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ABSTRACT 

 

Doctoral student attrition is a concerning issue for institutions of higher education and 

equally impactful on students who want to succeed but are not able to persist. Researchers and 

educators alike have worked to identify factors that impact student attrition and persistence. This 

study’s framework included the principles of self-determination theory and self-regulation to 

highlight students’ help-seeking behaviors and students’ perceptions of the support they received 

from their chair or mentor. Self-regulation and its many attributes, such as help-seeking, are part 

of the academic experience that may influence the outcome (help-seeking). The purpose of this 

correlational study was to explore relationships between academic mentoring, age, and help-

seeking behavior among doctoral students who were enrolled in a doctoral program. Participants 

were 103 doctoral students (53.5% females, 46.5% males) enrolled in PhD, EdD, and DNP 

programs in a Northwestern, medium-sized, land-grant university. The age of the students varied 

from 24 to 63 years old. Data were examined by means of correlations and hierarchical 

regression analyses. The correlational design for this study was inspired by two primary 

questions: “Does academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?” and 

“Does student’s age influence help-seeking behavior?” These two questions helped guide the 

researcher on which statistical techniques to use; in this case bivariate correlations and 

hierarchical regressions. The results of this correlational study show consistency with previous 

literature that indicates that chair/mentor relations can produce effects on students’ behaviors. 

The findings suggest that mentors who students perceive to provide technical help and skills 

needed for research completion, i.e., support in the form of structure, and satisfy the student’s 

need for competence was positively associated with adaptive help-seeking.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

“At the end of the day, we can endure much more than we think we can.” 

—Frida Kahlo 

 

This study examined doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors within the academic 

mentoring context, i.e., which type of help-seeking behavior students apply during mentoring 

and with a mentor. In this study, I used a correlational study design to find and test the 

relationship strength between the variables: (a) academic mentoring and type of help-seeking and 

(b) age and type of help-seeking. The chapter begins with a brief background on doctoral student 

attrition to set the context for the remainder of the manuscript. Then, I detail the themes that 

emerged from the literature review, all of which represent the factors that influence students’ 

decisions to persist or depart from their program. These themes include the doctoral experience, 

self-regulated learning (SRL) (defined as “the ability to flexibly adjust and direct one’s own 

behavior towards a preferred goal or outcome” [Bonthuys et al., 2017, p. 427]) help-seeking 

behavior, and the impact of academic mentoring on student success. The subsequent sections 

describe the study’s theoretical framework, term definitions, the study’s problem statement, 

statement of purpose, and the research questions. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

study limitations, delimitations, significance of the study, and a chapter summary.  

 

Background 

 

Past studies on doctoral student attrition share the Council of Graduate Schools 2010 

report that degree completion rates range between 40% and 60% depending on the field of study 
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(Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2015; Posselt, 2018; & Roberts et al., 2019). The elevated attrition 

rate has persisted for quite some time (Sverdlik et al., 2018). Recent studies underscore data that 

show a potentially strong relationship between problems with wellbeing and withdrawal from 

doctoral programs (Pyhӓltӧ et al., 2012). The quality of support systems that contribute to the 

student’s wellbeing and the student’s experience with their program are other critical 

components in program attrition. It is also important to state that students leave their doctoral 

programs for a variety of reasons (Dickerson et al., 2014; Lovitts, 2001; & Waight & Giordano, 

2018), including career opportunities, personal or family health crises, unexpected life events, 

and financial insecurity.  

A closer look at the attrition phenomenon raises concerns about the student experience, 

not only for those who do not complete the program, but also for the current students who 

persist. Examination of this phenomenon highlights new perspectives or interventions that may 

improve the attrition problem. Research in this area continues to identify critical factors that 

influence a student’s decision to persist or depart from their program (Dickerson et al., 2014; 

Gardner 2009; & Sverdlik et al., 2018). For example, Sverdlik et al. (2018) conducted a meta-

analysis on 163 empirical articles that focused on doctoral education to reveal emerging trends. 

Their analysis revealed common emergent factors said to have an influence on doctoral students’ 

experiences, regardless of discipline or institution type. Sverdlik et al. categorized these factors 

into external factors (supervision, personal/social lives, departmental support, and socialization 

and financial opportunities), and internal factors (motivation, writing skills and strategies, and 

academic identity, self-worth, and self-efficacy). 
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Problem Statement 

 

Doctoral students have identified the relationship between mentors, such as advisors, 

chairs, or supervisors and the doctoral student as one of the most influential barriers to 

completion (Rigler et al., 2017). Research focused on doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies 

includes help-seeking behavior; however, research in the area of doctoral students’ self-

regulation strategies in the mentoring context is nonexistent. This lack of research creates an 

opportunity to examine what types of help-seeking behavior and strategies are employed by 

doctoral students during the mentoring experience (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). Moreover, the 

enduring problem of doctoral student degree completion, where national averages were reported 

by the 2010 Council of Graduate Schools to be 60% or less (Posselt, 2018), has resulted in 

several studies that investigate possible contributing factors. This phenomenon deserves attention 

because the ramifications of leaving a doctoral program can have a profound impact on the 

departing student, such as anguish and embarrassment, time lost in academic pursuit, career or 

personal losses (i.e., loss of quality time with family), and missed opportunities for higher paying 

positions. Equally relevant is that student departure also impacts the institution. Although the 

student suffers more pronounced consequences of noncompletion, the institution incurs indirect 

consequences (i.e., wasted time or resources dedicated to managing the student and their 

project(s) (Lovitts, 2001).  

The lack of research about doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies in the mentoring 

context provides the perfect opportunity to examine the different types of help-seeking behavior 

doctoral students apply during the mentoring experience (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). Research 

shows that doctoral students’ persistence and attrition have been an issue for decades (Posselt, 
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2018; Rigler et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2019; & Sverdlik et al., 2018). Likewise, problematic 

relationships between mentors and doctoral students are consistently one of the most influential 

barriers to completion (Rigler et al., 2017). What is more revealing is theoretical and empirical 

research that links doctoral student attrition and the last phase of the program (i.e., Phase III), 

when program structure has lessened or is nonexistent (Gardner, 2009; Pyhӓltӧ et al., 2012; & 

Sverdlik et al., 2018). For example, Kelley and Salisbury-Glennon (2015) discovered that self-

regulation decreases the longer it takes for doctoral students to complete the degree. They 

explain the level of SRL was a statistically significant predictor of the dissertation time that had 

elapsed since the completion of comps F(8,68) = 3.90, p = .001. This linear relationship with 

time to completion of the dissertation and level of SRL decreases as a doctoral student works 

through the dissertation phase (pp. 94–95). Once again, this statistic asserts the argument for 

proper SRL strategies during the last phase of doctoral studies.  

Other important concepts to consider include are a student’s age and self-efficacy. 

Heckhausen et al. argued that an individual’s age plays a significant role in the goal-setting 

process. For example, these authors emphasized that numerous studies show that “goal 

disengagement is more prevalent among older adults” (p. 202), and that adults at various stages 

of their aging process will focus on different goals. Self-efficacy is a “belief about what one can 

do under different sets of conditions with whatever skills one possess” (Bandura, 1997) and, 

when bolstered, self-efficacy allows for more effective SRL (DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2018; 

Gardner, 2010; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

Mentoring that specifically targets the development of help-seeking skills in doctoral 

students is an approach that will help doctoral students transition into phases in the program with 
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greater ease. This study introduces the concept of mentoring applied as an intervening solution 

for students who may struggle with SRL. Studies show that doctoral students who apply SRL 

skills (i.e., adaptive help-seeking) within a mentor-mentee relationship context can experience 

positive outcomes (Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

 

Purpose 

 

This study's purpose was to examine if academic mentoring influences doctoral students' 

help-seeking behaviors. This study focused on students’ needs for support and need-satisfaction, 

as perceived by the student. Furthermore, examining the influence of academic mentoring on a 

student’s type of help-seeking behavior will highlight certain aspects of the mentoring 

relationship that contribute to doctoral students’ types of help-seeking behavior. I employed a 

correlational study design to find and test the relationship strength between academic mentoring 

and type of help-seeking, and age and type of help-seeking. I used the research questions as a 

guide to test the relationship between academic mentoring and students’ help-seeking behavioral 

strategies, which contribute to students’ sense of self-efficacy in academic research, connection 

to the program, and their mentor. Table 1 represents the conceptual framework for this 

correlational study.  
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Table 1. Conceptual Framework for Correlational Study 

Academic Mentoring   Help-seeking behavior 

Student’s Perceived Mentor Support: 

Involvement  

Autonomy  

Structure  

    

Instrumental 

Executive 

Threat 

Avoidance   

Student’s Need for: 

Competence 

Autonomy 

Relatedness 

 

Student’s Age 

 

 

Research Questions 

 

RQ1: Does academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?  

(a) How does the perceived academic mentoring received by the student correlate 

with each student’s type of help-seeking behavior?  

(b) How does a student’s need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness correlate 

with each student’s type of help-seeking behavior? 

RQ2: Does a student’s age influence help-seeking behavior? 

(a) How strong is the relationship between age and type of help-seeking among 

doctoral students? 

(b) Which of the two independent variables, academic mentoring and age, shows the 

strongest influence on types of help-seeking behavior?  
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Significance Of The Study 

 

A deeper look at academic mentoring and students’ SRL strategies (i.e., help-seeking 

behavior) will interject new interventions into the current discussion regarding positive doctoral 

student influences. The current study results will change how scholars perceive doctoral 

students’ experiences and learning skills. Mentor-mentee relationships can be more effective in 

encouraging students to use self-regulated strategies such as help-seeking. Subsequently, the 

results of the current study will encourage administrators and faculty to reflect on mentor-mentee 

relationships and the processes involved when mentoring doctoral students who exhibit help-

seeking behavior. The study results may also contribute to program assessment and policy 

implementation via student-centered faculty training. Additionally, it’s possible to infer from this 

study that adaptive help-seeking could support degree completion because students who employ 

adaptive help-seeking are more likely to find solutions for problems and are better able to 

achieve desired goals. Previous studies (Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2015) would support this 

inference based on their findings that SRL decreases during the dissertation phase contributing to 

issues of time to degree completion.  

 

Research Methods 

 

I used a quantitative correlational design for the current study and used a survey research 

method to collect the data. I chose this approach because it allowed me to assess current doctoral 

students’ attitudes and test the association between mentoring and help-seeking behavior and the 

association between age and help-seeking behavior (Mills & Gay, 2016). The participants in this 

study were doctoral students enrolled in doctoral programs at Montana State University. The 
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students were part-time and full-time, and mentored and non-mentored. Students from all 

disciplines at Montana State University were eligible to participate in the study. After receiving 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human Subjects Research, I conducted 

the study using a one-phase convenience sampling technique (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; & 

Mills & Gay, 2016). I contacted potential participants via email and asked them to take part in 

the study. Ethical considerations of the sample selection methods were discussed with the Office 

of Planning and Analysis (OPA) to (a) ensure the correct participants were selected and invited 

to take part and (b) ensure the correct sample size was used for data analysis. Data were collected 

using a web survey, a less costly method, and most of the students had at least one active email 

account. This method of collection increased the accessibility of the survey to students. This is 

important because during the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, email was one of the safest 

ways to communicate.  

I received IRB approval to conduct the study before recruiting participants and 

distributing the survey. The distribution took place as a multi-contact process outlined as 

follows: (a) presurvey announcement to raise participation awareness; (b) survey distribution via 

Qualtrics web survey link, active for 4 weeks; and (c) participation reminder before expiration, 

the third week after the link was first distributed. Two weeks after the survey distribution, I sent 

a reminder to increase response rates (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Students on the list obtained 

from the OPA were given an equal opportunity to take the survey and participation was 

voluntary. The research questions in this study were answered using two primary statistical 

techniques: (a) bivariate correlations between the independent and dependent variables and (b) 

multiple regression analysis (MRA).  
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Overview of the Main Themes 

 

Doctoral Experience 

Marked by unparalleled challenges, the doctoral student experience transforms the 

individual who embarks upon the journey (Gardner, 2009, 2010; & Lovitts, 2001). The doctoral 

journey involves multiple transitions from one level of academic requirements and expectations 

to the next. The literature points to two prevalent challenges to degree completion: program 

ambiguity and students’ feelings of isolation, especially after comprehensive exams.  

To better understand the doctoral student’s experience with these challenges, one needs 

to consider the student’s cognitive development, along with social behavioral factors caused by 

internal and external influences. These same factors can aid or impede the student’s ability to 

succeed in the program. A good point of departure for understanding the nuances of student 

development is to study theoretical frameworks such as social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1997). 

This theory explains how self-regulated learners use strategies in academic work to achieve their 

goals; thus, self-regulation should be a part of the inquiry into the student’s behavior and 

experience. Several factors influence the student’s SRL efficacy, which emphasizes the need to 

understand this construct at a deeper level. Doctoral students experience shifts in efficacy 

throughout their doctoral program; however, during the transition between different levels and 

academic challenges, is a time when students show the lowest levels of self-efficacy (Bandura, 

1997; Gardner, 2009; Schunk & Mullen, 2013; & Sverdlik & Hall, 2019). Another layer of self-

efficacy involves the relationship between SRL and self-efficacy expressed through increased 

knowledge about a task. DiBenedetto and Schunk (2016) explained that self-efficacy beliefs are 

acquired as knowledge increases about a specific task and what is needed to complete said task.  
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The other challenge students face is a feeling of isolation, specifically as they progress 

further in the program; therefore, social support is essential. Several authors have discovered the 

value of social support from different individuals such as family, friends, peers, faculty, and 

mentors. A student can experience isolation from lack of peer connections or from lack of 

adequate socialization (Gardner, 2009; & Golde, 2005). The resulting feelings of isolation in the 

student’s own belief system can change how the student perceives the challenges they encounter, 

such as lack of program structure, ambiguity, and lack of social support. These feelings of 

isolation and changes in perception often make these challenges harder to overcome (Gardner, 

2009). A proposed solution for this dilemma is for students to engage in adaptive help-seeking 

behaviors (Goldman, 2018). However, the student’s belief system—defined as one’s belief about 

themselves, about helpers, and about the help-seeking process—is an important predictor of the 

student’s willingness to seek help (Wills & DePaulo, 1991).  

Student development is another relevant topic. Gardner (2009) presented a three-phase 

model that explains students’ transitions from the initial integration to the end of the academic 

experience: Phase I (initiation), Phase II (integration), and Phase III (transition). It is during the 

transition from Phase II to Phase III that issues with student competencies and mentoring 

relationships become more prevalent, particularly from the comprehensive exams transition into 

the dissertation period (i.e., Phase III). Students may struggle to stay motivated as ambiguity 

increases and as program structure becomes nonexistent during the dissertation stage (Gardner, 

2009).  
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Self-Regulated Learning 

Experts in educational psychology and social science express the importance of self-

regulation for successful outcomes (Bandura, 1997; DiBenedetto & White, 2013; & Schunk & 

Mullen, 2013). Self-regulation includes activities such as “setting goals, applying and adjusting 

strategies” (Schunk & Mullen, 2013, p. 363). More recent research by Dunn et al. (2014) 

explored the effect of “academic self-regulation, critical thinking, and age on online graduate 

students' help-seeking” (p. 76). The authors learned that help-seeking is a behavior that may be 

“hindered by online learning environments” (Dunn et al., 2014, p. 85). This discovery about 

help-seeking being contingent on external factors (environment) is congruent with Bandura’s 

(1986) view about human behavior, that it is reciprocally determined by the interaction of three 

factors: personal, behavioral, and environmental.  

 

Help-seeking Behavior 

Help-seeking occurs when the help-seeker identifies there is a problem and then engages 

in the process that will help find a solution. This strategy also includes knowing when and from 

whom to seek help (Usher & Schunk, 2016). Help-seeking is a process often used by highly 

regulated learners (Karabenick & Berger, 2013) and is defined as the “process of seeking 

assistance from other individuals or other sources that facilitate accomplishing desired goals, 

which, in an academic context, may consist of completing assignments or satisfactory test 

performance” (p. 238). DiBenedetto and Schunk (2018) posited that people who engage in help-

seeking and SRL can increase their learning and contribute to a definite sense of self-efficacy. 

