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WhatsApp with doctoral researchers: A reflexive autoethnography

Abstract

Purpose — The study examines how being part of a WhatsApp community of doctoral
researchers over a five-year period influences the author’s wellbeing, learning and
professional development.

Design/methodology/approach — The study adopts a digital autoethnographic approach,
using the author’s own contributions to a WhatsApp group of doctoral researchers as data.

Findings — For me, WhatsApp plays a significant and positive role in fostering community.
The group engenders a sense of connection in a ‘backstage’ community where feelings can
be shared honestly and reassurance received, thus supporting wellbeing. In this community,
it is easy to seek advice about research. It also provides a low stakes environment in which
to learn how to offer advice to others, the experience of doing so contributing to professional
development as a doctoral supervisor.

Originality - This paper provides a rare glimpse into a peer-led WhatsApp community of
doctoral researchers. It adds to the literature that employs rhizome theory as a theoretical
lens, showing how rhizomatic principles and ideas around assemblages can be helpful in
analysing multiple aspects of WhatsApp groups and other similar online communities.

Practical implications - The insights gained will be useful for doctoral researchers
considering the potential value of peer support and also for those supporting and supervising
them.

Keywords: WhatsApp; wellbeing; peer support; doctoral research; doctoral supervision;
rhizome theory; autoethnography

Introduction

On starting my professional doctorate in education, | was an experienced healthcare
educator in my forties. Based in the Northwest of England in the UK and studying part-time
and at a distance within a UK university, | was invited to join a WhatsApp group by a peer in
my university cohort. Several group members were already known to me but most were not.
| was unsure about the invitation, but | accepted it and started to access the group via my
mobile phone. It soon became an invaluable source of support, which has seen many of us
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complete our doctorates and move on to new challenges. During this time, new members
have joined, whilst others have left. | continue to be part of the group today.

| am curious about the role that online communities play in supporting wellbeing, particularly
in the context of distance learning. | use the term ‘wellbeing’ deliberately, despite its
ambiguity (Schmidt and Hansson, 2018), intending that it should encompass a broad range
of factors that contribute to what it means to be ‘well’ that includes physical, social,
psychological and emotional factors. The wellbeing of doctoral researchers, and particularly
their mental wellbeing, is an area of concern. In the UK, they are at increased risk of anxiety,
depression, insomnia and suicide compared with the general population (Hazell et al., 2021;
Milicev et al., 2023). Postgraduate researchers themselves have come to view poor health
as a ‘normal’ part of completing a doctorate (Hazell et al., 2021) and the process as a
‘mental labyrinth’ (White et al., 2024). Some factors associated with poor wellbeing among
doctoral researchers, such as being isolated from peers (White et al., 2024), are likely to be
particularly relevant to those participating in online doctoral programmes. One underexplored
factor is the mode of study itself, with much of the research into postgraduate researcher
wellbeing undertaken at UK universities to date (e.g. Juniper et al., 2012; McCray and
Joseph-Richard, 2021; Byrom et al., 2022) not differentiating between campus-based
doctoral researchers and those studying predominantly online.

| considered how | might investigate our group’s experiences. Members had shared personal
information with no expectation of it being used for research. | concluded that the most
ethical approach would be an autoethnographic study of my own contributions to the
WhatsApp conversation, using my peers’ contributions only to provide context with their
permission. Autoethnography requires a level of openness that is risky and makes
researchers vulnerable but this openness can transform institutional culture, making
academics visible in a more trusting and inclusive way (Lapadat, 2017).

This study presents my own experience of being part of the WhatsApp group over a five-
year period, examining its significant contribution to supporting my own wellbeing, learning
and professional development. My account draws attention to the emotional and embodied
nature of doctoral study and how peer support can make a tangible difference in times of
difficulty. It also highlights how a WhatsApp group can provide a low stakes environment for
learning how to support others on their doctoral journeys.

Literature review: Use of WhatsApp in education

Use of WhatsApp, a free instant messaging app launched in 2009, is predominately
associated with leisure and fun (Fernandez Robin, McCoy and Yanez, 2017). It engenders a
‘felt-life of being together’ as participants share observations, thoughts and images (O’'Hara
et al., 2014). It is also widely used in educational contexts because of its ease of use,
affordability and convenience (Ahad and Lim, 2014). Whilst some argue that online spaces
can never match the sense of presence experienced when face-to-face, others highlight that
for some, an online space feels like a safer space (Ucok-Sayrak and Brazelton, 2022).

