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Introduction

			Who am I? I am a researcher, a senior policy analyst, a nonprofit leader, and a mum to two incredible children. I am deeply passionate about child well-being, resilience, and creating environments where children are protected, heard, and nurtured. Over the past fourteen years, I have had the privilege of working across a wide range of sectors, including academia, government policy, and nonprofit development. My work has taken me across West Africa, the United Kingdom, and North America.

			Academically, I hold a PhD in development studies from SOAS, University of London; a master’s degree in international development (with distinction) from the University of Westminster; and a bachelor’s degree in economics from Bingham University. My commitment to social impact and academic excellence is driven by both professional purpose and personal mission.

			But more than that, I am passionate about mentoring and supporting the next generation of scholars particularly those navigating the doctoral journey. I completed my PhD before the age of thirty, and while the experience opened doors and shaped my career in profound ways, it was also one of the most mentally, emotionally, and intellectually demanding seasons of my life. I made mistakes. I had moments of triumph. I learned, unlearned, and grew. And through it all, I documented my journey meticulously through journals, notes, reflections, and lessons learned.

			That is where this book comes in.

			I wrote the kind of book I wish I had when I started my PhD at twenty-three, a book that shares real personal moments and practical wisdom. Although a PhD journey is a unique and personal experience, I believe that sharing my experience and this book can guide you through your own doctoral journey. This book is for every aspiring, current, or even struggling doctoral student who needs to hear that they are not alone, and that success is possible with the right mindset, strategies, and support.

			Why This Book Matters

			Undertaking a PhD is often romanticized as an intellectual quest, but the reality is far more complex. It is not just about mastering your field. It is about navigating a system, building resilience, finding your voice, and confronting deep internal and external pressures. Without proper guidance, many doctoral students burn out, lose direction, or walk away entirely. That’s why understanding the PhD journey is critical not just the milestones, but the mindset shifts, the identity challenges, the emotional rollercoasters, and the structural realities that define the experience. This book brings those truths to light, helping you approach your PhD not just as a research project, but as a transformative chapter of life.

			Structure of the Book

			Each chapter draws from my lived experience starting with an honest excerpt from the journal I kept during my own PhD journey (written in retrospective autobiography style). You will then find clear, actionable strategies tailored to help you navigate that specific stage of your program. Each chapter closes with a powerful key takeaway to remember and return to when things get tough. Whether you are at the decision-making stage, in the thick of your research, or gearing up to defend, this book is designed to walk with you, step by step.

			 

			



		

CHAPTER ONE

			Deciding to Pursue a PhD and the Application Process

			*     *     *

			 

			I ask myself this question often sometimes with a smile, sometimes with a sigh, and other times with a quiet shake of the head when I stumble across old emails, proposal drafts, or journal entries I wrote back then. What exactly was running through my twenty-three-year-old mind when I decided to apply for a PhD? To be honest, the decision came from a good place. It was passion. It was idealism. It was the conviction of a young woman who believed that being bright and curious was enough to conquer anything. I wanted an “intellectual challenge,” something that would stretch me and deepen my understanding of the world and my place in it. I loved to learn. I enjoyed research. I was hungry for something more than another job. I wanted to make a difference. 

			But oh, how wrong I was. There was no guidebook. No map. Just hours of Google searches and sample proposals. I made decisions based on gut feelings and not enough research. I had no real understanding of the magnitude of what I was signing up for. An interest is beautiful, but interest without a clear plan is risky. If I had known then what I know now, I would have approached things differently. At that time, I had no idea how deeply the PhD would demand all of me not just my intellect, but my time, my emotional reserves, my financial stability, and my very sense of self.

			Looking back, I now understand that twenty-three-year-old me wasn’t irrational. She was brave. She had no backup plan, no safety net, just an idea and the courage to follow it. She didn’t know what she didn’t know. But she jumped anyway. And that courage, as wild and reckless as it sometimes felt, became the thread that pulled me through.

			If I could sit across from that version of myself now, I’d take her hand and say:

			“You’re not wrong for wanting more. But you need more than passion. You need structure, and a plan in order to make an informed decision.”