Adaptive, or instrumental, help-seeking is an important skill that increases students’ sense of 

self-efficacy and gives students confidence, competence, and a sense of autonomy (Devos, 2017; 
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Karabenick & Dembo, 2011; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The different types of help-seeking are 

defined as follows. 

 

Instrumental or Adaptive Help-seeking. Instrumental or adaptive help-seeking involves 

asking for help when it is necessary (Newman, 2012).  

 

Executive Help-seeking. Executive help-seeking involves asking for help when it is not 

necessary to complete a task or to avoid criticism. This form of help-seeking is also described as 

dependent help-seeking, where the help-seeker looks to someone else to solve the problem 

(Butler, 2011). 

 

Help-seeking Avoidance. Help-seeking avoidance is deemed a form of “motivated 

behavior that arises when the benefits to be derived from seeking help are outweighed by the cost 

of requesting help” (Collins & Simms, 2011, p. 209). The authors explain that motivation models 

help understand help-seeking behavior in the context of academic support services, which in this 

study are examined through the academic mentoring context.  

 

Help-seeking Threat. Help-seeking threat behavior occurs when the student feels 

threatened to ask for help when help is needed. Sometimes seeking help can result in reprisal 

from the help giver (Newman, 2011).  

 

Informal vs. Formal Help-seeking. Informal type of help-seeking is when a student seeks 

help from peers, friends, and family in the form of emotional support. Formal type of help-

seeking is when a student seeks help from an academic source that includes a chair/mentor for 

official academic support. Informal type of help-seeking was not included in the current study 
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because the study’s focus is the mentoring relationship with chair or advisor, and this type of 

help-seeking falls in the formal category.  

 

Academic Mentoring 

Research gathered from psychology and sociology fields suggests individual skills, such 

as SRL and certain relationships (i.e., relationships with a chair or mentor), can contribute to the 

student’s academic success. As previously introduced, social and environmental factors can 

strongly impact the student experience. A student’s environment will foster involvement from 

students and mentors, contributing to success or failure in the mentoring experience. For this 

reason, mentoring is a principal component of a student’s ability to succeed in the graduate 

program (Schunk & Usher, 2011). 

 

Mentoring Functions 

Mentors create environments conducive to SRL through mentoring functions such as  

psychosocial, career, intellectual, and research support (Carpenter et al., 2015; & Kram,1983). 

These functions operate as enhancing advisee’s self-efficacy, sense of identity (Schunk & 

Mullen, 2013) or support with integration into the program, socialization (Gardner, 2009), 

support with research-related needs, and other relational benefits of a positive connection with 

the advisee (Devos et al., 2015) but also they include helping individuals with a “sense of 

confidence and effectiveness” (Carpenter et al., 2015, pp. 2–3). Studies rooted in seminal works 

present theories and models that examine and explain the mechanisms of being a mentor and the 

function of the mentoring relationship (Mullen, 2011; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). A product of 

the mentoring environment is a relationship that can encourage SRL and satisfy the student’s 
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needs, such as a need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. The mentoring relationship 

theory (Kram, 1983) enlightens scholars’ understanding of mentor functions directed to student 

career and psychological development. The pursuit of more effective measures in mentoring 

strategies and optimization of relationships between faculty and doctoral students continues to 

establish the mentoring relationship as a salient factor in the mentee’s academic success 

(DiBenedetto & White, 2013; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The connection between the mentor 

functions and the student’s perceived need-satisfaction creates the environment.  

 

Mentoring Benefits 

The research on mentoring relationships has pointed to the benefits that result from 

successful dyads (i.e., pairs). Solid evidence shows that both mentor and mentee benefit from 

mentoring relationships, and these benefits include enhanced career opportunities, satisfaction 

with graduate education, facilitation of degree completion, stronger sense of professional 

confidence, better coping skills, enhanced self-efficacy (DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2016), and 

stronger self-regulatory processes (Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; & Shotwell, 2019). 

Conversely, adverse outcomes linked to doctoral students’ experiences and lack of mentorship or 

poorly matched mentor-mentee dyads are clear in literature (Merriam, 1983). It is important to 

note that, although doctoral students are high achievers (Beck, 2016) who already possess some 

autonomy (Lunsford et al., 2017), the mentoring quality received can still have a grave impact on 

the development and academic success of doctoral students (Lovitts, 2001). For instance, recent 

studies support and show clear connections between students’ mentorship experiences and 

withdrawal from the program (Golde, 2005; & Pyhӓltӧ et al., 2012).  
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Theoretical Framework 

 

Theoretical frameworks that support this discussion explain self-efficacy, motivation, 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness as being integral parts of the student’s development and 

ability to succeed (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000; & Ryan & Deci, 2017). Social scientists 

collectively (a) provide insight into cognitive developmental factors that impact human 

development and growth and (b) include models representing the cognitive learning process to 

expound on the concept of SRL (Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

The models that drive the current study include Schunk and Mullen’s (2013) proposed 

mentoring model, which is used to examine the academic mentoring and self-regulation factors 

that contribute to the mentor-mentee relationship dynamic. This model informs how self-

regulation plays a vital role in successful goal achievement, and this is an important concept 

because self-regulation includes the ability to seek help when necessary. Thus, by recognizing 

help-seeking behavior as a strategy applied during mentoring, it helps researchers comprehend 

how academic mentoring might encourage or discourage the student from applying it. As 

previously mentioned, mentor functions help students become better integrated into their 

programs, socialized, and/or supported; however, the clarity that can be achieved by direct means 

of showing students strategies proven to aid in achieving desired goals via proper help-seeking is 

not only best practice but a valuable self-development lesson for both mentor and mentee. The 

second important connection is the support the student receives from the mentoring relationship. 

Johnson’s (2010) mentoring relationship continuum (MRC) places the mentoring experience 

along a continuum ranging in closeness from transactional to transformational relationship.  
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As illustrated earlier, help-seeking is a socially contingent construct, meaning that one 

might engage in different help-seeking behaviors based on their environmental conditions; in 

turn, these behaviors influence the nature of the mentor-mentee relationship (DiBenedetto & 

White, 2013; & Karabenick & Usher, 2015). The aim of the current study is to explain how 

academic mentoring influences doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors. For this reason, I used 

my combined knowledge of self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000), the doctoral 

student development model (Gardner, 2009), and the MRC model (Johnson, 2014) to establish a 

structure that helps explain the processes involved in mentoring relationships and helps describe 

the constructs of interest: SRL (i.e., help-seeking behavior) and the need for support and 

satisfaction within mentoring relationships. Ehrich et al. (2004) supported this concept much 

earlier when they identified psychosocial support as a positive outcome of mentoring.  

Thus, the current study leans heavily into the theoretical concepts presented by SDT and 

its three assumptions: (a) intrinsic activity, (b) organismic approach, and (c) person–environment 

dialectic (Ryan & Deci, 2000). For instance, Reeve et al. (2018) expounded SDT into classroom 

engagement by positing that SDT offers a way to explain basic motivational processes in the 

classroom and to solve classroom problems (p. 35). The robust application of SDT for situations 

where individual’s motivation, needs, and goal aspirations are considered makes it a wise 

decision to use as part of the framework for this study.  

 

Term Definitions 

 

Academic Mentoring: Academic mentoring is defined as “the involvement of post-

secondary faculty, advisors, or supervisors in learning relationships oriented toward career and 
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personal development with students, graduates, or junior faculty at the same or different higher 

institution” (Schunk & Mullen, 2013, p. 362).  

Instrumental (Adaptive) Help-seeking: Instrumental or adaptive help-seeking is a self-

regulative strategy used “when asking for the help needed in order to learn independently, not 

simply to obtain the correct answer” (Newman, 2002, p. 132). Adaptive help-seeking occurs 

when one asks for “help needed in order to learn independently, not simply to obtain the correct 

answer” (Newman, 2000, p. 132). The term “adaptive help-seeking” is used interchangeably with 

“instrumental help-seeking” throughout the manuscript. 

Intersubjectivity: Intersubjectivity refers to “attunement of teacher’s and student’s 

purpose, focus, and affect” (Newman, 2002, p. 289). 

Mentee: This manuscript uses the term “mentee” and “protégé” interchangeably. 

Mentor: This manuscript uses the term mentor interchangeably for positions held by 

dissertation committee chairs in various fields of higher education or anyone who manages and 

or supervises the academic progress of doctoral students. 

Mentoring: Mentoring is defined as “a nurturing relationship that is based on mutual trust 

that leads to the development and professional growth of both the mentor and the mentee” 

(Russell & Russell, 2011, p. 3). 

Self-disclosure: Self-disclosure occurs when “the help-seeker, in requesting aid, often 

discloses something about the feelings or problems that are the basis of the need for assistance” 

(Wills & DePaulo, 1991, p. 362).  

SRL: SRL “refers to self-regulation processes applied during a learning experience, 

where the goal is a desired level of achievement” (Schunk & Mullen 2013, p. 363).  
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Delimitations 

 

This study was delimited to doctoral students and students who have attained candidate 

status and to the Rocky Mountain region of the United States.  

 

Limitations 

 

A limitation to this study involves the instrument that was used to measure academic 

mentoring. First, sample characteristics from previous studies where the instrument was used are 

different from the characteristics of the current study sample, which threatens internal 

consistency. For instance, Karabenick (2003) targeted young college students who possess 

characteristics and lived experiences that differ significantly from those of doctoral students. 

Thus, in the current study, the help-seeking survey required adaptation to the doctoral experience 

context. Similarly, the characteristics of participants in Van der Linden et al.’s (2018) study 

differ significantly from the sample used in the current study. The participants in Van der Linden 

et al.’s study were French-speaking Belgian students from two Belgian universities. Thus, the 

generalizability of foreign participants and foreign institutions must be taken into consideration. 

The current study participants were, by a majority, English-speaking U.S. nationals. 

Furthermore, the institution is a midsized university in the Northwest United States. With prior 

research in mind, I assumed that the current study results would differ from results observed in 

previous studies.  

The COVID-19 pandemic may have limited the success of the current research in 

unforeseen ways; however, one particular concern involves survey fatigue. Currently, there is a 

great need to understand the impact of COVID-19 on students’ mental health, resulting in a 
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widespread effort to survey students. However, the response rate achieved for this study reached 

28.7%. This rate was at an acceptable almost surprising level considering the current pandemic 

challenges and size of the institution.  

 

Summary 

 

The current study brings clarity to an obscure area within the mentor-mentee relationship 

dynamic. Specifically, this study highlights how the mentor-mentee relationship impacts the 

mentoring environment and how it influences help-seeking behavior in doctoral students. 

Students’ perceptions of mentoring and feelings of isolation may lead to personal dissatisfaction 

with their doctoral experience, which can lead to departure from the program. Several sources 

show that SRL strategies (i.e., help-seeking) can produce positive outcomes.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study's purpose was to examine if academic mentoring influences doctoral students' 

help-seeking behaviors. Specifically, this study focused on students’ needs for support and need-

satisfaction to highlight certain aspects of the mentoring relationship that contribute to doctoral 

students’ types of help-seeking behavior.  

Scholarship on doctoral student help-seeking behavior is limited to a few dissertations 

and published works that examine SRL strategies from a different context. Prior research largely 

focuses on finding answers to why doctoral students did not complete the dissertation process. 

For instance, Colvin (2102), in her dissertation work, focused on the role of academic help-

seeking attitudes, achievement goal orientation, and dissertation self-efficacy in dissertation 

progress, and another study by Kelly focused on the role of self-regulation in doctoral students’ 

statuses of ABD (all but dissertation) (Kelly, 2011). These works were used to inform scholars’ 

understanding of SRL strategies and included constructs such as self-regulation, self-efficacy, 

and mentoring within graduate-level education (Carmon, 2013; Chaubury, 2017; Colvin, 2012; 

& Kelly, 2011). Studies have not examined the extent to which and how doctoral students ask for 

help from their advisor/supervisor; in this study defined as mentor. This lack of research 

reinforces the need and importance of pursuing this topic in the current study. The current study 

results will help inform current student-support services and mentoring programs through a 

better understanding of doctoral students’ different types of help-seeking behaviors and the 

influence and quality of the mentoring received.  
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I conducted a comprehensive search for studies that encompassed doctoral student help-

seeking behavior, specifically within the mentoring relationship context, using popular databases 

such as ERIC, PsycInfo, ProQuest, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. A combination of key words 

that included “doctoral student and help-seeking” or “help-seeking behavior,” “graduate 

student,” and “mentoring” produced unsatisfactory results. I then expanded my search into other 

educational domains, such as literature on K–12 and college-age students (Karabenick & Knapp, 

1991; Karabenick, 2011; & Newman, 2002) that incorporated help-seeking and mentoring 

constructs. Other domains, such as in psychology, nursing, and private sector (business), also 

came under review. This expansive approach was necessary to understand how help-seeking 

should be studied within the context of mentoring doctoral students, and generalizations about 

constructs and results emerging from studies in other domains were made with caution.  

The chapter will begin by explaining the doctoral experience, which requires exploration 

of student development as described by Gardner (2009). Subsequent sections focus on mentoring 

definitions, the study’s theoretical background, and the models and framework used for this 

study. Relevant constructs, such as SRL and help-seeking, are also expanded upon to present the 

fundamental argument about the mentoring relationship and its implications on doctoral student 

academic success.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

Experts in the fields of psychology (Kram, 1983; & Johnson, 2010) and social sciences 

(Bandura, 1997; Gardner, 2009; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013) have developed theoretical 

frameworks and models to provide researchers with a blueprint for conducting research in the 
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area of learning development. Subsequently, research has advanced that the doctoral student 

experience can and will vary based on the student’s experience with individual motivation and 

achievement goals (Schunk & Mullen, 2013); however, students’ experiences will also vary 

based on the quality of the relationship experienced with faculty and their advisor or chair 

(Johnson, 2010).  

Previous frameworks that support this discussion explain self-efficacy, motivation, 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness as being integral parts of the student’s development and 

ability to succeed (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000; & Ryan & Deci, 2017). These 

frameworks also provide insight into the cognitive and developmental factors that impact human 

development and growth. An example of a model that describes cognitive learning processes and 

expounds on the concept of SRL would be the mentoring research model proposed by Schunk 

and Mullen (2013). I examined the mentoring research model (Schunk & Mullen, 2013) because 

this model is used to examine the academic mentoring and self-regulation factors that contribute 

to the relationship dynamic. This model outlines how self-regulation plays a vital role in 

successful goal achievement. Furthermore, self-regulation includes the ability to seek the 

appropriate help when it is needed. Thus, in the mentoring research model, help-seeking 

behavior is shown as a strategy used during mentoring. This model further delineates mentoring 

interactions as learning processes that include SRL. Therefore, the model helps explain how 

seeking help as part of a learning experience is potentially encouraged or discouraged in the 

academic mentoring context.  

This process is best explained through the support the student receives from the 

mentoring relationship. It is through Johnson’s (2014) MRC, which places the mentoring 
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experience along a continuum that ranges in closeness from a transactional to a transformational 

relationship, that it becomes clear how the processes mentioned by Schunk and Mullen (2013) 

are engaged through help-seeking. The way Johnson (2014) explains the difference between 

transactional and transformational development relationships is that, in a transactional 

relationship, the mentor will lean toward the structure and formality of the relationship while 

providing feedback and academic advice whereas, in the transformational relationship, the 

mentor will seek to inspire and transform their advisees through sincere guidance, 

encouragement, and modeling (p. 281) (see Figure 1). This perspective is integral to the current 

study because the study aims to explain how academic mentoring influences doctoral students’ 

help-seeking behaviors and it is therefore important to understand the nature of mentor/mentee 

relationships.  

The knowledge drawn from the models can be further conceptualized after 

comprehending what SDT explains as basic needs. First, it is important to state that SDT is built 

on three key assumptions: (a) intrinsic activity, (b) organismic approach, and (c) person–

environment dialectic (Reeve et al., 2018, p. 18). From these assumptions, one can interpret that, 

at the intrinsic activity level, everyone inherently holds the three psychological needs best 

described as the need for autonomy, need for competence, and need for relatedness (p. 16). 