Whilst not all WhatsApp groups become communities, student-directed community building
in informal spaces, such as WhatsApp, has been identified as a key component of student
learning ecologies that bridges formal and informal learning (Peters and Romero, 2019). In
these spaces, students learn from peers, discuss challenges, share work and provide
support. According to Koomson (2019), effective use of WhatsApp for distance learning in
higher education requires both intentional design and overt instruction of staff and students.
Moderation of messages to establish behavioural norms enhances the development of a
sense of community (Carey and Meyer, 2016).



Use of WhatsApp can have negative consequences for students in terms of impact on daily
life and work productivity, especially when associated with fear of missing out, which leads to
community members becoming overly preoccupied with platform activity (Ahad and Lim,
2014; Rozgonjuk et al., 2020). There are also concerns around the accuracy of information
that students share (Ahad and Lim, 2014; Lister et al., 2023). In relation to social media use
more generally, there are concerns that social media use can encourage unhelpful
comparisons with peers (Braghieri, Levy and Makarin, 2022; McLaughlin and Sillence,
2023).

Whilst research suggests that WhatsApp can facilitate collaboration on postgraduate project
work (Cronjé and Van Zyl, 2022), little research examines peer support or collaboration in
the context of doctoral study. Relatedness with others and connection with peers have,
however, been identified as innate needs within part-time doctoral researchers with
implications for student satisfaction (Turner, 2023). Peer learning between doctoral
researchers via Microsoft Teams can enable a sense of community, generate honest
conversations, increase motivation and provide opportunities to learn from others’
experiences (Wilson et al., 2023). In these examples of peer collaboration, mentors or
facilitators were present.

Few studies examine groups of doctoral research peers that are non-hierarchical. A study of
a closed Facebook community initiated by 16 members of a cohort of online doctoral
researchers in the USA found that the discussion focused on sharing knowledge, support
and problem-solving (Kenney, Kumar and Hart, 2013). Their group developed beyond the
parameters of a social network to practice the construction of new knowledge around the
domain of completing a doctorate. A group of 15 doctoral students completing a thematic
analysis of their own messages on the platform GroupMe during the first three months of
their studies identified that the group supported individuals to engage with course content
and develop supportive relationships (Galliart et al., 2023). | can only find one published
account of a doctoral research community using WhatsApp (Jolley et al., 2015). In this
example, WhatsApp was just one of three platforms used by the five doctoral researchers
who formed a group during the writing up phase of their campus-based doctorate and the
affordances and limitations of these platforms are not examined.

The use of the WhatsApp platform to create and sustain non-hierarchical communities by
those undertaking online doctoral study is an underexplored area. It is an area worth
exploring because the creation of supportive communities is one way that the risks to mental
wellbeing can be reduced (Milicev et al., 2023). Co-located campus-based doctoral
researchers claim to benefit from peer learning and support (Elliot et al., 2020), but online
doctoral communities differ significantly (Berry, 2017) and such opportunities can be more
challenging for distance learners to access.

Theoretical framework: Rhizomes and assemblages

Cronjé (2021) claims that WhatsApp has altered society’s norms of communication to the
extent that rhizome theory (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) is appropriate to its analysis. It has
been used for this purpose (Makoza and Bagui, 2022) but the work of Deleuze and Guattari
is described as ‘difficult to read’ and ‘foreign’ (Strom, 2018, p. 108). Strom advises engaging
with it selectively and purposefully, translating and using their ideas in a way that makes
sense to the researcher, so this is the path | have taken.

Within the rhizome, a structure that grows horizontally putting out shoots from nodes,
knowledge is no longer seen as linear, but each idea gives rise to many more ideas. Instead,
of being defined by experts, knowledge is comprised of any information that is deemed
useful by community members (Cormier, 2008).



Deleuze and Guattari, (1987, pp. 5—15) propose six principles of learning communities
associated with the characteristics of a rhizome: connection and heterogeneity, which are
closely related; multiplicity; asignifying rupture; cartography and decalcomia, which again are
closely related. These characteristics, together with an example of how they might apply in
the context of the WhatsApp group studied, are explained in Table 1.

