecosys-
tem, support transcends biological ties; fictive kinship manifests as an experienced voice (often a
mentor) who offers the reassurance, encouragement, and intellectual dialogue necessary to ensure
students never lose sight of what awaits them at the top as they continue their ascent through the
clite spaces of academia (Bancroft, 2013). Within these specialized networks, supervisors emerge as
vital mediators and fictive kin, particulatly for first-gen doctoral students and those lacking a local
presence of family. For these students, a mentor does more than provide technical guidance; as an
experienced figure, they validate the students’ family values and provide a supportive presence that
helps them navigate academia’s unspoken norms. These findings align with established literature
identifying supervisors as critical support figures essential for persistence (Burt et al., 2019; Jacobson,
2025; Mahsood et al., 2025; Nathans et al., 2024; Walsh et al., 2021, 2023). Ultimately, we found that
family roles are driven by a profound sense of duty, legacy, and pride. While these motivational be-
liefs and deep familial bonds provide the “initial spark,” it is the resulting collective long-term invest-
ments of presence, time, energy, and resources that ultimately fuel the hopes and expectations of suc-
cess within the ivory tower.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This study was conducted at a single Western U.S. university using semi-structured interviews. While
this format offered valuable flexibility and insights, the interview protocol may have oriented the dis-
cussions towards specific themes. Furthermore, the challenges doctoral students experience in other
geographical areas may be substantially different. First-gen and historically underrepresented doctoral
students are not a homogeneous group, and their lived experiences may vary widely depending on
the type of institution they attend, such as those with different Carnegie Classification designations.
These factors warrant caution regarding generalizability, as the findings may not apply to other insti-
tutions and student populations. In addition, by recruiting only first-year PhD students, we may have
missed valuable experiences from students who have completed or discontinued their program.

Institutions should implement Al-augmented platforms to provide 24/7 academic assistance, reduc-
ing the time-intensive burden on faculty and staff while allowing students with professional and care-
giving responsibilities to receive feedback at flexible times of day. Jacobson (2025) demonstrates that
such hybrid models represent low-cost, scalable strategies that effectively increase a student’s sense
of belonging. Because these digital models are proven to be scalable, they can be readily leveraged to
facilitate institutional outreach and family education efforts. By using technology to handle routine
technical feedback (grammar, structure, and formatting), offices of graduate studies should reinvest
human labor saved into high-touch, hybrid cohort initiatives and bootcamps that prioritize family in-
volvement, peer-to-peer connection, and community building.

Programs should integrate a formal requirement into academic milestones (e.g., the dissertation pro-
posal) that requires students to use Al templates to create a high-level summary of their academic
and research achievements and other milestones to share with their family members and support
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networks. This practice is supported by Alfeir (2024), who demonstrates that Al-enabled personaliza-
tion facilitates the exchange of ideas across different formats and stylistic versions. This low-cost ac-
tion would empower students to translate complex research into accessible summaries for non-aca-
demic relatives, demystifying the doctoral process and fostering essential emotional backup.

Future studies should track the long-term retention rates of international and underrepresented stu-
dents who use Al-augmented support models, compared with those who use traditional synchronous
support models. Furthermore, research is needed to evaluate how generative Al can be fine-tuned to
provide culturally aware feedback that respects the diverse linguistic and familial values of a global
student body.

Researchers should prioritize identifying existing strengths and coping mechanisms, such as students’
and families’ strong communication habits, their shared sense of purpose, and specific skills they al-
ready utilize. These skills could range from effectively managing household logistics to proactive
communication about workload, setting boundaries effectively, mutual encouragement, and shared
celebrations of small victories. Once identified, these strategies can be reinforced and integrated into
bootcamps, orientations, and other institutional outreach initiatives.

To further understand how these strengths evolve, researchers should design longitudinal studies. By
collecting data over time, these studies can better identify and track the development of strengths and
positive adaptations as doctoral students and their families navigate the challenging doctoral journey.

In the meantime, acknowledging the intertwined needs of students and their families can help institu-
tions reduce doctoral student attrition. Universities should actively work with researchers to secure
funds for sustained family involvement programs and partner with community services to provide
holistic support. This can alleviate the burden on universities, individuals, and the community,
thereby increasing the retention of future leaders, educators, and professionals for the benefit of soci-
ety at large.