I developed the framework for this study through a scaffolding of knowledge 

extrapolated from the doctoral student development model (Gardner, 2009), the MRC model 

(Johnson, 2014), the mentoring research model (Schunk & Mullen, 2013), and the principles of 

SDT. The structural framework explains the processes involved in mentoring relationships and 
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describes the constructs of interest: SRL (i.e., help-seeking behavior) and the need for support 

and satisfaction within mentoring relationships.  

 

Models 

A review of mentoring relationship models reveals the synergistic nature of the 

relationship, which is often described in terms of a developing and changing experience for both 

mentor and mentee. Positive change can result in personal development if this change is built 

upon a positive foundation (Johnson, 2010).  

Heckhausen et al. (2019) discussed a number of studies that examined how 

developmental regulation, control, and goal constructs are integral parts of adult development. 

The comprehension of these concepts inspired questions about relatedness from the context of 

adulthood, specifically how individuals differ in many aspects of the challenges encountered in 

the transition to adulthood. Primarily, how we may invest time in striving for longer-term goals 

(p. 192). The discussion then progressed to providing descriptions of constructs such as goals, 

perceived control, self-efficacy, persistence, mastery, autonomy, and self-regulation. Self-

regulation was described as a characteristic of motivated behavior. In an earlier study, Newman 

(2002) elaborated on teacher involvement with students. Newman used the term teacher-student 

“intersubjectivity” (p. 133), a concept that includes a level of understanding from the teacher’s 

part, which allows them to understand the student’s thinking regarding a particular academic 

task. Newman’s key point is that intersubjectivity “may mitigate the power differential common 

to student-teacher relations” (p. 133). Relatedness encompasses the attributes of quality 

mentoring—involvement, empathy, and compassion—that become more salient as the 

relationship increases in reciprocity of caring for one another (Johnson, 2014; & Ryan and Deci, 



25 

  

 

2000). Applying this theoretical perspective as a framework for the current study is sound and 

reasonable; however, the study must also consider SRL strategies (i.e., type of help-seeking 

behavior) within the mentoring relationship among doctoral students to explain precisely how the 

development occurs.  

Developing relationships matter because several scholars suggest that mentoring plays a 

fundamental role in doctoral students’ academic development, specifically in autonomy, 

competency, and wellbeing (Gardner, 2009; Johnson, 2014; Lovitts, 2001; Schunk & Mullen, 

2013; & Usher & Schunk, 2011). The relationship between mentor and mentee acts as a conduit 

through which career, psychosocial, research, and intellectual needs of the students are met 

(Carpenter & Thornton, 2015). As emphasized in earlier studies, the dissertation chair (mentor) 

is identified as being a primary support system for the student (Gardner, 2009; & Lovitts, 2001). 

 

Proposed Mentoring Research Model 

Schunk and Mullen (2013) introduced SRL as a process within the academic mentoring 

experience. The mentoring research model was developed from social-cognitive and mentoring 

theories and based on Pintrich’s (2000) SRL phases and Zimmerman’s (2000) SRL model 

because these researchers suggest that mentoring and SRL goals are closely aligned. The 

mentoring research model is consistent with previous models but hypothesizes that mentors and 

mentees engage in goal-setting and planning prior to mentoring interactions. Schunk & Mullen 

(2013) contended that self-regulation and academic mentoring factors contribute to the 

mentoring relationship’s success through goal-setting. This change to the model brings a deeper 

understanding of the value of self-regulation as seen through a relationship context of mentoring. 
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It also may offer additional insight into how mentor functions and behaviors influence mentee 

outcomes (Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

Schunk & Mullen (2013) based the adaption (introduction of goal-setting) on social-

cognitive theory and the model includes general aspects of Zimmerman’s (2000) model of self-

regulatory competence because it can be applied to the mentoring context within the doctoral 

mentor-student relationship. The mentoring research model outlines the relationship experience 

in three phases: pre-mentoring, during mentoring, and post-mentoring. These phases are 

congruent with SRL processes and assume that mentors and mentees engage in SRL during each 

phase, as shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Proposed Mentoring Research Mentor Model 

Pre-mentoring During mentoring Post-mentoring 

Goal setting Mentoring processes Reflection 

Strategic planning Self-regulated learning processes Affect 

Knowledge activation Observational learning  Transfer 

Environmental structuring Practice  

Self-efficacy Attention  

Value and interest Metacognitive strategies  

Outcome expectations 

Affect 

Time management  

Self-efficacy 

Effort 

Persistence  

Help-seeking 

Affect 

 

 

 

Schunk and Mullen (2013) discussed the importance of understanding mentoring 

functions and how they affect mentees. In Schunk and Mullen’s mentoring research model, 

mentoring and SRL goals are “closely aligned” (Schunk & Mullen, 2013, p. 376). The model 

assumes both mentor and mentee engaged in SRL before, during, and after mentoring 
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interactions. The model mentions that help-seeking is one specific strategy that can be used 

during mentoring interactions. Karabenick (2013) and Zimmerman (2000) have both advanced 

the importance of adaptive help-seeking as a sub-strategy of SRL that is necessary for students to 

be able to navigate academic challenges.  

 

Mentor Relationship Continuum Model 

The MRC model (Johnson, 2010, 2014) demonstrates how graduate trainees in the 

psychology field progress along the development trajectory (from left to right) on the continuum 

(see Figure 1). The trainee experiences low, moderate, and high degrees of advising and 

mentoring at different points on the relationship continuum. As the relationship progresses, it can 

theoretically become more dynamic, reciprocal, and emotionally connected (Johnson, 2014; & 

Johnson et al., 2017). It is notable that the MRC model allows for multiple relationships to exist 

during the student’s development. This model also depicts the mentoring relationship as an 

evolving experience. To start, the relationship develops and evolves along the continuum from 

the far-left (transactional nature) to the far-right (transformative nature). As the relationship 

progresses from one end to the other, it takes on more of the transformative characteristics: trust, 

closeness, and even affection. The MRC model provides a gauge of the degree (closeness) of the 

mentoring relationship and offers a straightforward means to explain how academic mentoring 

evolves along the time continuum, moving toward the desired experience with the mentor. This 

point in the continuum is represented as a point closer to the transformational experience. The 

mentoring experience depends on personal connection, age, and time in the program.  
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Figure 1. Mentoring Relationship Continuum Model 

 
Note. Permission to use this image was granted by Dr. Brad Johnson.  

 

 

Self-Determination Theory 

 

SDT presents a structure that helps explain the unique sociocultural experience of 

learning and development and can assist with deeper insights into doctoral students’ help-seeking 

behaviors within the mentoring context (Beck, 2016; & Newman, 2002). The purpose of SDT is 

to explain how sociocultural environments can facilitate or undermine human engagement and 

thriving. SDT is shaped by three key assumptions:  

[a] Intrinsic activity: that everyone possesses three activity-generating 

psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness… [b] Organismic 

approach: everyone has inherent tendencies toward growth, integration, synthesis, 

and organization, though these inherent tendencies require environmental support 

for their development and actualization… [c] person-environment dialectic: person 

proactively engages the environment; environment offers regulation to internalize. 

(Reeve et al., 2018, p. 17) 

According to SDT, SRL is contingent on the learner feeling academically competent 

(Ryan & Deci, 2000). Through a qualitative inquiry in a vocational setting, Janssen et al. (2013) 
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were able to show the relevance of an SDT perspective for mentoring research. Janssen et al. 

examined the development of relatedness to help identify what support functions are more 

prevalent with a deeper understanding of specific types of developmental support, and the results 

showed how developmental relationships met mentees’ needs for autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. The authors also stated that socialization takes form in SDT as competence support 

through “clear, consistent and reasonable expectations” (Jansen et al., 2013, p. 24). Doctoral 

students are provided competence support through the environment created within the 

relationship where goals and expectations are mutually agreed upon. If a student perceives their 

environment or mentor to be more supportive of their ideas, needs, and goals, the student will 

feel more autonomously motivated and, in-turn, will perceive themselves more competent in 

their doctoral studies (Litalien & Guay, 2015).  

These findings by Litalien & Guay (2015) and Jansen et al. (2013) were critical in 

helping select constructs for this study and helped the comprehension of how constructs are 

linked to self-determination theoretical perspectives. Thus, the three SDT principles will be 

applied within the current research as foundational pieces upon which doctoral student help-

seeking behavior can be explained: 

 

Autonomy 

According to SDT, self-regulated learners have a sense of autonomy. This sense of 

autonomy manifests in students taking control and responsibility for their learning. Being 

autonomous does not imply that the student is self-sufficient and isolated from others. Rather, 

autonomous students feel comfortable asking for help when necessary (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  
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Competence 

According to SDT, SRL is contingent on the learner feeling academically competent. A 

strong determinant of competence is communication. Communication is influenced by the level 

of respect and reciprocal exchange of ideas and encouraging words (Goldman, 2018). Doctoral 

students who frequently communicate with their dissertation chair show a higher rate of 

completion (Rigler et al., 2017). 

 

Relatedness 

Mullen (2011) suggested that “instructors and advisors should work with [graduate] 

students outside of class to cultivate and maintain a mentoring relationship as these relationships 

increase the likelihood of student question-asking and also improve their self-regulatory efforts” 

(p. 88). The relationship cannot be limited to basic advising functions and framed in a sterile 

environment if a holistic relationship is desired. As indicated, mentoring relationships require 

relatedness at all levels and dimensions of the social experience (Usher & Schunk, 2018). 

Motivation is assumed to be a critical determinant of doctoral program success, 

particularly “during later program stages” (Sverdlik & Hall, 2019, p. 5). Intrinsic motivation 

generates action if basic needs are satisfied, allowing the student to generate their own intentions 

(i.e., setting of goals) (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Reeve et al., 2008).  

 

Mentoring 

 

The mentoring relationship works as a support structure for the student, and it can 

influence the student’s experience during the mentoring process through support of their basic 

needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The influence of mentoring can also be 
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demonstrated through the student’s type of help-seeking behavior in response to the relationship 

dynamic. The mentoring process is defined as “a mentor engages the learner in activities that 

encourage successful completion of a task through a series of interactions on both a professional 

and personal level” (DiBenedetto & White, 2013, p. 445). 

The need for effective mentoring strategies and enhancement of the relationship between 

advisor or mentor and doctoral student has, in effect, produced ample scholarship from the 

mentor’s perspective. The collective position on the issue proves that mentoring is not only 

beneficial in noneducational settings, but proves that it is a critical component of the doctoral 

student’s academic development (DiBenedetto & White, 2013; Gardner, 2009; & Golde, 2018).  

Litalien and Guay (2015) confirmed that the student-advisor relationship “is probably the 

single most critical factor in determining who leaves the doctoral program” (p. 220). Similarly, 

Rigler et al. (2017) indicated that most surveyed doctoral students repeatedly identified that a 

negative relationship with the dissertation chair had a significant impact on their success. On the 

other hand, Johnson (2003) concluded that “increasingly, educators are implored to become 

intentional and deliberate in arranging and managing mentorships with students” (p. 127). 

Receiving mentoring is important for the student’s development as a researcher because the 

mentor provides guidance, field insights, and psychosocial support that reach beyond academic 

support (Carpenter & Thornton, 2015; Karabenick & Gouda, 2017; Pekrun & Stephens, 2010; & 

Reeve et al., 2008). Personal beliefs, values, goals, and cultural background (Alexitch, 2006) can 

often be challenged and influenced through interpersonal relationships (DiBenedetto & Schunk, 

2016), and this is no different within the mentoring relationship context. Furthermore, the 

mentoring relationship “can either facilitate or hamper learning and identity development in 
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graduate studies” (Litalien & Guay, 2015, p. 220). Thus, both parties involved have a 

responsibility to cultivate the relationship and allow it to flourish (Alexitch, 2006; Chapman, 

2017; Magolda, 2020; Murell, 2007; & Rigler et al., 2017).  

Beyond the normal mentor functions of academic advising, mentoring requires a level of 

awareness and understanding on the part of the mentor for the relationship to blossom (Johnson, 

2010; & Pfund et al., 2016). Additionally, the mentee requires a level of communication 

competency (Carpenter & Thornton, 2015). Relationship effectiveness depends on conditions 

that result from mutual respect (Pfund et al., 2016), such as fostering a friendly and productive 

environment (Alexitch, 2006). Furthermore, the reciprocal process between mentor and mentee 

becomes an integral part of how students are willing to seek help when faced with challenges 

(Alexitch, 2006). Many academic researchers have revealed the importance of reciprocity within 

the context of academic relationships when they remind us that the effectiveness of help-seeking 

may depend on the quality of help provided and the nature of the relationship with the help-giver 

(Karabenick, 2011; & Yob & Crawford, 2012). 

 

Ambiguous Definitions: Mentor and Mentoring 

A persistent problem stated in the literature is that there is a need for a standard definition 

for the mentor and mentoring (Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; Jones & Brown, 2011; 

Merriam, 1983; & Russell & Russell, 2019). Extant literature presents a variety of definitions for 

mentor and mentorship. As evidenced, several scholarly works have cited definitions that include 

a role perspective, attributes, steps, or strategies and functions (Carpenter & Thornton, 2015; 

Ewbank, 2016; & Pinion & Hisel, 2019). A more traditional view in earlier scholarship defines 

mentoring from a hierarchical perspective (Roberts et al., 2019). This perspective places a 
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mentor in a superior position. Conversely, Pinion and Hisel (2019) shared that “a good mentor 

must also be a good mentee and assume many changing roles” (p. 33). Daloz (1999) described a 

mentor as a guide who steps in when needed to give guidance, provide support, and prepare the 

mentee for a journey that may involve difficult periods of self-development. According to Daloz 

(1999), the mentor helps guide the mentee through the challenges and obstacles caused by 

various external environments. Johnson et al. (2017) described a mentor as one who “gives 

blessings” (p. 20). Johnson et al. also asserted that the success of the dyadic relationship must 

include an “appreciation for the relational dialectic tensions that are inherent to mentoring 

relationships” (p. 20). The emphasis on collaboration and reciprocity suggests the giving of 

blessings (Johnson et al., 2017) should be a mutual act.  

Research on mentoring relationships has contributed significantly toward the 

understanding of the mentoring construct and raises awareness that the construct can be used as 

an intervention for the mentee’s personal and professional development (Ehrich et al., 2004; 

Johnson, 2014; Jones & Brown, 2011; & Siltanen et al., 2019). Scholars across the disciplines of 

social science, psychology, health, medical fields, and the private sector support mentor 

programs because they enhance productivity, improve recruitment efforts, and boost staff morale 

(Ehrich et al., 2004). More importantly, perspectives about mentoring, which shape how the 

mentoring relationship construct is viewed by introducing the dimension of a more personable 

experience, bring attention to mentoring as a positive experience for the mentor and mentee 

(Busch, 1985; Daloz, 1999; Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; Merriam, 1983; & Wright-Harper 

& Cole 2008). For instance, Russell and Russell (2011) included a definition of mentoring as a 

“nurturing relationship that is based on mutual trust” (para. 7). This definition evokes a vital 
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component needed for mentorship to develop. For example, mutual trust is a concept supported 

by several authors (Ewbank, 2016; Jones & Brown, 2014; & Merriam, 1983) and relationship 

complexity is another essential characteristic of mentoring (Ehrich et al., 2004; Jones & Brown, 

2011; Jones & Corner, 2012; & Merriam, 1983). Additionally, the mentor attributes of 

competence (Johnson, 2010) and racial literacy (Posselt, 2018) surface as key features or 

attributes necessary for a productive relationship. Notably, as it is expressed through SDT, 

aspects of relatedness and closeness are what constitute a high-quality relationship. It was 

explained that close relationships are characterized by high levels of giving and receiving from 

both the perspective of autonomy and relatedness. Thus, one could conclude that students’ needs 

for closeness are driven by the relationship’s quality and is dependent upon the exchange of 

“mutuality of autonomy and autonomy support” (Reeve et al., 2018, p. 24). 