Table 1: The principles of rhizome theory and how they apply to the WhatsApp group

Principles Explanation How the principle
corresponds to the
WhatsApp group studied
Connection and All the parts within a The human group members
heterogeneity rhizome are connected to are not alone but connected
each other. The via WhatsApp, the machine
components, human and component. The human
non-human, are diverse. components have some

diverse characteristics but
also some similarities.

Multiplicity The rhizome is multiple in There are multiple group
itself, a collective without members who are part of a
subjects and objects or single whole. If the
positions within it. It cannot | membership of the group
change its dimensions alters, the nature of the
without altering its nature. group changes, albeit not

always noticeably.

Asignifying rupture If a rhizome breaks, it will Conversations start, stop,
regrow via an old line or by | re-start and take off in new
forming a new one — a ‘line | directions. Members

of flight’. sometimes leave or reduce
their activity.

Cartography and A rhizome is a map in itself, | The group forges its own

decalcomania an ‘experimentation in unique path based on its
contact with the real’ members’ thinking, needs
(Deleuze and Guattari, and activities at the time.
1987, p.12), rather than a People can enter or leave

tracing or copy of something | the conversation at any
already made, which is just | point.

one possible representation
of reality. The map has
many entry and exit points.

Like the rhizome, a WhatsApp conversation is always ‘between things’. The fabric of
becoming is captured in the conjunction ‘and...and...and...” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.
26), each contribution adding to what has gone before. Similarly, the group’s participants can
be thought of as ‘becoming’: becoming researchers who are constantly comparing our
current position with what we can be in the future. There is a ‘becoming’ repository of
information, which continually grows. Rhizomatic learning is characterised by ‘lines of flight’
or deviations from the usual, more dominant paths, which push the boundaries and take
learning in new directions (Sidebottom, 2021).



A WhatsApp group can also be thought of as an assemblage, which Strom and Martin
(2017, p. 7) define as ‘an aggregate of elements, both human and non-, that function
collectively in a contextually unique manner to produce something’. It has human elements -
people - and non-human elements — hardware, software and the Internet — that work
collectively to produce information and a space in which to be and become. Each individual
within the group can themselves be considered as an assemblage of human and non-human
elements that allow them to connect. Within a rhizomatic network, it is the members
themselves who connect the community to other, wider networks through their own
involvement with them (Cormier, 2008).

Methods

This study uses digital autoethnography, an approach that operates in a space outside of the
body, a ‘convergence’ of technologies, platforms, applications and people that allows us to
be physically absent and yet still digitally present (Atay, 2020). Like Brown (2019), who uses
computational analysis of their own Facebook posts as data, | use my social media presence
itself as autoethnography but differ in that | make the analysis a human task. The fragments
shared on the digital platform and co-constructed with others are analysed and patched
together to form stories about the cultures in which | am situated.

| use my own WhatsApp contributions as data, starting from the time | joined the group until
18 months after the completion of my own doctorate. | have not used any posts made after
becoming conscious of their potential as data. My reasons for doing so are both ethical and
methodological. By drawing this line, | minimise the study’s impact on ongoing conversations
in the WhatsApp group. In addition, whilst acknowledging how autoethnography disrupts the
binary between the researcher and the researched, in drawing this line | avoid becoming
what has been termed ‘the divided self’ when the roles of researcher and participant are
continually in heightened tension because of the researcher’s awareness of their dual
position (Schaap, 2002, p. 16).

After much helpful discussion with the relevant university research ethics committee about
how to protect personal data, including my own, permission for the study was received. The
participation of 14 peers was based on freely given, explicit consent, which required
participants to opt in, following BERA guidelines (BERA, 2024). The majority, but not all of
those participating in the group at the time, consented to take part, allowing their posts to be
used only to provide context for the analysis of my own posts. Only where permission was
given were WhatsApp messages downloaded, anonymized and stored on a secure server
for the duration of the analysis. Participants consented on the basis that any study outputs
would be shared and agreed with them before publication. To protect the identity of other
group members, details such as names, places, dates and the exact size of the group are
deliberately omitted.

In digital autoethnography, data from social media can be compared with additional
narratives of the researcher’s experience that are recorded elsewhere. | made comparison
with data from three other sources. They were chosen because they record the same
experiences but for different audiences, thus offering unique insights for the purposes of
triangulation:
1. A series of researching professional development plans (RPDP), designed to help
those completing doctorates to become researching professionals (Lindsay and
Floyd, 2019). | completed 15 such plans during the doctoral programme and shared
them with supervisors and programme staff.
2. My research diary: handwritten notebooks in which | recorded my experiences,
questions, ideas and progress as a doctoral researcher.
3. A student blog, the posts visible to anyone within my institution.