			 

			*     *     *

			The Big Question: Why Do You Really Want a PhD?

			Starting a PhD is a brave decision. It will challenge your mind, test your patience, and sometimes make you question your life choices. But it can also be one of the most transformative journeys of your life academically, personally, spiritually. The first and perhaps most important thing I wish I had done differently when I decided to pursue my PhD is self-assessment.

			Before you even think about applications, funding, supervisors, or the colour scheme of your future graduation photos, pause and reflect. You need to really sit with yourself and ask, “Why do I want to do a PhD?” Is it to become a professor? To deepen my expertise in a field? Or because I feel like it’s the “next step”? Be honest with yourself. Your “why” will be your anchor. I had to learn the hard way that a strong interest in research is not the same as being prepared for the intellectual, emotional, and financial marathon that is a PhD. 

			If your reason is simply “I’m good at school” or “I love reading,” or because it seems like the “next logical step,” you might want to dig deeper. What problem do you want to solve? How will this degree help you do that? Can you dedicate the next three to seven years of your life to a single research question?

			Here are some good reasons to consider a PhD:

			 

			•You have a burning research question you cannot stop thinking about.

			•You want to contribute new original knowledge to a field you care deeply about.

			•Your career path genuinely requires a PhD (future professors, researchers, and some specialized consultants).

			 

			You need a why that feels rooted and resilient. Your “why” will keep you going when everything else feels like it is floating away. Choose a strong one.

			Understanding What a PhD Actually Is

			Another critical step is understanding what a PhD degree is. A Doctor of Philosophy, commonly abbreviated as PhD, is the highest academic degree awarded by universities in most fields of study. A PhD is not just another degree. Unlike professional or coursework-based degrees, a PhD is primarily research-focused and ends in the submission and defence of a dissertation or thesis that demonstrates the candidate’s ability to conduct independent, rigorous inquiry. 

			A PhD is your chance (and responsibility) to make an original contribution to knowledge. You are not just learning what is already known; you are pushing the boundaries of your field. Therefore, a guaranteed strategy to successfully completing a PhD before you even begin is to research your field intensively to find a research gap, a missing piece in your field that your research can contribute something original to. So do not simply pick a topic because it excites you. Dig into recent literature, look for areas with limited scholarship, and identify where your interest aligns with a need in the academic world.

			Before applying:

			Study your field intensively.

			Identify research gaps.

			Think about what you, specifically, want to contribute.

			 

			Tip: Dive into the “Suggestions for Further Research” sections of journal articles. Those pages are goldmines for finding potential PhD topics and identifying research gaps (it is also where overworked professors subtly beg future researchers like you to pick up where they left off). Also, welcome to the twenty-first century. You can use AI tools to scan recent literature for trends and gaps.

			 

			Ask yourself: What is missing? Where are scholars disagreeing? What is a “thorny” problem nobody has solved yet? If you cannot clearly articulate what gap you want to fill or what contribution your research will make, then pause. Take your time. Rushing into a PhD without a clear research focus is like setting off on a cross-country road trip without a map, snacks, or an idea of what a car is.

			Choosing the Right Program and Supervisor

			Now let us talk about choosing the right program and supervisor which is arguably one of the most important decisions you will make on your PhD journey. It is tempting to start by scrolling through university rankings and gravitating toward the most prestigious names. But here is the thing: a highly-ranked program does not guarantee a good fit. What really matters is alignment between your research interests and the department’s strengths, between your personality and the environment, and, most crucially, between you and your supervisor.

			When you are considering programs, go beyond the brochures and websites. Ask yourself: Who is doing the kind of work I admire or want to build on? Are the faculty members publishing in areas I care about? What is the department culture like? Is it collaborative or competitive, structured or hands-off? These facts are not always easy to find out, but they matter more than you might think. Some departments may have excellent reputations but leave students feeling isolated or unsupported.

			And then there is the supervisor. If you take only one thing away from this chapter, let it be this: Your supervisor can make or break your PhD experience. They are not just a formality or a name on your paperwork. They are your primary point of contact, your mentor, your sounding board, your critic, and, ideally, your champion. Think of your supervisor as a long-term research partner. You will be having conversations with
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