 

Mentoring Processes and Dimensions 

The need for mutual respect and collaboration has been introduced in the past decade as 

mentoring has become redefined to oppose the more rigid, hierarchical style of mentoring where 

the senior-positioned individual has authority and control over the less knowledgeable individual 

(Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; & Russell & Russell, 2019). In their study of doctoral 

students, Carpenter et al. (2015) contended that mentoring on the doctoral level involves an 

examination of communication mentors’ traits and functions. Carpenter et al.’s regression results 

showed that academic rank (of faculty) was significantly negatively related to the research and 

psychosocial functions. The authors rationalized that, perhaps, assistant professors are more able 

to empathize with students because they recently transitioned into their position. The fact that 

graduate students tend to prefer higher levels of closeness within the mentoring relationship than 
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what mentors (sponsor) wish to have with the students problematizes the traditional views (Rose, 

2003).  

The tension between what the student expects (close relationship) and what the mentor is 

comfortable providing is an integral element of the current discussion. The shift in power from 

the traditional hierarchical perspective has given way to potential transformational experiences 

for individuals involved in dyadic mentoring where both parties learn from one another by 

shifting roles. This idea was clearly stated by Pinion and Hisel (2019) when they concluded that 

“a good mentor must also be a good mentee and be able to assume many changing roles” (p. 33). 

The concept of shifting roles implies that effective mentoring necessitates flexibility and the 

ability to empathize with the mentee’s needs. In other words, mentors must understand the 

mentee’s perspective. The need for intersubjectivity is an integral component for transformation 

to occur (Newman, 2002).  

 

Mentoring Role and Functions 

Mentor functions is a concept developed out of the earliest mentoring relationship theory 

that says they provide the means through which we can better understand certain outcomes of the 

mentoring relationship (Kram, 1983). These functions are described as offering beneficial 

guidance and support that meet career and psychosocial needs in the mentee (Kram, 1983). 

Recent studies testing mentoring functions have produced data in support of psychosocial and 

career benefits for the mentee. To be noted, the benefits of mentoring are not limited to the 

mentee; empirical evidence shows psychosocial and career benefits are for both mentor and 

mentee (Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; Merriam, 1983; & Russell & Russell, 2011).  
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Carpenter et al. (2015) developed an instrument to measure doctoral student mentor 

functions and discovered two additional functions as relevant for student development: research 

and intellectual functions. Carpenter et al.’s study also revealed that “certain [mentor] traits (i.e., 

good reputation, available, high producer, helps with research objectives, interested/supportive) 

can influence participants’ interpretation of mentoring” (p. 7).  

Mentoring is also frequently described from a role perspective (Roberts et al., 2019). As 

professionals in the nursing field, Roy and Lindendoll (2006) arrived at the following 

assumptions about the role of mentor: (a) mentoring is a complex process, (b) mentoring requires 

multiple skills and abilities, (c) mentoring is a key process in the development and the 

socialization of scholars, (d) skills can be instilled by understanding the process, and (e) skills 

and abilities can be improved with practice and patience. In the education field, mentoring is 

viewed as an essential component of the student’s development, a view supported by the volume 

of scholarship focused on the effectiveness of mentoring (Russell & Russell, 2011). 

Research prior to the 1980s typically portrays the mentor role as taken by someone in a 

senior position of power established within a hierarchical framework. This perspective has added 

to the understanding of how mentoring relationships enhance career and personal development 

(Ehrich et al., 2004; Johnson, 2014; Jones & Brown, 2011; Merriam, 1983; Russell & Russell, 

2019; & Siltanen et al., 2019). In line with the assertion that mentors hold a position of power, 

Vygotsky’s (1978) discussion of the “more knowing other” describes mentoring from a warmer, 

personal experience between teacher and child. Newman (2000) further explained that “certain 

social and cognitive skills and understandings are needed for adaptive help-seeking” (p. 358) and 

posited that these skills are developed as a result of the relationship (interaction) with the more 
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knowing other. Intersubjectivity, a term introduced earlier in the manuscript, speaks to the heart 

of the matter by introducing a way to “mitigate the power differential common to student-teacher 

relations” (Newman, 2002, p. 133).  

 

Mentoring Quality 

In some cases, faculty who are assumed ready to take on mentor responsibilities without 

having received adequate training can have a profound impact on the student’s ability to succeed. 

Mentor characteristics associated with quality relationships include being supportive, responsive, 

and helpful (Devos et al., 2017). These mentor qualities are also linked to mentor functions that 

benefit the student (i.e., psychosocial, career, intellectual, and research support) (Carpenter et al., 

2015; & Kram, 1985). More importantly, these mentor qualities and functions have been linked 

to positive student perceptions of mentoring, which impacts a student’s sense of competency and 

need for support and the decision to persist (Devos et al., 2017; & Van der Linden et al., 2018). 

A caution statement made by Merriam (1983) brings attention to the dark side of mentoring and 

how few studies focus on the negative consequences of poorly matched mentoring relationships. 

Merriam pointed out that many of the studies supporting mentoring are based on testimonials and 

opinions. This anecdotal approach leaves a multitude of unanswered questions about the 

processes that occur within the relationship. Nonetheless, according to Merriam, there are two 

particularly damaging consequences of bad mentoring relationships: (a) competitive drive 

between mentor and mentee and (b) taking the lead on work where the mentee did the bulk of the 

research. Sensibly, a mentor should not behave in such an abusive manner; however, examples 

of poor connections and treatment continue to emerge in literature as reasons students leave. 
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Conversely, Lovitts’s (2001) analysis of mentor narratives indicated that students’ poor 

interpersonal skills were the reason for the failed relationship.  

The need for more effective measures to be taken during pair matching cannot be 

understated. For instance, Noy and Ray (2012) explored graduate students’ perceptions of their 

advisors and mentors. The authors used data from the Survey on Doctoral Education and Career 

Preparation (Golde & Dore, 2001), which was based on a cross-sectional study of advanced 

doctoral students in 11 disciplines at 27 universities. Noy and Ray discussed students’ 

perceptions in terms of how students may differ in the areas of discipline, gender, race, and the 

intersection of race and gender. The study findings revealed that women of color are most 

disadvantaged in advisor support, which includes material support but not interpersonal support. 

This finding is congruent with other studies that focused on the topic of mentoring minority 

groups (Spivey-Mooring & Apprey, 2014). Furthermore, according to Noy and Ray, a 

“systematic disadvantage at the discipline level” (p. 901) became evident as students in the 

biological and physical sciences fields reported their advisors to be less supportive than advisors 

in the social sciences and humanities fields. This finding is also congruent with Gardner’s (2010) 

findings on socialization, which connected student experiences to outcomes of socialization 

unique to department and discipline.  

Quality mentoring is contingent on the quality of the relationship and the nature of the 

exchange between the mentor and the mentee (Byers et al., 2014; Litalien & Guay, 2015; & 

Sverdlik et al., 2018). Additionally, the quality of the relationship can influence a student’s 

behavior (i.e., help-seeking). As previously described, the reciprocal process involved in the act 

of mentoring manifests itself through mentoring functions (i.e., psychosocial, career, intellectual, 
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and research support) (Carpenter et al., 2015; & Kram, 1985). However, the mentoring functions 

are best expressed when the mentor is engaged and involved in the student’s research (Devos et 

al., 2017). Roberts et al. (2019) studied what makes an effective mentor for doctoral students and 

found that encouragement, help with time management, and timely communication were key 

strategies used to support students. Again, the re-emphasis on support and assistance with self-

regulation learning strategies is evident in Roberts et al.’s study. How does a mentor ensure this 

happens? 

Quality mentoring requires the mentor to be effective in role modeling. Usher and 

Schunk (2018) described role modeling as “those who describe their effortful process and 

struggles can convince observers that they too can succeed with effort (Pajares, 2006)” (p. 29). 

When advisors and mentors take time to role-model and socialize the student, many of the 

nuances of being a scholar can become less ambiguous (Waldeck et al., 2009). The nuances 

involved with academic research, department knowledge, and scholar identity can be effectively 

transmitted to the student while they try to understand new information. When mentors take time 

to integrate and socialize the student, the mentor “[makes] clear both explicit and implicit 

expectations during orientation and throughout” (Gardner, 2009, p. 93), thereby improving the 

student success outcomes.  

Although the intervention approach is effective, Mullen (2011) stated that “mentoring 

intervention exemplifying best practice in doctoral education is not widely known” (p. 137). 

Interventions can be potentially implemented easily because motivated mentees are not on 

sidelines; rather, “they process instructions and advice, asking questions and seeking 

clarification” (Mullen, 2011, p. 136). Mentoring requires relationship closeness for the student to 
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reap the full benefits of effective SRL strategies; however, how close or distant a mentor should 

be is left to the mentor to decide (Yob & Crawford, 2012). Another area for consideration is poor 

student integration (Gardner, 2009, 2010; & Lovitts, 2001) resulting from a lack of mentoring 

(Noy & Ray, 2012).  

 

Mentoring Relationship 

 

Mentoring results from awareness and understanding on the part of the mentor, which 

allows for the relationship to blossom (Johnson, 2010). An intentional understanding of 

processes is required for this awareness to be sparked. These processes are best described 

through what is called relational systems (Dumlao & Janke, 2012). Studies that underscore the 

impact of mentoring on students share the same perspective on mentoring relationships, and 

detail how the type of relationship can contribute to impaired experiences that cause students to 

not complete the doctoral program. It is seen in literature how scholars often argued that students 

do not complete their doctoral program because they are not involved in a well-developed and 

satisfying advisor-advisee mentoring relationship (Golde, 2005). 

 

Relational Systems Applied in the Mentoring Relationship 

Relational dialectics theory is a theory of how individuals construct and make meaning 

through speaker utterances. This meaning-making process can be through verbal or nonverbal, 

oral or written methods. The theory holds that meaning‐making is a fluid process in which 

different, and sometimes competing, perspectives struggle for dominance thereby producing 

tension/contradictions (Dumlao & Janke, 2012). Relational dialectics concern opposing tensions. 

It is important to note that in relational dialectics, one can learn more about the components of 
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relationships (Dumlao & Janke, 2012; & Johnson et al., 2017). These tensions can also be 

viewed as stresses (Siltanen et al., 2019). Tensions, or points of difference, are leveraged through 

recalibration and goal-setting. Three strategies meant to navigate tension are spiraling inversion, 

segmentation, and recalibration (Dumlao & Janke, 2012). Of the three, recalibration is most 

relevant to the mentoring relationship because the quality and effectiveness of the relationship 

are contingent on the reciprocity of the relationship (Craver & Scheier, 2000; Dumlao & Janke, 

2012; & Johnson, 2014). Additionally, “Recalibration offers the initial departure from tensions 

by ‘recasting’ differences, so they are no longer seen as opposites” (Craver & Scheier, p. 165). 

Recalibration frequently occurs as new information and knowledge are created due to sharing 

ideas (Paul & Wang, 2007). Carver and Scheier (2000) argued that “without such recalibration 

and multiple paths to core values, people would never make it past hardships” (p. 1721).  

Ehrich et al. (2004) introduced a vital practice commonly applied in the education field, 

referred to as “reflection in action” (p. 532). Ehrich et al. explained how self-reflection applied in 

the mentoring process allows mentor and protégé to reconsider “what they are doing and why 

and work toward improving their professional practice” (p. 532). Although not referred to as 

recalibration, Ehrich et al.’s discussion supported the idea that the two parties benefit from 

reflecting upon their actions and adjusting to produce positive outcomes. Self-reflection and 

forethought are two aspects of self-regulation that help in learning development (Schunk & 

Mullen, 2013; Zimmerman, 2000).  

 

Reciprocity. The quality of the relationship and effectiveness are contingent on the 

reciprocal contribution of both individuals in the relationship (Pinion & Hisel, 2019). Jones and 

Brown (2011) discussed the reciprocal model as fostering a “collaborative approach that 
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ensures…equity” (p. 406). Dumlao and Janke (2012) posited that the principal tenet of 

reciprocity requires one to successfully navigate differences. Moreover, the act of cultivating the 

relationship through mutual interest and care cannot be understated. Murray (2007) stated that 

cultivating relationship through mutual interest is one of the key steps necessary for developing 

mentoring relationships. To the point, Janssen et al. (2013) contended that the reciprocal nature 

of the relationship can lead to a level of intimacy that is needed for relatedness support.  

 

Goal-setting. It is through the processes of self-regulated strategies that goal-setting can 

be achieved, and students can manage ambiguity and isolation by employing these strategies. 

From a mentoring perspective, Roberts et al. (2019) defined goal-setting as part of mentoring 

responsibilities, where the mentor teaches the mentee/protégé the skill of self-regulation. It is 

through making goals known to others that one gains a positive self and creates social 

accountability (Usher & Schunk, 2018). Goals that are specific and realistic ensure that plans can 

be concretely established (Murrell, 2007; & Spaulding et al., 2012). As mentioned in previous 

sections, goal-setting is not only a part of adult development (Heckhausen et al., 2019), it is also 

a vital part of the mentoring research model (Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

 

Goal-achievement. The Merriam-Webster definition for goal is “the end toward which 

effort is directed” (merriam-webster.com). Bonthys et al. (2017) defined self-regulation as the 

“ability to flexibly adjust and direct own behavior towards a preferred goal or outcome” (p. 427). 

Goldman (2019) posited that SRL “extends across contexts to explain how individuals direct 

their cognitive and social resources toward achievement of personal goals” (p. 77).  
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These two constructs, goal-setting and goal-achievement, manifest in the doctoral 

student’s experience through the work the student dedicates toward achieving their goals in ways 

prescribed by the program. Students set goals that help them to be able to work independently 

(Colvin, 2012; Gardner, 2009; & Lovitts, 2001). A brief discussion on the topic of psychological 

characteristics of goal-achievement is needed to help understand the connection between goal-

achievement and self-regulation. Earlier in the manuscript, it was mentioned how Heckhausen et 

al. (2019) explained the psychology behind goal-achievement from the perspective of individual 

agency and motivation (i.e., regulation of goal-engagement). Heckhausen et al. expounded the 

idea of goal-achievement through examples about (a) developmental challenges in adulthood, (b) 

biological aging, and (c) how individuals manage change, specifically in terms of engagement 

and disengagement from goals. Heckhausen et al. argued that individuals will elect to engage or 

disengage from a goal that is perceived as either achievable or not achievable to adjust between 

what is attainable or unattainable. Furthermore, an individual’s age plays a significant role in the 

goal-setting process. For example, Heckhausen et al. emphasized that numerous studies show 

that “goal disengagement is more prevalent among older adults” (p. 202), and that adults at 

various stages of their aging process will focus on different goals.  

 

Mentoring in SDT Context 

 

Mentor involvement can help ensure the student’s success, particularly during the 

internalization of new information (DiBenedetto & White, 2013; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). 

Moreover, the mentor supports internalization of SRL by modeling self-regulatory strategies. In 

other words, the mentor provides an environment that supports the development of autonomy 
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and competence by showing the student examples of this self-regulation in their own work. 

Other studies describe mentoring as “the involvement of post-secondary faculty, advisors, or 

supervisors in learning relationships oriented toward career and personal development with 

students, graduates, or junior faculty at the same or different education institution” (Schunk & 

Mullen, 2013, p. 362).  

Role modeling is necessary to create a positive environment, which allows students to 

develop autonomy and competencies and to internalize self-regulatory processes for personal use 

and adaptation (Schunk and Mullen, 2013, p. 378). The concept of the student’s perceived 

learning process points to internalization of the process itself as a means by which students 

increase self-efficacy. It can also be said that students who perceive their faculty as more 

supportive are more likely to feel autonomously motivated. This concept is best described by the 

following quote from Litalien and Guay (2015). 

We suggest that students who perceive their environment as more supportive will 

be more autonomously motivated toward their PhD studies. In turn, they will 

perceive themselves as more competent and will be less likely to quit their program. 