My analysis used a reflexive thematic approach, a flexible method that is compatible with
different methodologies and theoretical frameworks (Braun and Clarke, 2019). | followed the
six steps of familiarisation, coding, generating, reviewing and defining themes, and writing
the report (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In this study, a theme was considered to be any pattern
that regularly occurred throughout the data and captured my experiences of doctoral
research in terms of my wellbeing, learning or professional development. In addition, |
reflected on the language that | used, including emoticons, and, where permission was given
to do so, the ways in which the WhatsApp conversations were co-constructed with others.

Autoethnographers feel driven to defend their use of self for research (Holt, 2003; Allen-
Collinson and Hockey, 2008), saying that critics who suggest that autoethnography provides
an easy source of data fail to acknowledge the emotional labour involved. Such critics also
miss the point of autoethnography. Autoethnographic studies seek verisimilitude (Ellis,
Adams and Bochner, 2011), evoking a feeling among readers that what is told is coherent
and true to life. Readers are invited to view the world from the researcher’s position and
perhaps to find themselves in the story. Such stories lend themselves to being re-told to
kindle compassion, prompt discussion, and encourage engagement with the issues that they
raise (Ellis and Bochner, 2000).

Results

I now present the ways in which being part of a peer-led WhatsApp group has influenced
firstly, my wellbeing and secondly, my learning and professional development.

Wellbeing

The data analysed evidences how my wellbeing was challenged in multiple ways during the
five-year period. In addition to experiencing chronic health problems, | struggled to balance
the demands of part-time distance study and doctoral research with working more than full-
time hours, and the demands of family life during a pandemic. | negotiated multiple changes
to my identity, as | entered and completed my doctoral studies, changed my field of work and
became a doctoral supervisor myself.

| identified two main ways in which the WhatsApp group influenced my wellbeing and
continues to do so: it gives me a sense of connection to a community and it provides an
outlet for sharing emotions that cannot be shared elsewhere. The analysis also provides
additional insights related to the way in which | chose to share some health-related
information. | will explore each of these in turn.

Connection to a community

It is possible to track my developing sense of connection to the WhatsApp group. In my first
researching professional development plan (RPDP), completed two days after joining, |
record my intention to use the programme forums to connect with peers, but am unsure
about the WhatsApp group. | write that | might possibly use it. When | complete the next
RPDP three months later, | write that the group is ‘very active and good for support’.

| post in the WhatsApp group more often than some peers but far less frequently than
others, sharing a total of 1190 posts during the five years examined. Initially, my posts are
study focused. | rarely join in with social chat or initiate discussions. There are periods of up
to two weeks when | do not post at all, whilst others post daily. After six months, | share
more personal information, commenting on where | am and what | am doing. | encourage
others, congratulate them on their achievements or commiserate when they share bad news.
The group becomes a space in which | care about and care with others and |, in turn, feel



cared for. My posts include media attachments that could be described as social or personal,
including graduation pictures and a video clip of the sea that | share when COVID-19
restrictions limit travel. Importantly, the group’s choice of WhatsApp, rather than a
programme forum, as a medium for communication enables my sense of connection and
belonging to the group to continue and grow beyond the completion of my doctorate when
the opportunities afforded by the university end.

Throughout my studies, | comment on how much | value the social aspect of group. | do this
in my RPDP, where | frequently mention how much | value the peer support, once within a
blog post and within the WhatsApp group itself, where | highlight its added value compared
to the more public programme forums (Figure 1). This is not to say that my sense of
connection to the group does not continue to change over time. On one occasion, | ask the
group a question and get no response. | record in my research diary that | feel discouraged
and reluctant to post again. This lasts only three days before | re-join the conversation. My
research diary records another time where | feel isolated as a distance learner. Towards the
end of my doctoral journey when waiting for a viva date | ‘feel alone’ and write that ‘it’s hard
to feel well supported at a distance’. | also note that ‘I will probably feel better when my viva
date is sorted,” acknowledging that uncertainty around university processes is a key factor.