CONCLUSION

Our findings definitively answered our research questions, characterizing doctoral persistence as a
mutual investment sustained by complex relational and financial ecosystems. Regarding RQ1 (Invita-
tions), students and families prioritize financial and relational stability, leveraging support networks,
conational cohorts, proximal kinship capital, and institutional outreach to navigate the initial transi-
tion to a doctoral program; however, international students navigate these needs within a framework
of “civic stratification,” where legal residency determines the scope of their rights and access to safety
nets (Baumgirtel, 2026). While domestic students often leverage proximal kinship capital, interna-
tional students rely more heavily on conational cohorts to navigate the initial transition and mitigate
the lack of integrated support regarding their unique needs (Arumuhathas, 2026).

For RQ2 (Motivational Beliefs), support roles transcended traditional gender norms, yet international
dyads faced a specific double burden due to F-2 visa restrictions that prohibit spouses from working
(USCIS, n.d.; Walsh et al., 2021). This legal barrier often transforms family members from potential
providers into “shock absorbers” who must manage household labor to protect the student’s limited
study time. Additionally, while families provide critical support, the “industrial-scale” commitments
of doctoral programs create significant psychological distress, potentially impacting the physical and
mental well-being of both students and their family members.

Regarding RQ3 (Skills and Knowledge), we identified a persistent “knowledge gap” in which families
often do not fully grasp the value and scope of the doctoral degree. Institutional outreach, including
orientation sessions and programs such as the “bootcamp,” proved effective in helping begin to
bridge that gap. Furthermore, two components remain essential for persistence: familial validation
and validation of family values, facilitated by fictive kin and academic advisors who act as vital media-
tors.
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These results present doctoral persistence as a long-haul endeavor shaped by resilience, mutual trust,
shared roles, and consistent practical and emotional support. This framework positions family mem-
bers as active co-investors and academic supervisors as essential mediators; both patties provide the
logistical and emotional labor necessary for doctoral success. Furthermore, institutions must imple-
ment mitigation strategies that address the unique legal and financial vulnerabilities inherent in non-
citizen status (Baumgirtel, 2020), thereby fostering a more profound understanding of the value and
demands of the doctoral degree. Such findings call for higher education institutions to prioritize
funding for orientation programs and family involvement efforts.
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APPENDIX

APPENDIX A: DYADIC INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR DOCTORAL STUDENTS AND
THEIR FAMILY MEMBERS

Good morning/afternoon/evening, and welcome! My name is and I am [insert
information about who you are here] and the purpose of this interview is [insert purpose here].

Before we begin with the questions, I want to go over a few guidelines for our discussion:

e Tirst, these questions are for you both to answer together. Please feel free to discuss while
answering the questions — there are no right or wrong answers, only different opinions.

e Second, your participation in this interview is completely voluntary; you may choose to an-
swer only certain questions or leave the interview at any time.

e Third, if it’s alright with you both, we would like to record this session so we don’t miss any-
thing you say. We will only use the recording to help us analyze and report results, and we
won’t use your name in the reports. Do I have your permission to record this interview? [If
yes, start recording. If no, do not record - take notes.|

e Lastly, all reporting documents will be de-identified and will not link to any individual who
participates.

Do you have any questions before we begin?
Discussion Topics
Invitations for Involvement

1. Who made the final decision on what university would be selected?
a. How was this decision made?
2. How, if at all, were you made to feel welcome on campus?
3. How would you describe your communication with each other about the doctoral student’s
experiences, concerns, or thoughts regarding graduate school?
b. How often, if at all, do you communicate with each other about these topics?
c. Who tends to initiate communication about these topics?
d. What are some examples of graduate school topics the doctoral student has shared with
the family member?

Motivational Beliefs

1. How, if at all, have you provided assistance to the doctoral student to help them feel sup-
ported in graduate school?
a. Could you provide an example?

2. How, if at all, have you provided support to the doctoral student to help them feel sup-
ported in their personal/family life?
a. Could you provide an example?

3. (To Family Member) What, if anything, has contributed to your ability to support the doc-
toral student?