In contrast, students who perceive less support will be more likely to be regulated 

by controlled motivation and less likely to experience autonomous regulation. In 

turn, they will perceive themselves as less competent and will be more likely to quit 

the program. (p. 219) 

 

For learning to become self-regulated, the mentee needs to internalize the SRL process for 

personal use and adaption (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). During the process of internalizing SRL 

strategies, the student can feel belongingness or closeness (Beck, 2016) in the mentoring 

relationship. However, the mentor must understand specific nuances (i.e., cultural 

communication preferences, age-related predispositions, and discipline norms), all of which 

influence how the student engages in adaptive help-seeking behavior through relatedness, 
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accessibility, and support structures. More importantly, the effect of closeness can promote self-

disclosure (Wills & DePaulo, 1991), which is necessary for an individual to seek help. In some 

studies that focus on cultural help-seeking behaviors (i.e., Japanese students) it is shown that 

differences exist between the Eastern/Western cultures. Eastern cultures show less issue with 

help-seeking because they naturally collaborate with one another as opposed to their Western 

counterparts (Swalb & Sukemune, 1998). Cross-cultural differences are not within the scope of 

this research. In relationship to age, Newman (1990) has discussed at length that students with 

age and transition to next level grades (middle-school) thoughts and fears about potential costs 

increase, these changes in thoughts impact a student’s decision to seek help when needed 

(Newman, 1990).  

 

Summary 

 

The mentor role and mentoring functions are only as effective as the level of mentor 

involvement. Newman (2012) elaborated that help-seeking requires a teacher’s presence and 

willingness to help. Thus, a definition that best represents academic mentoring in the context of 

the current study must state that (a) both mentor and mentee freely collaborate and (b) the mentor 

provides support and is involved in the student’s work to a level that includes intimate respect for 

choices and goals and allows the student to gain competence in their field of study.  

The next section will examine socialization from Gardner’s (2009, 2010) perspective to 

further demonstrate the connection between involvement and support. These two constructs 

appear to have reasonable and fundamental properties that matter in the context of academic 

mentoring and students’ types of help-seeking behavior. Doctoral student development provides 
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a fundamental basis for the argument of individual needs during transition. Students engage in 

self-regulatory processes that include types of help-seeking behaviors (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). 

Specifically, adaptive help-seeking involves cognitive competencies, social competencies, 

motivational resources, and is known to be a tool of highly self-regulated learners (Karabenick, 

2011; Newman, 2000; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The SRL strategy is of particular interest for 

this study because it examines how mentoring can improve students’ adaptive help-seeking 

behaviors and encourage doctoral program completion.  

 

Doctoral Student Development 

 

Gardner (2009) introduced the unique nature of graduate student development in the 

context of a holistic view of a person and what happens during socialization. Gardner’s (2009, 

2010) main criticism of previous models (Weidman et al., 2001; Lovitts, 2001; & Tinto, 1993) 

was that these models treat the graduate student experience as monolithic in nature, which 

discounts individual and program diversity. Gardner (2009, 2010) proposed that the development 

process unfolds in multiple layers for graduate students, and one layer explicitly involves the 

relational perspective. Thus, integration from the author’s perspective is crucial for successful 

socialization. Gardner (2009, 2010) situated doctoral student psychosocial needs within the 

parameters of Weathersby’s (1981) perspective, which stated that student development is 

interpersonal and psychosocial and demonstrates situated learning. Adult development scholars 

see learning as an event that is deeply rooted in social interaction (Bandura, 1997). Gardner 

(2010) linked her argument for graduate student socialization to the following adult learning 

assumptions derived from Weathersby’s perspective: (a) acknowledging the experience of 
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learners, (b) establishing an adult teacher-learner relationship, and (c) promoting autonomy and 

self-direction.  

Gardner’s reliance on Weathersby’s perspective shows the importance of relationships 

and the promotion of self-direction (autonomy). Gardner’s (2009) three-phase model has 

contributed extensively to doctoral student development studies and helped increase scholars’ 

understanding of students’ experiences. Phase I (initiation) includes the initial orientation into 

the doctoral program. Phase II (integration) covers the coursework years, and Phase III is when 

the transition from graduate student to doctoral candidate ensues. The unique experience 

presented in Phase III is of particular concern when the student is expected to become an 

independent learner and producer of knowledge. Development in Phase III is a time when 

resources that are crucial to the student’s ability to complete the program become challenging to 

access. In other words, the shift to an unstructured phase (dissertation) is characterized by the 

student’s experience of limited access to peers, professors, and advisors, and defined by higher 

levels of structural and personal isolation (Golde, 2005; & Litalien, 2015). Ideally, by the time 

the student reaches Phase III, the advisor-mentor relationship has been established with an 

appropriate framework for autonomous development (Gardner, 2009). 

 

Doctoral Experience 

The past 4 decades have advanced the doctoral experience to the forefront as scholars 

continue to generate and accelerate research focused on doctoral student attrition. Subsequently, 

the increased concern about doctoral programs’ systemic attrition continues to gain scholars’ 

interest (Golde, 2005; Lovitts, 2001; & Rigler et al., 2017). For instance, a completion rate of 

40% to 60%, depending on the field of study, pervades the literature on the doctoral experience 
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(Golde, 2005; & Kelley & Silsbury-Glennon, 2015). On average, there will be attrition that 

occurs during the first year when self-doubt is more prevalent (Chapman, 2017; & Golde, 1998). 

However, more surprising is that 60% of students exit the program before completing the 

research dissertation (All but Dissertation [ABD] status) (Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2015). 

Doctoral students’ academic goals and career goals differ by discipline, age, gender, and ethnic 

or cultural beliefs (Gardner, 2009, 2010; Lovitts, 2001; & Noy & Ray, 2012). These fundamental 

aspects of the doctoral student experience will be explained in detail next. 

 

Factors that Influence Doctoral Students’ Experiences 

 

A thorough review of the literature helped identify the nuances of the doctoral experience 

and how these nuances may relate to a student’s type of help-seeking behavior. Undoubtably, 

student performance can be influenced by other factors. One phenomenon in particular is 

imposter syndrome (Chapman, 2017). Although doctoral students are more likely to be high 

achievers who possess more attuned SRL skills, students’ academic levels can suffer from 

feelings of inadequacy. This feeling of inadequacy has been argued by some experts as what is 

called “imposter syndrome.” The phenomenon is said to leave students with feelings of 

“fraudulence” and “lack of confidence” in their ability to perform (Chapman, 2017, p. 112). The 

potential effects of imposter syndrome on doctoral students are not within the scope of this study. 

If the reader desires to learn more about this topic, I recommend Chapman (2017) as a reference.  

The level to which external factors impact the student is still a topic of interest for many 

scholars because a student’s success is inherently tied to the support systems made available to 

them. Sverdlik et al. (2018) performed a meta-analysis of 163 empirical articles and found most 
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of the research can be categorized into internal and external factors emerging from these studies. 

Students’ mentoring relationships with their advisor or chair is one of the external factors often 

mentioned as contributing to the elevated level of attrition among doctoral students. As 

previously mentioned, current statistics show a 40% to 60% completion rate depending on the 

field of study. This persistent problem in higher education is causing serious personal loss (time 

lost in academic pursuit versus career or personal losses) and institutional loss (wasted mentoring 

resources) (Lovitts, 2001; & Golde, 2005, 2016). Scholars advance the argument that the blame 

and responsibility for leaving the program is commonly placed on the departing student for 

reasons such as lack of preparation, skills, or motivation rather than looking at all possible 

reasons a student departs, such as poorly managed support structures or lack thereof (Beck, 2016; 

& Lovitts, 2001). Lovitts (2001) suggested that the shift in blame from the institution to the 

student removes the responsibility and exonerates the university from any further action. It is 

important to note that the conditions that cause students to depart “may also inflict damage on 

those students who persist” (Golde, 2016, p. 670).  

Most scholars will readily agree that doctoral students are high achievers (Beck, 2016) 

who possess advanced learning skills, practices, and a degree of autonomy that helps them 

navigate the rigors of doctoral studies (Lunsford et al., 2017). However, the doctoral experience 

is not the same for every student. In some instances, first year doctoral students are assumed to 

already be autonomous scholars. This results in the potential for wrongful assessment that the 

student does not need academic support (Gardner 2010; & Lunsford et al., 2017). 

The doctoral experience is also influenced by students’ own characteristics and their level 

of autonomous learning skills, as well as external factors such as the quality of mentoring 



50 

  

 

available to the student. What has become more noteworthy is the research evidence showing a 

strong correlation between supervisor, advisor, or mentor and student attrition (Sverdlik et al., 

2018). Karabenick and Dembo (2011) argue that help-seeking is a skill that can be taught to 

students by teachers; however, the authors say that learners are not taught the 

competencies/resources (p. 41). This idea of learners being taught competencies/resources 

required for help-seeking is a concept that could be applied to the doctoral experience, not in that 

graduate-level students lack adaptive help-seeking competencies altogether, but that they may 

not be fully developed. For example, Gardner (2009) asserted that not every doctoral student’s 

experience is the same; in other words, doctoral students are not a homogenous group. Gardner 

implied the danger of grouping student experiences as representing the entire population. 

However, even those students who may be more developed may still lack self-regulation skills or 

lack competencies within the process of self-regulation. The question is then, if doctoral-level 

education means one has reached the pinnacle of self-regulation competency, why do the data 

show such a high rate of attrition? Furthermore, why do scholars continue to report that students 

are dissatisfied with the support they receive?  

Some argue that self-regulation skills have not been properly addressed by the student or 

even the supervisor, mentor, or advisor. It cannot be dismissed how important self-regulation 

skills are to the success of writing a dissertation. The dissertation phase is the most challenging 

(Gardner, 2009; & Lovitts, 2001) part of the doctoral experience because ambiguity can 

exacerbate self-regulation deficiencies, and doctoral students who lack self-regulation skills are 

at a higher risk for attrition. The doctoral training process presents the individual with challenges 

that can be overwhelming (Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012) because “people differ 



51 

  

 

concerning how fast and well they work on tasks” (Stiensmeier-Pelster & Otterpohl, 2018, p. 

783). This statement is a perfect example of people possessing differing abilities and skills. For 

example, confidence comes with subject mastery (i.e., task knowledge) (Karabenick & White, 

2013) and the ability to work autonomously, such as during dissertation work. If certain 

competencies are lacking, it is possible the individual will become discouraged and even feel like 

an imposter. As a doctoral candidate myself, I have experienced stronger levels of confidence in 

my research because I have gained control over the process through self-regulation strategies. I 

transitioned into the dissertation phase not knowing the true depths of my self-regulation 

competencies, and it took me a few months to gather resources, motivation, and drive to see the 

dissertation as something I could conquer using self-regulation strategies. However, some 

students who find themselves in this transition do not necessarily attribute their lack of 

motivation, confidence, or other feelings of loss of control to poor self-regulation.  

Students’ needs for mentor support include empowerment and competence-building skills 

(Golde, 2011). As demonstrated above, students’ doctoral-level learning experiences vary. This 

variation occurs based on individual attributes and individual characteristics, as Spaulding & 

Rockinson-Szapkiw (2012) found. Individuals struggle with the inherent doctoral journey, 

including dissertation challenges, and students should seek ways to improve social and academic 

integration. Other authors sought to understand why students’ learning behaviors are negatively 

affected by the belief that they lack the necessary abilities and found, when this is the case, 

students have a preference for avoidance, and individual goal orientations, agency, and 

motivation impact such behavior (Beck, 2016; Senko et al., 2011; & Stiensmeier-Pelster & 

Otterpohl, 2018). All these variables guide students on the path they believe will help them 
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achieve their goals (Heckhausen et al., 2019). Degree completion is contingent upon personal 

strengths and competency skills (Goldman, 2018); however, the availability of sustainable 

resources during the academic and emotional journey is also necessary (Chapman, 2017). For 

instance, social and emotional support from faculty, peers, and family is an essential dimension 

of the student’s ability to progress. Social support can empower and encourage motivation and 

competencies in the student, thus increasing their sense of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Self-

efficacy is a “belief about what one can do under different sets of conditions with whatever skills 

one possess” (Bandura, 1997), and when bolstered, self-efficacy allows for more effective SRL 

(DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2018; Gardner, 2010; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

 

Socialization 

Socialization is one of the most important aspects of support provided by the mentor to 

doctoral students. In relationship to doctoral student development, the socialization process is 

more productive during Phase I (initiation) of the program because socialization includes an 

introduction to department culture, social norms and implicit expectations, and common hurdles 

for new students. Ideally, the introduction is done by the advisor or mentor (faculty) (Gardner, 

2009). Therefore, socialization of students during Phase I will inevitably help them create 

essential peer and faculty networks that help with integration, and this process of expanding the 

network factor is proven as beneficial in the subsequent phases (e.g., Phase II [coursework] and 

Phase III [dissertation phase]). Socialization is defined as “the process through which an 

individual learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and knowledge needed for 

membership in a given society, group, or organization” (Gardner, 2009). Furthermore, 

socialization and support systems impact development (Rigler et al., 2017), a view supported by 
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studies that continue to show socialization, type of support (formal and informal), availability of 

resources, and department and institutional environments as persistently having the most 

influence on whether a student succeeds (Sverdlik et al., 2018). Another aspect of socialization 

includes the individual’s ability to integrate. It may be more challenging for some individuals 

because of their unique characteristics and situational experience (e.g., gender, culture, 

discipline, enrollment status, or family status) (Pyhӓltӧ et al., 2012).  

 

Self-regulated Learning 

 

Self-regulation for learning is defined as “the ability to flexibly adjust and direct one’s 

own behavior towards a preferred goal or outcome” (Bonthuys et al., 2017, p. 427), and is a 

“metatheoretical perspective that extends across contexts” (Goldman, 2018, p. 77). Schunk and 

Mullen (2013) described SRL as a social–cognitive process that is characterized by the 

“interplay between personal, behavioral and environmental factors” (p. 373). SRL is also defined 

as “dynamic” (DiBenedetto & White, 2013, p. 455), a “contextual, warm and social” 

(Karabenick & Zusho, 2015, p. 158) construct. SRL encompasses all these definitions, including 

its contingency on relationships. In other words, some of the processes of SRL occur in the 

presence of another. 

Stiensmeier-Pelster and Otterpohl (2018) explained how motivational variables impact 

students’ learning behaviors and performance and the learning process itself. These variables are 

academic self-concept, self-worth, and motivational orientation, all of which are affected by 

socialization and serve as intrinsic factors that influence SRL.  
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Self-regulation occurs during the dissertation phase (DiBenedetto & White, 2013). Phase 

III is when the student experiences the most ambiguity (Gardner, 2009). When the student 

transitions into this more isolated role, their need for support manifests as well. DiBenedetto and 

White (2013) supported Zimmerman’s (2000) model as one that provides the best fitting 

framework to help doctoral students achieve independence as research scholars. Thus, the 

importance of SRL to the doctoral program cannot be overemphasized. For example, Bandura 

(1997) and Usher and Schunk (2017) spoke to the evidence that managing a task in increments 

(compartmentalization) is an attainable way to reach distal goals. To the point, the ability to 

compartmentalize becomes essential during dissertation work. Self-regulated learners possess a 

skillset that helps them navigate academic challenges. Students who know what strategies to use 

and when to use them can better persevere through difficulties (Karabenick, 2011; Newman, 

2002, 2010; & Usher & Schunk, 2018). However, Karabenick (2011) found that middle school 

students who were in more need of help did not solicit it because, as the author explains, help-

seeking becomes nonsignificant for this same group (Karabenick and Dembo, 2011, p. 86). 

Karabenick and Knapp (1988) found that “help-seeking is very low among adolescent students 

who are performing poorly and need it the most” (p. 152); however, this finding is not 

transferrable to this study because the reasons adolescent students do not seek help are different 

from doctoral students.  