It's good to have this group for letting off

steam backstage (L 13:56 &

Fig.1: WhatsApp message

There is evidence to suggest that | would welcome further opportunities to connect. In
analysing my messages, | am struck by how | use this platform to seek opportunities to
engage synchronously with one or more others in the group, either suggesting meeting in a
mutually convenient physical space, or, more often, online (Figure 2).

So, who is coming to the online seminar
this morning? Just having breakfast and
switching on my computer. 09:37 W/

Fig.2: WhatsApp message

Furthermore, | am not equally connected to everyone in the group. Further analysis of my
messages that name any of the 14 peers who consented to participate in the study reveals
surprising variation. The two members | address by name most frequently are mentioned 65
times each, whilst the two least mentioned members are individually addressed just five and
seven times respectively. Whilst some of this variation might be explained by some peers
posting messages more frequently or by a prior connection or by some peers being more
likely to address me individually within their messages, in other cases, it cannot be easily
explained.

Sharing my feelings

A further theme in the data that connects to my wellbeing is sharing my feelings with the
WhatsApp group. Often these are feelings related to my doctoral studies. Early in the
programme and again subsequently, | admit to feeling ‘overwhelmed.” Despite having
excellent, supportive supervisors, | share that receiving their written feedback can feel
fraught with difficulty (Figure 3).



Getting the feedback is really bruising,
isn't it? | find it helps to sit on it for a few
days and read it again. 9997 W/

Fig.3: WhatsApp message

This challenge is also apparent in my research diary. It is not, however, mentioned within the
RPDP later that month, where | write about growing confidence. The self | present to the
group differs from the one | present to the supervision team and programme staff and is far
less confident in my own ability to complete the doctoral programme. A phrase that appears
in my WhatsApp posts is, ‘Glad it’s not just me.” The group conversation helps to normalise
my struggles and worries.

A critical incident occurs at the end of my first year. | am required to resubmit a summative
piece of work. The advice of the independent markers seems at odds with that of my
supervisory team. My RPDP records how my confidence plummets. | cease posting in my
blog and in programme discussion forums. My contributions to the WhatsApp conversation,
however, increase. | immediately share the unwelcome news with my peers and post eight
messages that day, thanking them for their support. In the following weeks, it becomes rare
for me to go more than a few days without posting. In my subsequent RPDP, | record how
the support from peers has been invaluable in enabling me to continue with the programme.

Some of the information | share with the group is not related to my research study but to my
feelings around everyday life, which | share knowing that peers will understand and
sympathise. These include the challenges of living through the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure
4) and my feelings of frustration around the way that my excessive workload impacts on my
health. As an adjunct worker without a permanent contract, it is hard to refuse additional
work (Figure 5).

| am expecting my daughter's school to
close very soon. They are struggling for
staff. Also expecting my eldest to come
back from university, together with her
friend who cannot travel back to India.
It's going to be a busy small house.

09:40 &/
Fig.4: WhatsApp message

| always worry that | won't get asked
again if | do say no but it's not a healthy
way to work. 16:53 W/

Fig.5: WhatsApp message

Sharing health-related information

The analysis also provides additional insights related to the way in which | chose to share
some health-related information. Occasionally, | share specific health problems and thank
peers for their sympathetic responses. | briefly mention a shoulder injury in a WhatsApp
message when preparing for my viva. | do not mention it again until 11 months later, when |
encourage others to take regular breaks when preparing for their viva exams. Judging such
information to be useful to one or more others in the group seems to give me ‘permission’ to
share these issues. To give another example, | share the results of a bone density scan and
encourage others to request one if they think they might be at risk of osteoporosis. It is
interesting to reflect on what | do not share. My warnings about osteoporosis and taking



regular breaks to avoid a ‘frozen’ shoulder - a condition typically found in women in their
fifties - are the only hints that my doctoral journey might coincide with perimenopause, a time
with profound impacts on health, both physically and emotionally.

Learning and professional development

My analysis suggests that being part of the WhatsApp groups has contributed to my learning
and professional development in two ways: it has provided a community in which | can easily
seek research-related advice and it has provided a space in which | can offer advice to
others. | will explore each of these in turn.

Asking for advice

The WhatsApp chat plays a key role in my quest for information. | frequently ask my peers
for their advice and thank them for the advice given. We answer so many of each other’s
queries that | comment, ‘we should be writing a handbook as we go along’. My requests are
varied but usually research related. | ask about formulating research questions, how many
theoretical frameworks to consider, research methods, choosing transcription software and
deciding whether to use software for data analysis. An example is shown in Figure 6. | ask
for feedback about my research website. | also ask about dilemmas, such as the extent to
which data can be shared openly and whether parts of my thesis can safely be shared with
interested parties before publication.