4. (To Both) What, if anything, are some possible ways to improve the support received?
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Needs for Graduate School

1. (To Family Member) How would you define the requirements for graduate school?

(To Student) How does their response compare with what you have experienced?

2. (To Family Member) How would you define the workload in graduate school?

3.

4.

b. (To Student) How does their response compare with what you have experienced?
(To Family Member) How do you perceive the doctoral students work-life balance?

. (To Student) How does their response compare with what you have experienced?
(To Both) What, if anything, could be done to improve the student’s work-life balance?

APPENDIX B: AUDIT TRAIL AND THEMATIC ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK

ITEMIZED LIST OF THE 31 UNIQUE CODES AND DEFINITIONS

The following codes served as the building blocks for the five main themes detailed in the Thematic
Analysis Framework below.

1.
2.

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

17.
18.
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Work Life Balance: Used to track boundaries between studies and personal life.

Emotional/Mental Support: Captures family members as “shock absorbers”, mitigating
the impact of external stressors.

Financial Means: Identifies monetary constraints and funding as a deciding factor.
Time Management: Tracking practical strategies to carve out time for assighments.

Academic Advisor and Research: Relates to the quality of mentorship and shared pro-
fessional goals.

School Decision: Used for explaining why or how a specific institution was chosen.

Feeling Welcome: Identifies instances where the campus environment, outreach pro-
grams or cultural ties fostered belonging.

Home Support: Covers logistical help such as chores, childcare, or paperwork.

Sense of Responsibility: Encompassing family roles and motivations to offer support or
succeed for the family.

Connection and Human Needs: Captures the importance of family bonds beyond aca-
demics.

Communication: Identifies regular check-ins and opportunities for talking or staying in
touch with family members.

Institutional Support or Outreach: Refers to university programs like the Bootcamp
mentioned by several participants.

Cultural Integration: Relating to international students becoming familiar with US norms.
Resilience: Used to explain attitudes, strategies, and efforts to persist through hardship.
Juggling: Used for managing multiple roles and tasks (student, parent, worker).

Filling the Gap: Efforts to expose or explain complex academic topics or dynamics to
non-academic family members.

School Support: Mentorship provided by siblings or friends with prior grad experience.

Beliefs and Family Values: The use of faith or cultural beliefs to motivate persistence.



Cristallini La Volpe & Walsh

19. Challenges: Identifying obstacles such as complex assignments, distance, and other stress-
ors in general.

20. Systemic Issues: Refers to elitism and other barriers to inclusion in the academic system.

21. Research: Specific focus on research requirements as opposed to coursework or teaching
assistantship duties.

22. Arrival on Campus: Early orientation experiences and navigating physical space.

23. Staying on Track: Monitoring progress and following up on deadlines.

24. Food and Cooking: Encompassing daily cooking duties, meal preparations, or grocery
shopping.

25. Been on Campus: Family members’ direct contact with the university environment.

26. Initiate Communication: Identifying who typically starts academic discussions.

27. Communication Frequency: Documenting daily, weekly, or more sporadic check-ins.

28. Classes/Day: Discussions about specific lectures, academic tasks, or daily routines in gen-
eral.

29. Trust: The belief that the family will be there if the student fails.
30. Encouragement: Practical verbal support and celebrating accomplishments.

31. Physical or Practical Life Help: Tangible assistance, such as car repairs or moving.

ITEMIZED L1ST OF CODES CORRESPONDING TO EXPERIENCES

Initial Transition

¢ Independent Decision Making
o Codes: School decision, challenges

e Institutional Outreach
o Codes: Institutional support, arrival on campus, being on campus, feeling welcome, cul-
tural integration

Financial Realities

¢ Funding as a Deciding Factor
o Codes: Financial means, systemic issues

¢ Family as an “Emergency Safety Net”
o Codes: Financial means, physical or practical life help, sense of responsibility

Relational Support

¢ Gifts of Time (Household Chores)
o Codes: Home support, food and cooking, physical or practical life help

e Shared Childcare
o Codes: Home support, juggling, sense of responsibility.