The overarching argument for this study is that SRL can aid in minimizing isolation and 

ambiguity because SRL strategies provide students with more clarity about mentor and or 

program expectations, because the students can ask for more clarity. Through the process of 

gaining more clarity, students will develop connections to peers, faculty, and their mentor. 
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Conversely, students who do not develop SRL strategies, or do not use these strategies when 

they could, face poor performance. Moreover, SRL strategies are not limited to a particular 

discipline or level of education. SRL strategies are widely supported across disciplinary fields for 

their applicability to heterogenous groups of individuals of different ages. Experts in the field of 

psychology and sociology advance the idea that SRL is valuable, and equally supported is the 

idea for SRL to be implemented within the mentoring context (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The 

concept of self-regulation reaches beyond the in-person experience (interrelationships) because a 

significant shift to online teaching and learning has occurred in recent years, and online learning 

is now more predominant because of the recent coronavirus pandemic event. Online teaching and 

learning methods demand a higher level of self-regulated abilities for students and teachers alike 

(Artino & Stephan, 2009). Unarguably, sociocultural influences can affect students’ self-efficacy 

for SRL, and as argued to this point, a student’s self-regulation competency is influenced by 

external factors including sociocultural influences (DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2018).  

 

Help-seeking 

Help-seeking is defined as the “process of seeking assistance from other individuals or 

other sources that facilitate accomplishing desired goals” (Karabenick and Berger, 2015, p. 238). 

The act of help-seeking is contingent on receiving assistance from another who has the 

knowledge or the necessary resources (Karabenick & Berger, 2013). It was Karabenick and 

Dembo (2011) who explained that the presumption that students possess the required adaptive 

help-seeking competencies is especially common in higher education; however, scholars in the 

field of education contend that these presumptions do not reflect the reality of most college 

students. The literature does not outright state that graduate-level students struggle with help-
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seeking competencies; rather, extant literature implies that students lack confidence or struggle 

with ambiguity due to less program structure. Thus, although observations made concerning 

college students are not directly transferrable to doctoral-level studies, it is important to note that 

first-year graduate students’ experiences in doctoral programs speak to what Lunsford et al. 

(2017) indicated in their statement, that mentors and supervisors “assume that even new graduate 

students are ‘always/already’ autonomous scholars” (p. 324). Therefore, it is not a stretch to infer 

that Lunsford et al.’s statement would apply to doctoral students. Karabenick and Gonida (2017) 

emphasized that “Emotional support primarily contributes to the motivational and social 

competencies required for adaptive help-seeking” (p. 430). The suggested connection between 

social support and self-regulation exemplifies how self-regulation competency (belief that one 

has the necessary self-regulation skills to meet the challenge) can be influenced by social factors. 

Newman (2008) described the ideal adaptive help-seeker by detailing a series of strategic steps 

intended to solve a problem. In this discussion, Newman posited that perceived teacher support 

and emotional support are predictors of help-seeking in adolescents.  

 

Types of Help-seeking 

Goldman (2019) stated that “help-seeking is a social learning strategy and is dependent 

on communication with others” (p. 77). This sub-strategy of SRL (Schunk & Mullen, 2013) is a 

natural way of asking questions when necessary, and it plays an integral part in a student’s 

success during graduate school (Carpenter & Thornton, 2015; Gardner, 2009; Goldman, 2018; & 

Mullen, 2011). Help-seeking became recognized as an important self-regulated strategy after 

decades of research (Karabenick, 2010). Overall, this shared perspective among experts in the 
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field of social science forwarded the idea that help-seeking can alleviate difficulties encountered 

by students (Gonida et al., 2019).  

Help-seeking depends on the students’ help-seeking orientation, goal-achievement 

orientation, and other external factors. There are five types of help-seeking behaviors identified 

in literature (Karabenick & Dembo, 2011): instrumental or adaptive help-seeking, executive 

help-seeking, help-seeking avoidance, help-seeking threat, and informal versus formal help-

seeking. The generalizability of prior studies rests primarily on the basic functions of help-

seeking and students’ help-seeking orientation (e.g., instrumental [adaptive], executive, threat, 

avoidance [maladaptive], and formal versus informal). The term instrumental help-seeking is the 

adaptive help-seeking that is desired in students and it will be considered under the adaptive 

behavior when referred to in this manuscript. On contrast the maladaptive behavior will include 

executive help-seeking, help-seeking threat, and help-seeking avoidance.  

 

Instrumental or Adaptive Help-seeking. Instrumental or adaptive help-seeking involves 

asking for help when it is necessary (Newman, 2012). This type of help-seeking is perceived as 

mature and well-balanced and should increase with age rather than decrease (Butler & Neuman 

1995). 

 

Executive Help-seeking. Executive help-seeking involves asking for help when it is not 

necessary to complete a task or to avoid criticism. This form of help-seeking is also described as 

dependent help-seeking, where the help-seeker looks to someone else to solve the problem 

(Karabenick & Dembo, 2011). 
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Help-seeking Avoidance. Help-seeking avoidance is deemed a form of “motivated 

behavior that arises when the benefits to be derived from seeking help are outweighed by the cost 

of requesting help” (Collins & Simms, 2011, p. 209). The authors explain that motivation models 

help understand help-seeking behavior in the context of academic support services, which in this 

study are examined through the academic mentoring context.  

 

Help-seeking Threat. Help-seeking threat behavior occurs when the student feels 

threatened to ask for help when help is needed. Sometimes seeking help can result in reprisal 

from the help-giver (Newman, 2011).  

 

Informal vs. Formal Help-seeking. Informal type of help-seeking is when a student seeks 

help from peers, friends, and family in the form of emotional support. Formal type of help-

seeking is when a student seeks help from an academic source that includes chair/mentor for 

official academic support. Informal type of help-seeking was not included in the current study 

because the study’s focus is the mentoring relationship with chair or advisor and this type of 

help-seeking falls in the formal category.  

 

Help-seeking Within SRL 

Help-seeking is understood to be a natural way of asking questions when necessary, and 

it plays an integral part of a student’s success during graduate school (Gardner, 2009; Goldman, 

2018; & Mullen, 2011). Specifically, help-seeking occurs in the performance phase of self-

regulation (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). To fully understand help-seeking behavior, it is important 

to understand internal and external factors that influence one’s motivation to seek help. Help-

seeking typically occurs when a problem is detected and help is sought from informal individuals 
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(peers, family) or formal individuals (advisor, mentor, professor), and these individuals 

determine what kind of help (instrumental, executive) is needed. While addressing the concept of 

adaptive help-seeking, experts have considered (explored) why a student seeks help and how this 

contributes to the student’s development and ability to succeed. For instance, Karabenick and 

Dembo (2011) introduced the help-seeking framework, which helps scholars understand the 

process a student engages in when they find the need to seek help. Karabenick and Dembo 

(2011) suggested there is an ideal way to seek help that is not typically taught to learners, and 

they believe help-seeking is a strategy that can be taught. Wills and DePaulo (1991) spoke to the 

complexities of help-seeking behavior from a counselor’s perspective, positing that, depending 

on the context, seeking help can be a sign of weakness (i.e., admission of inferiority, inadequacy, 

or dependency). Furthermore, the need to self-disclose when seeking help can be an 

uncomfortable experience for some individuals because they are shy. Wills and DePaulo 

provided examples of factors that impact help-seeking behavior from multiple aspects 

(situational, personality, social context, self-processes) of a coping mechanism. In contrast, 

Karabenick and Dembo simplified the help-seeking process by providing a short list of steps and 

insisting students should be taught the required competencies and resources to encourage help-

seeking behavior. Similarly, Karabenick and Berger (2013) described an eight-stage model for 

the help-seeking process, and the three-phase model of SRL provides an overview of how the 

authors believe the process works (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The steps illustrated in Figure 2 are 

suggested as part of the help-seeking process. 
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Figure 2. Help-seeking Process 

 
 

 

The help-seeking process is not linear, and the learner cycles through each stage until 

they find the appropriate help. The interpersonal nature of help-seeking, referred to by Newman 

(2012) as a social transaction, can be intimidating for some individuals. Wills and DePaulo 

(1991) discussed reasons for lack of self-confidence or feeling embarrassed to ask a question, or 

feeling anxiety working with others (Newman, 2012). Mullen (2011) contended that graduate 

students often lack the familiarity necessary in mentor relationships and do not know how to best 

maintain these same relationships. Additionally, students may feel too intimidated to initiate a 

mentor relationship and thus settle for prescriptive advising instead. Beliefs about academic 

ability, attributions concerning performance, and motivation may also affect a student’s decision 

to seek help (Alexitch, 2006).  

Help-seeking attributes and tendencies are important to identify in students because help-

seeking behavior can have adverse effects if the student possesses maladaptive help-seeking 

skills or poor interpersonal skills (Alexitch, 2002). For example, in Lovitts’s (2001) analysis of 
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faculty’s narratives about their experiences with their students (mentees), faculty described 

unsuccessful relationships as those in which the student was difficult to work with, lacked 

interpersonal skills, and was not “open to advice or criticism” (p. 288). Frequent and clear 

communication has been identified as a contributing factor to positive relationships between 

mentor and mentee. The interplay between the student’s ability to retrieve the support they need 

from the mentor and their ability to communicate is best described by Goldman’s (2019) 

statement that “self-monitoring and question-asking require a great deal of communication 

competency” (p. 84). In his study, Goldman (2019) showed results that highly efficacious 

students had stronger indirect effects between communication competence and learning through 

question-asking. This view is underlined by the belief that “self-regulation has the potential to 

improve doctoral candidates' rates of dissertation completion” (Kelly & Salisbury-Glennon, 

2015, p. 94). 

To further the idea of the complexity of help-seeking in relationship to communication, 

Newman (2002) discussed specific competencies and motivational resources required for 

adaptive help-seeking to occur. These competencies and resources include (a) cognitive 

competencies (i.e., knowing when help is needed); (b) social competencies (i.e., knowing who 

the best person is to approach for help, knowing how to carry out the request); (c) personal 

motivational resources (i.e., self-beliefs, willingness to express need for help), and (d) contextual 

motivational resources (i.e., student-teacher interactions, goals, expectations for the student). 

However, the broader perspective is that students still act on their own perceptions or “beliefs” 

about help-seeking, as stated by Newman: “In turn, what students think and feel about seeking 

help may affect actual help-seeking behavior” (p. 133). 
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Other Factors that Influence Help-seeking 

Factors that influence doctoral student adaptive help-seeking behavior have not been 

targeted in studies thus far. Therefore, how mentors might encourage adaptive help-seeking 

behavior in their mentees within the relationship necessitates a closer look. Social structures that 

influence help-seeking include, but are not limited to, socialization and discipline (Gardner, 

2009), academic help-seeking behavior (Karabenick, 2011), and goal-engagement (Heckhausen 

et al., 2018). The idea of help-seeking as a strategy graduates can use to successfully complete 

their degree is not a new concept; however, the innovative approach of studying this concept 

within the context of doctoral experience and mentoring is new. When applied, help-seeking can 

help students overcome intense isolation, especially during the last phase (Phase III) of the 

doctoral program (Colvin, 2012). A particular area of interest that has not been examined is the 

correlation between students’ ages and help-seeking behaviors at the doctoral student level. 

Several scholars have alluded that future research should include this construct, but no studies to-

date have used age as a predictor variable for help-seeking behavior in doctoral students within 

the mentoring context. For this reason, there are limited resources to help expound on the effects 

of age on help-seeking behavior in doctoral students.  

 

Student’s Age. Wrosch and Schultz (2019) discussed how goal-engagement can shift 

with age. Studies that focus on help-seeking behavior using samples of adolescents have 

acknowledged that age is an important factor for help-seeking and goal orientation (Gonida et al., 

2014). However, studies have not specifically used age as a predictor for the different types of 

help-seeking in college-aged students or nontraditional-aged doctoral students. For instance, 

Gonida et al. (2014) discussed the evidence in previous literature and state that help-seeking is a 
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developmental skill. The authors mention that a few experts in the field of school-age 

adolescents have found that students’ advanced regulatory skills (when transitioning from one 

grade to the next) exhibit differences in patterns and correlations between achievement goals and 

help-seeking avoidance, with more notable difference in performance-avoidance goals and help-

seeking avoidance being correlated to all age groups (p. 122). Gonida et al. (2014) discuss why 

students may or may not endorse adaptive help-seeking changes as they get older (based on 

grade differences) concluding that “it is clear that age matters and should be taken into account” 

(p. 129). Prior studies on help-seeking behavior and age have been limited to adolescent and 

college-age students; however, the concept has been explored in other contexts (professional 

psychological help-seeking) that include adults, showing a decline in formal help-seeking with 

age (Wills & DePaulo, 1991). Wills & DePaulo (1991) discussed some of the factors that impact 

the decline in help-seeking from a personality factor perspective, and they include self-

disclosure, belief systems beliefs about themselves, beliefs about helpers, the process, and 

others’ views. Dunn et al. (2017) expanded the discussion of help-seeking behavior and age to 

nontraditional students in an online learning context. Dunn et al. argued that because help-

seeking declines with age, it is important for instructors to make “clear efforts” (p. 85) to 

encourage help-seeking through positive feedback. Nelson Le-Gall (1981) predicted students 

would become more adept at adaptive help-seeking as they grew older. The literature presents a 

reasonable hunch that age and help-seeking may share a relationship; however, a need to 

examine this idea still remains, as there is no evidence presented for doctoral students and their 

help-seeking behavior changing with age.  
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Chapter Summary 

 

My philosophical approach as the researcher is to emphasize (a) the value of quality in 

mentoring relationships, (b) the impact of mentoring, and (c) the need to allow students to 

develop with the help of appropriate resources. The best way to describe and operationalize this 

process is through the principles of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Together, Schunk and Mullen’s 

(2013) and Johnson’s (2010, 2014) models advanced the concept of academic mentoring to a 

critical level of understanding. Schunk and Mullen’s and Johnson’s models, along with 

Gardner’s (2009) doctoral student development model, collectively provided the appropriate 

foundation to create a conceptual framework for the current study. This framework 

acknowledges (a) the student described within phases of student development, (b) the degree to 

which students progress on the relationship continuum, and (c) students’ basic needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The framework also helps explain essential mentoring 

functions that impact a student’s ability to progress successfully through the rigor of doctoral 

education, along with the interventions needed, such as adaptive help-seeking strategies. 

Self-direction is another way autonomy can be interpreted, and autonomy is related to the 

framework in this study through the doctoral students’ needs for control of their own research 

and ability to self-direct. This concept of self-directed motivation can also be described as self-

determination. Gardner (2009) saw self-determination as a common theme experienced and 

reported by students across disciplines who felt they were expected to perform independently 

within their departments. Self-determination can resemble autonomy in that students exhibit 

independence when making decisions about their academic needs. Independence is an integral 

part of the socialization process, which allows students to progress through each phase of the 
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socialization experience (Gardner, 2009). However, socialization also hinges on the advisor’s or 

mentor’s level of involvement with the student, and the student’s motivation to engage in the 

environment created by the relationship is rooted in relatedness. To this point, Karabenick (2011) 

discussed the type of help-seeking and type of-help giving process that requires the participation 

of both people for it to be productive. Karabenick’s (2011) argument that the process requires the 

participation of two people within the process implies there is a level of interconnectedness 

between motivation, autonomy, competence and relatedness, and all these need converge within 

the mentoring environment (in the student and the mentor). This convergent relationship and its 

dynamic properties were a central piece in the discussion of this study. 

SRL skills produce successful completion of dissertation work and should be viewed as 

key components to improving doctoral degree completion (Goldman, 2018; & Mullen, 2011). 

Furthermore, SRL skills should be examined from a socialization context because graduate 

students’ feelings of isolation have been identified as a predominant reason for program 

departure (Gardner, 2009, 2010; Lovitts, 2001; & Zimmerman, 2000). The concept of isolation is 

often discussed in association with socialization because of the inherent relationship between the 

two constructs. However, it should be noted that what some students may experience as isolation 

may be experienced as the transition from one phase to the next by other students. It may be that, 

when isolation is more salient, the opportunity to develop as an independent researcher increases. 