Any idea as to why we might need to use
NVivo? 1515 W/

Fig.6: WhatsApp message

Many of these questions are like those | ask of my supervisors, but they are more
spontaneous and less well framed. The WhatsApp group enables me to compare the
wisdom of multiple peers who may have had similar discussions with their own supervisors.
My most frequent requests for help involve understanding university systems or processes
that are not covered by the programme guidance or regulations. | become familiar with my
peers’ research outputs and can use them as examples in my work as an educator. | share
when | have done so and an example is shown in Figure 7.

I've just used your lovely infographic as
an example in module material about

visualisation (2
= 17:58 W/

Fig.7: WhatsApp message

Giving advice

Many of my messages to the WhatsApp group respond to my peers’ requests for advice on
a range of topics including, but not limited to, university systems, useful open-source
software, how to interact with supervisors and programme staff, research paradigms, ethical
considerations, theoretical frameworks, approaching research participants, referencing,
searching the library catalogue, and structuring a thesis. Screenshots of university systems
and policy documents form over half of the media attachments that | share with the group.

Initially, | repeat advice from programme documents or suggestions from my supervisors. As
time goes on, | more often advise others based on my own experience and those of my
wider personal and professional networks. Some peers express an interest in narrative
approaches, and | share my learning from attending a conference, books and articles and
some text that eventually becomes part of my thesis (Figure 8).



The document | have just shared is a
comparison of the two main types of
narrative research that my supervisors
asked me to do. 16:03 W/

Fig.8: WhatsApp message

| offer advice connected to my own research topic — synchronous online interaction — when
requested, helping peers participate in online synchronous sessions via platforms that they
have not encountered before. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, | also help them navigate
synchronous platforms as educators or to connect with family and friends (Figure 9).

If you want to experiment with some
sychronous online interaction, Zoom is a
good and simple platform, and the most
basic account is free. | have used it with
a few groups wanting to try meeting
online this week. 1617 W

Fig.9: WhatsApp message

The process of setting out my responses when offering advice makes me check the details
of what | am about to share and question everything. This consolidates my own learning. On
three occasions | advise others incorrectly and then apologise. Sometimes | share my
learning without being asked. | justify the new topic by explaining that it might be useful for
someone else (Figure 10).

Everyone else probably already knows
this but just in case - | learned how to

use the F8 key when counting large
chunks of text today. 2305 W/

Fig.10: WhatsApp message

The WhatsApp conversation gradually becomes a repository of advice. | frequently use the
search function to find information that was shared earlier, including my own posts. This
continues as | move on from my own doctoral researcher journey, becoming a doctoral
supervisor myself. Although unaware of it at the time, the group provides me with many
opportunities for professional development around doctoral supervision. | become familiar
with peers’ doctoral journeys, as well as the questions they ask and the challenges they
experience. | practise supporting doctoral researchers in a relaxed, low-stakes environment
and observe how others do so long before | become a supervisor and receive formal training
and mentoring.

Discussion

My analysis suggests that WhatsApp platform can enable doctoral researchers to not only
experience but to participate in the creation of an ‘assemblance of belonging’ (Gravett, Ajjawi
and O Shea, 2023) where ‘moments of disruption and connection’ give rise to fresh ideas
(Fullager, Pavlidis and Stadler, 2017, p. 25). The community is not rooted in a physical
space but is mobile, doctoral researchers taking the group along into multiple physical,
mental, and emotional spaces. These are spaces that can then be shared with others in the
group, sometimes with images but more often with words. The community made possible
through WhatsApp holds the potential to support doctoral researchers through multiple
significant changes in identity, the experience characterised by ‘lines of becoming’ (Deleuze



and Guattari, 1987, pp. 341-342) as the individuals who are part of the group become
doctoral researchers, then doctors and then perhaps supervisors.