Relational Support to Bridge the Knowledge Gap

e “Venting” as Emotional Outlet
o Codes: Communication, initiate communication, communication frequency, emo-
tional/mental support, encouragement
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e Direct Academic Assistance
o Codes: Filling the gap, school support, academic advisor and research, research, clas-
ses/day

Resilience Investments

e “No-Work” Boundaries
o Codes: Work-life balance, time management, resilience, staying on track

e Faith and Spirituality
o Codes: Beliefs and family values, trust, connection, and human needs

Note. This list shows which specific codes were assigned to the experiences in Table B1.

THEMATIC ANALYSIS FRAMEWORK

Theme 1: The Initial Transition to the Institution

e Subtheme 1-A: Close Support Networks or Family Support
o Corresponding Codes: School decision, arrival to campus, cultural integration

e Subtheme 1-B: Social and Professional Networks
o Corresponding Codes: Cultural integration (leveraging conational networks), institutional sup-
port (professional networking)

e Subtheme 1-C: Outreach Initiatives (Institutional Outreach)
o Corresponding Codes: Institutional support, feeling welcome, been on campus, arrival on
campus

Theme 2: Dealing with Financial Realities

o Corresponding Codes: Financial means, challenges, systemic issues, physical or practical life
help (monetary aid)

Theme 3: Gifts of Time and Roles in Relational Support

o Corresponding Codes: Home support, physical or practical life help (tangible aid), food and
cooking, sense of responsibility, juggling, emotional/mental suppott, encouragement, con-
nection, and human needs

Theme 4: Relational Support to Bridge the Knowledge Gap

o Corresponding Codes: Filling the gap, Research, Communication, Communication Frequency,
Initiate Communication, Classes/day, School support, Academic Advisor, and Reseatch.

Theme 5: Resilience Investments

e Subtheme 5-A: External Strategies (Visible or tangible actions)
o Corresponding Codes: Work-life Balance, Time Management, Juggling.

e Subtheme 5-B: Internal Strategies (Internal attitudes)
o Corresponding Codes: Resilience, Trust, Beliefs, and Family Values.

e Subtheme 5-C: Relational Strategies (Interactions with a family member)
o Corresponding Codes: Staying on Track, Trust, Connection, and Human Needs.

Notes: This framework shows how 31 unique codes were clustered into the five main themes (Tran-
sition, Financial Realities, Gifts of Time, Knowledge Gap, and Resilience) to explain how families act
as co-investors in the doctoral journey.
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Table B1. Prevalence of specific experiences across dyads (N = 22)

Theme Specific experience/code Frequency | Classification
Initial Independent Decision Making: Student made the 20/22  |[Universal
Transition |final choice of university independently based on Trend

personal and professional goals
Initial Institutional Outreach: Utilizing university-led 7/22  |Unique Case
Transition |orientations (Bootcamp) and cultural networks to
navigate the campus environment and understand local
norms.
Financial Funding as a Deciding Factor: Perceiving the 21/22  |Universal
Realities availability of a tuition waiver, assistantship, or Trend
fellowship as non-negotiable prerequisites.
Financial Family as an “Emergency Safety Net”: Family 18/22  |Universal
Realities provides direct monetary funds for basic needs or Trend
application expenses.
Financial Shared Vision: Perceiving doctoral education as a 11/22  |Unique Case
Realities long-term investment for the family or as part of a
shared family legacy.
Relational  |Gifts of Time: Family members taking on household 19/22  |Universal
Support chores to save the student’s study time. Trend
Relational Shared Childcare: Spouses/partners taking on 8/22 Unique Case
Support primary caregiving to support the student.
Knowledge |“Venting” as an Emotional Outlet: Regular check- 21/22  |Universal
Gap ins where the student relieves pressure by complaining Trend
to a family member.
Knowledge |Direct Academic Assistance: Family members 6/22 Unique Case
Gap providing mentorship or practical help with
presentations, papers, and applications.
Resilience  |“No-Work” Boundaries: Strategic actions to carve 17/22  |Universal
out time for self-care, rest, and personal relationships. Trend
Resilience Faith and Spirituality: Relying on prayer, spiritual or 5/22 Unique Case
cultural beliefs, to maintain persistence.

Note. Universal Trends represent experiences shared by >75% of the sample. Unique Cases represent
context-specific experiences shared at least by a few participants (but fewer than 75%).
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