However, literature shows that need for mentor support is critical during this transition. The 

disparity in students’ experiences, where some students thrive in isolation and others do not, is of 

interest for this study (Gardner, 2010). 
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For this study, Self Determination Theory (SDT) was selected to be the most appropriate 

theoretical framework to help explain the complexities of doctoral students’ SRL strategies (i.e., 

types of help-seeking) and the influences upon this process. SDT has three assumptions that 

explain the basic needs in each individual. Conceptualizing these needs helps scholars build the 

blueprint for how to deconstruct the many layers that influence the outcome of the mentoring 

relationship. For instance, one critical point of view is that individuals are social by nature; thus, 

using this perspective, one can understand how several internal and external factors can influence 

a student’s experience and ability to perform. Students can be intrinsically or extrinsically 

motivated, such as a sense of self-efficacy, sense of competency, help-seeking orientation 

(executive, instrumental), and level and type of support needed from family, peers, faculty, 

environment (department culture), and from the advisor–mentor relationship, respectively. The 

combined impact of these factors contributes to doctoral students’ success and development and 

their satisfaction with the program experience. For this reason, a full appreciation of the level of 

influence these factors can have on students’ willingness to seek help via social support systems 

(mentoring, peer, and personal) is needed to understand how adaptive help-seeking (i.e., 

instrumental help-seeking) underpins students’ abilities to progress and develop. Above all, the 

examination of SDT principles, which include autonomy, competence, and relatedness as 

explained in the previous sections, provides the momentum for the current study.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

This correlational study tested the influence of academic mentoring on doctoral students’ 

help-seeking behaviors. I aimed to test if academic mentoring promotes instrumental (adaptive) 

help-seeking in doctoral students, thereby encouraging completion; therefore, this study focused 

on students’ needs for support and need-satisfaction, as perceived by the student. Furthermore, I 

hypothesized that my examination of the influence of academic mentoring on a student’s type of 

help-seeking behavior would help explain certain aspects of the mentoring relationship that 

contribute to doctoral students’ types of help-seeking behavior. 

This chapter first presents the review of the problem followed by the research question 

and research design sections. Next, this chapter details the data collection methods, population, 

sample, recruitment and procedures, instruments, and variables. Third, I discuss the data analysis 

procedures and techniques. Internal reliability and validity measures are also discussed, followed 

by a discussion of the delimitations and limitations. The chapter concludes with a chapter 

summary.  

 

Review of the Problem 

 

Research focused on doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies includes help-seeking 

behavior; however, research in the area of doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies in the 

mentoring context is nonexistent. This lack of research creates an opportunity to examine what 

types of help-seeking behavior and strategies are employed by doctoral students during the 

mentoring experience (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). The relationship between the doctoral student 
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and their advisor, chair, or supervisor has been identified as one of the most influential barriers to 

completion by doctoral students (Rigler et al., 2017). Moreover, the enduring problem of 

doctoral student attrition (30% to 50% depending on the field of study) has resulted in several 

studies that investigate possible contributing factors. Indeed, this phenomenon deserves attention 

because the ramifications of leaving a doctoral program can have a profound impact on the 

departing student, such as anguish and embarrassment (e.g., time lost in academic pursuit vs. 

career or personal losses; quality time with family, missed opportunities of higher paying 

positions). Equally relevant is that student departure also impacts the institution. Although the 

student suffers more pronounced consequences of noncompletion, the institution incurs the 

consequences in a more indirect way (i.e., wasted time or resources dedicated to managing the 

student and their projects) (Lovitts, 2001).  

 

Research Questions 

 

RQ1: Does academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?  

(a) How does the perceived academic mentoring received by the student correlate 

with each student’s type of help-seeking behavior?  

(b) How does a student’s need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness correlate 

with each student’s type of help-seeking behavior? 

RQ2: Does a student’s age influence help-seeking behavior? 

(a) How strong is the relationship between age and type of help-seeking behavior 

among doctoral students? 
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(b) Which of the two independent variables, academic mentoring and age, shows the 

strongest influence on types of help-seeking behavior?  

 

Research Design 

 

I used a quantitative correlational approach for the current study, and used a survey 

research method to collect the data. This approach is best suited for this study because it allowed 

me to assess current doctoral student attitudes and test the association between mentoring and 

help-seeking behavior, and the association between age and help-seeking behavior (Mills & Gay, 

2016).  

 

Method 

 

Population and Sample 

The study was set in a medium-sized, open-access land-grant public institution located in 

the Northwest United States. The selected institution is ranked in the top 125 universities in the 

nation with a very high research activity classification by the Carnegie Classification of 

Institutions of Higher Education, housed at the Indiana University Center for Postsecondary 

Research (http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/). The institution of interest is classified as 

predominantly undergraduate in its programs at the baccalaureate level as per the Carnegie 

classification system. Graduate education in master’s and doctoral levels represents a smaller 

percentage of the entire doctoral population compared to other institutions that share the same 

Carnegie classification. The population of interest is doctoral students, currently N = 664. The 

criterion used to select the sample frame for the survey included doctoral students—Ph.D., EdD, 
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and Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP)—who are currently admitted and enrolled in either part-

time or full-time coursework. 

I performed a statistical power analysis for sample size estimation using G*Power 

Analysis 3.1 software (G*Power 3.1 Manual, March 1, 2017). To detect a Pearson’s correlation 

coefficient of r = .30 (moderate correlation) with 80% power (alpha = .05, two-tailed), G*Power 

suggested that I would need 84 participants. In other words, the study would not be able to 

reliably detect correlations smaller than r = .30. This suggested sample size was acceptable for 

conducting the study. I arrived at this conclusion because a minimum of 30 participants has been 

established as a guideline for correlational research to establish the existence or nonexistence of 

a relation (Mills & Gay, 2016). The next step was to get approval from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) and acquire an authorized sample list from the Office of Planning Analysis (OPA) 

from the research site.  

 

Approval and Distribution 

 

I submitted the research project’s survey and application for IRB approval before 

distributing the survey. The distribution timeline was scheduled to take place during the spring 

2021 semester, and the entire process happened within a 5-week period (see Table 3). Prior to its 

distribution, the survey was first tested for functionality by seven trusted individuals who were 

able to check for clarity of instructions, ask questions, and test the technical aspects of the survey 

link. Minor adjustments were made according to the feedback received from these seven 

individuals. In particular, one of the testers stated they were uncomfortable with the wording in 

the first item of the need-support scale where it read, “my mentor behaves warmly toward me 
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when we discuss my research.” The word warmly was changed to kindly. A more in-depth 

review of the instrument is provided in my discussion about reliability and validity later in the 

manuscript.  

 

Table 3. Survey Timeline 

Timeline Action 

First week Obtain approval and acquire authorized sample list 

Second week Send out Qualtrics web survey link to the list of students 

obtained from OPA. Data collection begins. 

Third week Data collection 

Fourth week Send out a reminder. 

Fifth week Second reminder and final week for data collection. Close 

survey once an acceptable response rate has been reached, 

84 minimum. 

 

 

Based on the priori power analysis, which showed that a sample of 84 was needed and, 

based on the expected response rate, it was determined, after a conversation with the site’s office 

of planning and analysis, that out of the N = 664, I could be given access to a random sample of 

375 students. Subsequently, approval was received and the OPA shared a list of the 375 student 

names. The single-stage sampling design that applies a random sampling selection process was 

appropriate for this type of study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I discussed the ethical 

considerations of sample selection methods with OPA to ensure (a) that the correct participants 

were selected and invited to participate and (b) that I used the correct sample size for data 

analysis. 

I distributed the survey through a multi-contact process. First, I sent the initial email with 

a Qualtrics web survey link to all 375 eligible students and kept the anonymous link active for 4 

weeks. I sent two participation reminders before expiration, specifically the second and third 
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weeks after the link was first distributed. The email reminders were sent after the survey 

distribution to increase response rates (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Participants were offered an opportunity to enter their names for a $50.00 prize. Of the N 

= 103 who participated, only 37 of the participants submitted their name for the drawing. The 

winner was randomly selected from the pool of 37 names and an announcement with the 

winner’s name was made to all 37 individuals who participated in the drawing. The winner was 

subsequently contacted with details of how to collect the prize. To clarify, the participants who 

elected to enter the drawing were given specific details about the drawing process, which 

included a statement that whoever won the $50 drawing would be announced via email to the 

entire group that entered the drawing.  

Students on the list obtained from the OPA were given equal opportunity to take the 

survey, and participation was voluntary. The response rate was 27.5%, which was an acceptable 

percent considering the current pandemic challenges and characteristics of the institution (Porter 

& Umbach, 2006). According to Alreck and Settle (2004), response rates typically fall between 

5% and 10% percent. The sample collected (N = 103) was 53.5% female, 46.5% male. The 

average age among the participants was 29 with a range from 24 to 63. The average number of 

semesters completed was six, with 86.4% enrolled in a PhD program, 7.8% enrolled in an EdD 

program, and 5.8% enrolled in a DNP program. Of the sample (N = 101), 68.9% of participants 

were classified as STEM and 29.1% were classified as non-STEM. During main analyses, it was 

necessary to address the missing data. The current study used listwise deletion because data were 

MCAR and it was a small amount of missing data. The consequence of using listwise deletion 
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resulted in a smaller analytical sample compared to the total sample N = 103; listwise deletion 

yielded N = 92 and N = 91 for sample size. 

Data Collection 

I determined that a web survey method was the best fit for this study. The web survey 

method is the least costly method and most of the students have at least one active email account, 

thereby increasing accessibility via email. Moreover, during the current unprecedented COVID-

19 pandemic event, email was a preferred way to communicate because of safety precautions.  

Participants in this study were instructed to read the definition of mentor used for the 

purpose of the study prior to selecting their responses. The instructions were as follows: 

Throughout this survey, you are asked to think about your relationship with a 

mentor in your doctoral program. For the purposes of this survey, the term mentor 

is intended to refer to the one individual who serves as your dissertation or 

committee chair, i.e., the individual who serves as your advisor and primary 

channel of communication within the department. You may also refer to 

this one individual as your advisor, supervisor, or principal investigator. 

Examples of variables that operationalized academic mentoring included: provides me 

with constructive feedback on my work; teaches me about the technical knowledge and skills I 

need; discusses with me difficulties faced and possible solutions. These statements, characterized 

by support in the form of structure and relational support variables, were how participants 

(doctoral students) were asked to conceptualize and perceive their mentor: as being supportive, 

responsive, helpful, a good listener. Mentor functions are discussed at length in Chapter Three of 

this manuscript, where it clearly indicates how the mentor functions have influenced mentees 

(career, intellectual, and research support [Kram, 1985]).  
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Instruments 

I selected three instruments for the current study. The first instrument was the Help-

seeking Scale (Karabenick, 2003), which measures the type of help-seeking behavior. The 

second was the Doctorate-Related Need-Support and Need-Satisfaction scales (D-N2S; Van der 

Linden et al., 2018), which measures the need-satisfaction of the student. The third was the 

Relational Support Scale (Wrench & Punyanunt-Carter, 2008), which measures how the student 

feels about their mentor. These instruments were integrated into one questionnaire to assess 

students’ perceptions of academic mentoring received and type of help-seeking behavior.  

The 13-item Likert-type Help-seeking Scale was developed from a study that used 

hierarchical cluster analysis of a large college class (N = 883) to assess students’ levels of help-

seeking threat, intention to seek help, help-seeking goals, preferred help-seeking resources, class-

related motivation, and use of learning strategies (Karabenick, 2003). I adapted the 13 items for 

this study to use them in the doctoral-student context. For example, the first item under the 

instrumental help-seeking scale states, “If I were having trouble understanding the material in 

this class, I would ask someone who could help me understand the general ideas.” The adapted 

version of this item read, “If I was having trouble understanding a concept in my graduate 

program, I would ask my chair who could help me understand the general idea.” Another 

example of a question on the Help-seeking Scale was, “I would feel like a failure if I needed help 

in this class.” This item was changed to “I would feel like a failure if I needed help with my 

research.” Each item was measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = not at all true 

to 5 = completely true. The Cronbach’s alpha values from previous studies ranged from .62 
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to .81 (instrumental help-seeking α = .62, executive help-seeking α = .78, help-seeking threat α 

= .81, help-seeking avoidance α = .77) (Karabenick, 2003).  

The Need-Support Scale (D-N2S) is comprised of three subscales: (a) involvement, (b) 

autonomy support, (c) structure. The Need-Satisfaction Scale, comprised of three subscales: (a) 

need for competence, (b) need for autonomy, and (c) need for relatedness, is the second 

instrument, consisting of 40 items (Van der Linden et al., 2018). This instrument is used to assess 

need-support with questions such as “My mentor behaves kindly toward me when we discuss my 

research” and “My mentor shows that they respect me and value me.” Each item is measured on 

a 5-point Likert-type scale that ranges from 1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree. The 

instrument also included a need-satisfaction scale such as “I sometimes feel I’m not very 

competent” and “I often doubt the quality of my work.” The agreement scale ranged from 1 = 

totally disagree to 5 = totally agree.  

The subscales are comprised of several items. The items are measured using a 5-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree. These items assess the 

respondent’s belief about such statements as “my mentor behaves kindly toward me when we 

discuss research” and “listens to my propositions on how I would like to do things.” This needs-

satisfaction factor has a sub-measure under the satisfaction scale, also measured using a 5-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = totally disagree to 5 = totally agree. These items assess the 

respondent’s need for competence via the following statements: “I sometimes feel I am not very 

competent” and “I reckon I am in a position to meet the demands of my advisor(s) and of my 

supervisory committee.” The total composite score for each subscale in the original study for the 
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need-support factors ranges from 7 to 35. The number of items for the need-support factors 

changed in the current study after running the Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) to 4 items for 

involvement, and 5 items for autonomy and structure each. See Appendix E.  The composite 

score for each subscale for the need-satisfaction factors ranges from 8 to 40, 7 to 35, and 4 to 20. 

The third instrument used was the Relational-Support Scale. The 7-point semantic 

differential scale consists of eight items. The scale is used to measure graduate students’ 

perceptions of the amount of support received from their advisors (Wrench & Punyanunt-Carter, 

2008). This scale includes oppositely worded adjective pairs such as “Supportive–Unsupportive” 

and “Responsive–Unresponsive.” The supportive–unsupportive portion of the scale ranges from 

1 = supportive to 7 = unsupportive, and the responsive–unresponsive portion of the scale ranges 

from 1 = responsive to 7 = unresponsive. The Cronbach’s alpha value for the scale was .97. The 

Relational-Support Scale is comprised of eight semantic differential items, and the composite 

score ranges from 8 to 56: 1 & 7 = very strong Feeling; 2 & 6 = strong Feeling; 3 & 5 = fairly 

weak Feeling; 4 = undecided or do not understand the adjectives themselves. 

The Help-seeking Scale scores ranges were 2–10, 2–10, 3–15, and 3–15. The details of 

the number of items, internal consistency, and reliability coefficients are shown in Table 4.  
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Table 4. Scale Information with Alpha Scores from the Original Studies 

Scales Subscales/items Number of items Scale range 

Relational Support Factor 

α =.97 

Supportive/unsupportive 

Responsive/unresponsive 

Helpful/unhelpful 

Good listener/bad listener 

Accepting/rejecting 

Open-minded/close-

minded 

Sensitive/insensitive 

Kind/cruel 

8 1 & 7 = very strong 

Feeling; 2 & 6 = strong 

Feeling; 3 & 5 = fairly 

weak 

Feeling; 4 = undecided or 

do not understand the 

adjectives themselves 

Need-Support Factors 

α = .88 

α = .60 

α = .87 

Involvement  

Autonomy support 

Structure 

21 

7 

7 

7 

1 = totally disagree to 5 = 

totally agree 

Need-Satisfaction Factors 

α = .74 

α = .75 

α = .76 

Need for competence 

Need for autonomy 

Need for relatedness 

19 

8 

7 

4 

1 = totally disagree to 5 = 

totally agree 

Help-Seeking Factors 

α = .62 

α = .78 

α = .81 

α = .77 

Instrumental 

Executive 

Help-seeking threat 

Help-seeking avoidance 

2 

2 

3 

3 

1 = not at all true to 

5 = completely true 

The alpha for one of the help-seeking scales was .62, which is lower than the typical 

cutoff alpha at .70. My decision to use the scales with Cronbach’s alpha below .70 was made 

judiciously. A Cronbach’s alpha .62 score is within the acceptable range, as defined by Nunnaly 

(1967), where .60 ≤ α < .70 is acceptable. The Instrumental Help-seeking Scale score is low 

because it consists of only two items. It is understood that short scales can often produce low 
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internal consistency because they contain few items; however, specific steps can be taken to 

verify internal consistency. For example, in the Autonomy-Support Scale, the authors used other 

coefficients (e.g., test–retest correlations), which showed comparable results to the other 

subscales that were considered satisfactory given the length of the interval between the two 

assessments (Van der Linden et al., 2018). Likewise, if internal consistency remained low in the 

current study, the remedy could be to use the items as individual variables or delete them based 

on the statistical tests. Other reasons considered in the decision to use short scales included 

length of the questionnaire. Shorter surveys increase response rates, thereby improving sample 

size.  