Absent within a peer-led WhatsApp group like the one studied here are the intentional
design and moderation considered intrinsic to the development of most online communities
(Carey and Meyer, 2016; Koomson, 2019). Instead, such a group provides a less formal,
‘backstage’ space, hidden from programme leaders and supervisors and where members of
the community can ‘let off steam’. It is essential to find ways of managing strong emotions
during a doctorate, particularly in relation to receiving feedback, and yet the significance of
emotion in this context is rarely recognised (Aitchison and Mowbray, 2013). As many as 40%
of doctoral researchers in the UK experience high levels of psychological distress (Hazell et
al., 2021; Milicev et al., 2023). They frequently struggle, however, to discuss their mental
wellbeing with their supervisors (White et al., 2024) and less than half of doctoral supervisors
feel able to care for the mental wellbeing of those that they supervise (Gower, 2021). In
contrast, for some, a peer-led WhatsApp group may become a space in which feelings can
be shared easily, even in times of difficulty. This is not to say that the more formal,
moderated online community spaces provided within doctoral programmes do not also have
an important role to play, particularly for those who study mainly or wholly online, but to
acknowledge that a peer-led community holds different possibilities. In such a community, it
is not necessary to present what another doctoral researcher describes as the ‘artificial you’
(Nazia, cited in Czerniawski, 2023, p. 1377). The group can play a key role in normalising
struggles and worries, making doctoral researchers think that achieving their goals is
possible. This may not work similarly for all group members, however, especially if their
social media use leads to unfavourable comparisons with peers (Braghieri, Levy and
Makarin, 2022; McLaughlin and Sillence, 2023).

Engaging with a community from behind a screen requires vulnerability as people share
personal information and relinquish control of their words (Ucok-Sayrak and Brazelton,
2022). A peer-led WhatsApp group has what appears to be a non-hierarchical structure,
reminiscent of the rhizome, which offers the possibility of each member connecting on an
equal basis to every other group member. Individual experiences of group structure may well
differ, however, with some group members being or feeling more closely connected to the
rest of the community than others and some group members taking more of a pivotal role
than their peers. Some peers, whilst present in the space, may not share a sense of
connection. Another study of online distance postgraduate students found that some attach
more importance to peer interaction than others and some encounter peers ‘with whom there
is no synergy or worse, cause distress’ (Stapleford, 2021). Whilst the experiences of being
part of the group shared through this study are positive, this may not be the case for all
group members or, if they are, the group may be exceptional. Another factor that affects
perception of community is frequency of use (Carey and Meyer, 2016) with those who post
more frequently having a stronger sense of connection to the group. As such, therefore, it is
important for a doctoral researcher considering joining a WhatsApp group to reflect on their
own previous experiences of online connection and whether the community is likely to
provide a helpful space for them.

Everyone experiences connection and belonging differently (Gravett, Ajjawi and O Shea,
2023) and the factors thought to shape belonging include social class, gender, ethnicity,
personal and psychological characteristics, and situational factors (Naughton, Garden and
Watchman Smith, 2024). Factors that may have enhanced feelings of connection and
belonging within the group under study might have included a perceived similarity to other
members, a perception enhanced by occasional opportunities to meet other group members
on campus and elsewhere. Within a WhatsApp community, such opportunities to meet at an
event and strengthen ties can impact positively on members’ sense of group identity (Da
Silva Braga, 2016). Lack of perceived similarity to others may result in less positive
experiences for those with more diverse characteristics who may remain on the margins or



the group or silently disappear from the community. Such reflections cast doubt on whether
the rhizomatic principle of heterogenicity fully applies in this context. It may, however, be
possible to identify multiple aspects of heterogeneity of group members beneath the
superficial homogeneity. For example, group members might come from dispersed locations
with diverse experiences and conduct research into very different areas.

This account draws attention to the way in which doctoral study is not simply cognitive but
emotional, and embodied, even whilst knowledge has come to be conceptualised as
separate from the bodies that carry it (Hayles, 1999). There is a tendency to prioritise the
cognitive aspects of postgraduate education, health and feelings only being discussed when
they become significant barriers to academic progress. In reality, it is impossible to separate
the academic aspects from the personal in everyday life (McAlpine and Amundsen, 2011).
The WhatsApp group provides a community in which it feels possible to manage these more
personal aspects and for conversation to follow ‘lines of flight’ (Delueze and Guttari p. 26)
into these emotional and embodied realms.

This study also indicates a potential unmet wellbeing need among mature, part-time doctoral
researchers: the need for support around the menopause. Despite growing awareness of the
needs of HE employees around the menopause (Brewis, 2020) little thought has yet been
given to students. In the UK in 2021/2022, 54% of part-time doctoral researchers were
female and 83% were over 30 years old (HESA, 2023) but there is no data to quantify how
much over. Mature women are often invisible in data and research about doctoral
researchers. When they are identified, they tend to be ‘othered’ and subjected to negative
assumptions, including stereotypes about lack of familiarity with technology and yet, like the
author, they do develop strategies for success, including finding mutual support via social
media (Hannaford, 2022). Whilst some doctoral researchers may access support to help
them reduce the impact of the menopause in work-based contexts, others will not. They
might struggle to know how to raise the issue with supervisors or programme staff.

The WhatsApp group studied provides extensive opportunities for social learning that could
not be accessed otherwise, WhatsApp acting as a central mediator for the ‘hidden
curriculum’. This is the learning that doctoral researchers access through personal and
professional networks, and which are navigated alongside the more formal curriculum (Elliot
et al., 2020; Elliot, 2022). Social learning involves exploring existing accepted knowledge but
also debating its boundaries (Cormier, 2008). It is particularly helpful within doctoral
research, which is always seeking to extend the boundaries of knowledge. Many of the ideas
that influence doctoral research are generated through connections to other communities,
including supervisors, programme staff, colleagues, family and friends, and this study’s
findings suggest that these ideas can easily be shared within a WhatsApp group. The pivotal
moments of thought tend to happen outside of the group but sharing with the group helps to
test these ideas. The rhizomatic principles of cartography and decalcomania are applicable
here, each individual experience of doctoral study and the group’s experience as a whole
being unique and an ‘experimentation in contact with the real’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987,

p. 12).

In addition, the WhatsApp community studied provides further learning opportunities to
support the transition to becoming a doctoral supervisor. Doctoral supervisors need
disciplinary knowledge and knowledge of the regulations in our own context but also an
appreciation of the diversity of researchers’ needs and strategies for communicating (Halse,
2011). It is perhaps in these regards that a WhatsApp group is a most useful training ground,
providing opportunities for community members to acquire what Greenhow and Lewin (2016,
p. 11) term ‘expertise via participation’. Similarly, Halse (2011) concludes that it is through
the practice of supervision that supervisors’ most meaningful knowledge is produced. This
study demonstrates the potential for WhatsApp communities to provide valuable learning



opportunities for professional development in supervision provided by the WhatsApp group
even before individuals know that they might need them.

Strengths and limitations

The in-depth focus on the experiences of just one group member who is also the researcher
is both a strength and limitation of this study. It is necessary to protect the privacy and
identity of other group members, but my own experiences, including my experience of the
WhatsApp group, will have shaped my assumptions and limited the potential for reflexivity. A
further limitation is the contextualised nature of this study. Others’ experiences of WhatsApp
groups during doctoral study are likely to be unique and different to mine, as are my peers
experiences of the same WhatsApp group. A further strength of the study, however, is the
five-year time period that it covers, providing rare, in-depth insight into the author’s
experiences of this online community.

Conclusion

Previously, | viewed student WhatsApp groups with caution. Conscious of their potential to
be liminal spaces in which the academy could do little to protect students from
misinformation or bullying, | advised learners to use them for support but to use formal,
moderated communities for learning. | think differently now, at least in the context of post-
graduate study. | have found rhizomatic principles and ideas around assemblages helpful in
analysing multiple aspects of my participation. Instead of conceptualising WhatsApp only as
a space or a tool, | now consider it to be a valued non-human actor with agency that allows
me to connect and learn with my peers in a way that would be impossible otherwise.

For me, the WhatsApp group holds inestimable value. My connection to the community
enhances my wellbeing and learning and provides a low stakes environment for learning
how to support others. | would encourage those beginning a doctorate to give such a group
a try and those who already have such a group to cherish it and nurture its development
through their own contributions. There are implications for the practice of those supporting
doctoral researchers or new doctoral supervisors who can provide similar encouragement
and, whenever possible, provide opportunities for synchronous gatherings than might initiate
or strengthen peer ties. Further research using other methodologies and involving a diverse
range of doctoral researchers could build on this work.

This study has also uncovered a potential unmet need among mature, female doctoral
researchers: support around the menopause. This is an issue which needs further research
and consideration and which universities might address through policy, clearly signposted
service provision and professional development of doctoral programme staff.
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