Variables 

Academic mentoring is a complex construct to define, so it required multiple measures 

found in the instruments that were adapted for this study to help measure students’ perceptions of 

academic mentoring. Table 4 lists the variables for each of the scales. The independent variables 

are listed under the first two scales and the dependent variables are listed last, under the help-

seeking scales. As mentioned, the first two scales of independent variables operationalize 

academic mentoring. The last scale shown in Table 4 lists the dependent variables that were used 

to operationalize  the doctoral student’s type of help-seeking behaviors. The control variables 

used were enrollment status, field of study, gender, and time in the program.  
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Independent Variables 

Perceptions of Academic Mentoring. The task of defining academic mentoring was 

challenging because mentoring is an inherently complex construct to define. A combination of 

definitions was used for this study to capture what academic mentoring includes. This variable 

was operationalized through the use of the following instruments: Relational-Support Scale and 

the D-N2S.  

Academic mentoring has been defined in a few studies through chair or mentor qualities 

as perceived by the students. These definitions include descriptions such as supportive, helpful, 

accepting, and involved (Devos et al., 2017; Sverdlik et al., 2018; & Sverdlik & Hall, 2019). 

Mentor support creates the environment in which basic needs are met (Byers et al., 2017; & Van 

der Linden et al., 2018). The concept of need for support is emphasized within the SDT 

framework through its basic theoretical principles. For instance, need-satisfaction is a central 

tenet of SDT and requires certain factors to be present within a social context, such as 

involvement, autonomy support, and structure, for satisfaction to be actualized (Ryan & Deci, 

2000). Furthermore, need-support has been operationalized either in representation of 

individuals’ perceptions or in representation of concrete behaviors (Van der Linden et al., 2018). 

The descriptions below are provided to help understand how the independent variables 

used in this study are operationalized in extant literature: 

• Involvement includes “showing affection, expressing attunement, dedicating

resources (e.g., time), and being dependable” (Van der Linden et al., 2018, p.

101).
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• Autonomy support includes “providing choice as opposed to attempting to control

the student’s work, appreciating the student’s point of view, and promoting

curiosity-based explorations” (Van der Linden et al., 2018, p. 101).

• Structure includes “presenting clear instructions, offering guidance,

communicating positive expectations, and providing positive feedback” (Van der

Linden et al., 2018, p. 101).

Student’s Age 

Age has been shown to influence types of help-seeking behavior (Karabenick, 2003; & 

Newman, 2002). The older the student, the less help they tend to seek. Specifically, age 

influences which type of help is sought (i.e., instrumental over executive) (Karabenick, 2003). 

This variable was assessed in years (continuous data type), where each individual entered their 

age. The variable was then recoded into consistently sized intervals based on distribution to 

reflect seven age groups (AgeGroup) with 4-year increments (20–24, 25–29, 30–34, 35–39, 40–

44, 45–49 and 50 and older) and thus changed to ordinal data.

Table 5 details the independent variables, individual subscale score ranges, and data type 

for the scales that were used in the web survey in the current study.  
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Table 5. Independent Variables, Individual Subscale Score Range, and Data Type for Current 

Study 

Academic mentoring 

independent variables (7) 

Range Data type 

Relational support total 

score  

8–56 Scale 

Doctoral-related need 

support total scores 

(my mentor) 

Scale 

Involvement 4-20 

Autonomy 5–25 

Structure 5-25 

Need satisfaction total scores 

(In the context of my PhD) 

 Scale 

Need competence 8–40 

Need autonomy 7–35 

Need relatedness 4–20 

Age independent variable (7 

Groups) 

1-7 

(20-24, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40-

44, 45-49, 50 +) 

Ordinal 

Dependent Variables 

Help-seeking has been identified as a strategy of SRL (Karabenick, 2013; & Schunk & 

Mullen, 2013). This process is contingent on the social environment that results from the 

interaction between mentor and student. Experts argue this socially based construct to be a 

critical strategy used by students who are self-regulated learners to successfully overcome 

academic challenges (Schunk & Mullen, 2013; & Newman, 2012). The assumption is that 

students will apply adaptive strategies, such as instrumental help-seeking, based on academic 

mentoring support received (Karabenick, 2013; & Sverdlik et al., 2018). Help-seeking manifests 

as five types of behavior: (a) instrumental help-seeking, (b) executive help-seeking, (c) help-

seeking threat, (d) help-seeking avoidance, and (e) formal vs. informal help-seeking.  
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Help-seeking is operationalized by the Help-seeking Scales instrument (Karabenick, 

2013). See Appendix C. The items in the instrument are measured using a 5-point Likert-type 

scale ranging from 1 = not at all true to 5 = completely true, to assess the respondents’ help-

seeking orientation with such statements as “Getting help would be one of the first things I 

would do if I were having trouble with concepts in my research” and “I would feel like a failure 

if I needed help with my research.” The composite score for this scale ranges from 13 to 65.  

The research for this current study elected to focus on formal mentoring because the main 

research question asks if academic mentoring influences different types of help-seeking in 

doctoral students. Therefore, the informal vs. formal option was removed from the list of 

variables in the help-seeking scales because it did not apply.  

Table 6: Reliability for Dependent Variables 

Variable Cronbach’s alphas 

Instrumental help-seeking (N= 102) α  = .63  

If I were having trouble understanding a concept I would ask my 

mentor to help me understand the general idea 

Getting help would be one of the first things I would do if I were 

having trouble with concepts and my projects in my doctoral 

program 

Executive help-seeking (N=102) α  = .56  

The purpose of asking somebody for help with my project/research 

would be to succeed without having to work as hard 

Getting help with my projects/research would be a way of avoiding 

doing some of the work 

Help-seeking threat  (N=102) α  = .86 

I would feel like a failure if I needed help with my project/research 

I would not want anyone to find out that I needed help with my 

project/research 

Getting help with my project/research would be an admission that I 

am just not smart enough to do the work on my own 
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Table 6. Reliability for Dependent Variables Continued 

Variable Cronbach’s alphas 

Help-seeking avoidance (N=101) α  = .85 

 If I didn’t understand something in my project/research I would 

guess rather than ask my mentor for assistance 

Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask for 

help with my project/research 

I would rather do worse on an assignment I couldn’t finish than ask 

for help 

Table 7 details the dependent variables, individual score ranges, and data type for the 

different types of help-seeking scales used in this study. 

Table 7. Dependent Variables, Individual Subscale Score Range and Data Type 

Help-seeking dependent variables (4) Range Data type 

Help-Seeking Scale Scale 

Instrumental 2–10 

Executive 2–10 

HS threat 3–15 

HS avoidance 3–15 

Control Variables 

The literature review pointed to several factors that impact the student experience. 

Though these factors are important, they influence the student’s behavior in ways that cannot be 

hypothesized. Thus, the variables listed below were managed as variables that might have 

influenced the study results in ways that are unknown (i.e. extraneous variables). These variables 

must be controlled because they can interfere with the results of a study if not managed properly. 

Furthermore, extraneous variables can produce a confounded situation in which an independent 
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variable and an extraneous variable are so intertwined that it is difficult to determine the specific 

effects of each variable (Mills & Gay, 2016). The following were identified as extraneous 

variables for this study.  

 

Enrollment Status (Part-Time, Full-Time). This variable may have impacted the type of 

help sought based on time spent with mentor and level of social engagement with peers and 

institutional programs. The survey, for the current study, measured enrollment status with the 

following categories: less than half-time (under 3 credits), half-time (3 credits), and full-time (6+ 

credits). These categories were based on the research site’s graduate enrollment status policy.  

 

Field of Study. Doctoral students’ experiences are contingent on departmental and 

disciplinary contexts (Gardner, 2010). It was established that the field of study for the research 

site would present bias toward STEM fields because it is an R-1 rated research STEM-intensive 

institution. The data were collected as nominal where each participant entered their field of 

study. Therefore, a new dichotomous variable was created called “Field_Study_recode” to 

classify the 37 majors into two groups: STEM or non-STEM majors (0 = non-STEM, 1 = 

STEM).  

 

Gender. Women are shown to seek instrumental help from advisors more often than men 

(Sverdlik & Hall, 2019). The survey included four different categories for gender: female, male, 

nonbinary and not included. Responses for the nonbinary and not included were extremely low 

(only one response for each of these categories). Thus, for the purpose of the regression analysis 

it was necessary to reconfigure the gender variable to a dichotomous variable. The steps involved 

the exclusion of participants who identified as nonbinary or who selected not included from the 
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analysis because of the very small cell sizes. This procedure was accomplished by recoding these 

two categories as missing, thereby only including the participants who selected female or male.  

 

Time in the Program. Time in the program has been linked to increased instrumental 

help-seeking because of increased autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Posselt, 2018). 

Conversely, data show that Phase III presents tougher challenges (i.e., lack of structure, self-

doubt, and isolation) for students who have not developed SRL strategies (i.e., adaptive help-

seeking strategies) (Devos et al., 2017; Gardner, 2009; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). Time in the 

program was coded by number of semesters completed 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3 etc.  

The predictor and control variables for this study were coded as (a) controls: Semesters 

Completed - revised, Gender dichotomous (0 = male, 1 = female), Enrollment Status, STEM 

discipline dichotomous (0 = Non-STEM, 1 = STEM) and (b) predictor variables: Needs-

Satisfaction Relatedness Factor, Needs-Support Involvement Factor, Needs-Support Structure 

Factor, Needs-Support Autonomy Factor, Needs-Satisfaction Competency Factor, Age Group, 

Needs-Satisfaction Autonomy Factor, Relational-Support Factor. Table 8 below details the 

control variables, code, range, and data type. Time in the program was measured as total number 

of semesters completed. 
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Table 8. Control Variables, Code, Range, and Data Type 

Description Code Range Data type 

Enrollment Status 1–3 Nominal 

Less than half-time (under 3 credits) 1 

Half-time (3 credits) 2 

Full-time (6+ credits) 3 

Field of Study 0-1 Dichotomous & Nominal 

non-STEM discipline 0 

STEM discipline 1 

Gender  0–1 Dichotomous & Nominal 

Male  0 

Female 1 

Time in program (total semesters completed) 1-12 Continuous 

Analysis 

The independent variables selected for this study are academic mentoring (defined 

through several variables) and students’ ages, and the dependent variable is students’ types of 

help-seeking behavior. The control variables included in the analysis are enrollment status (part-

time, full-time, less than half-time), the field of study, gender, and time in the program.  

Data Preparation 

I had to complete the following steps before importing the data into IBM SPSS software: 

(a) close the Qualtrics survey and (b) export data into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet.

Subsequently, data cleaning while using Microsoft Excel included removing data columns that 

are irrelevant, such as internet protocol addresses. Once a careful review of the data was 

complete, the data were considered ready to import into IBM SPSS Statistics 27 for Windows 
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(2020). This step was done using the import feature in SPSS, which included the recoding of 

certain variables (i.e., gender to the appropriate values [e.g., 0, 1]).  

Once imported into SPSS, the data were screened using box plots, histograms to check 

for outliers, and data skewness. In this study, extreme values that fell outside the acceptable 

range (i.e., outliers) were unlikely because the respondents selected answers from a prescribed 

scale range. Another important part of the screening was to look for missing data. For example, 

missing values could occur if a respondent skipped a question. The goal of this process was to 

get a complete set of data on all the variables for every individual in the analysis. This step is 

particularly helpful when working with smaller samples (Kelley & Maxwell, 2019). My decision 

on how to proceed with the missing data was dependent on the percentage of cases with missing 

values.  

Frequencies were run prior to conducting the correlational analysis to check for missing 

data in every categorial variable, and descriptive analyses were run on all continuous and ordinal 

variables to check if values were missing. The following items were checked during data 

exploration: (a) compare means, standard deviations, and sample size and (b) compare the 

correlation and sample size via correlation and multiple regression (SPSS Manual, 2017). The 

next section provides further detail on how this process was achieved. 

Analytical Strategies for Data Analysis 

Exploratory Data Analysis 

An exploratory data analysis (EDA) was completed before running inferential statistics. I 

completed the EDA to compute the various descriptive statistics and graphs (Leech et al., 2011) 
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and determine if certain problems existed in the data, such as outliers, nonnormal distributions, 

problems with coding, missing values, and problems with imputing data (Leech et al., 2011). 

This analysis also assisted with learning the demographics of subjects and determining the 

relationships between variables to decide what other analyses were appropriate.  

A total of 103 responses were collected from the targeted 375 possible respondents, 

which constitutes a 27.5% response rate. A Little’s test (1988) for data missing completely at 

random (MCAR) showed as being nonsignificant, χ2 (405, N = 105) = 67.304, p = 1.00, resulting 

in the use of listwise case exclusion for all further analyses.  

Descriptive statistics showed that many responses displayed levels of skewness and 

kurtosis beyond ±1 (see Table 9).  

Table 9. Median, Standard Deviations, and Skewness for Key Variables 

N 

Median Std. Deviation Skewness 

Std. Error of 

Skewness Valid Missing 

Behaves kindly toward me when 

we discuss my research 

103 0 5.00 1.200 -1.662 .238 

Shows that he/she/they respects 

me and values me 

103 0 5.00 1.263 -1.224 .238 

Reassures me when I need it 102 1 4.00 1.293 -.926 .239 

Is concerned about me, not only 

as a researcher but also as an 

individual 

103 0 4.00 1.267 -1.134 .238 

Directs my work a lot, without 

really asking for my opinion 

103 0 2.00 .997 1.045 .238 

Gives me little freedom in how I 

carry out my work 

103 0 1.00 .892 1.237 .238 

Encourages me to work in an 

independent way 

103 0 4.00 1.163 -1.106 .238 

Puts me under a lot of pressure 103 0 2.00 1.162 .674 .238 

Constantly controls my work 103 0 1.00 .886 1.234 .238 
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Table 9. Median, Standard Deviations, and Skewness for Key Variables Continued 

Teaches me about the technical 

knowledge and skills that I need 

103 0 3.00 1.222 -.246 .238 

Defines clear objectives for me 103 0 3.00 1.234 -.226 .238 

Gives me good advice on how I 

should plan and carry out my 

research 

103 0 4.00 1.128 -.263 .238 

Provides me with constructive 

feedback on my work 

103 0 4.00 1.138 -.908 .238 

Discusses with me the 

difficulties I face and possible 

solutions 

102 1 4.00 1.175 -.796 .239 

I sometimes feel I am not very 

competent 

103 0 4.00 1.133 -.337 .238 

I feel I am in a position to meet 

the demands of my advisor and 

or my research committee 

103 0 4.00 1.047 -.487 .238 

I often doubt the quality of my 

work 

103 0 3.00 1.274 -.227 .238 

I have confidence in my ability 

to finish my doctoral degree 

103 0 4.00 1.105 -.886 .238 

I have the feeling that I am not 

moving forward 

103 0 3.00 1.352 .316 .238 

I clearly see where I am going 103 0 3.00 1.210 -.151 .238 

I do not progress as fast as the 

other doctoral program students 

in my department 

103 0 3.00 1.266 .001 .238 

I am progressing as planned 103 0 3.00 1.180 -.088 .238 

I rarely get the chance to make 

choices 

103 0 2.00 1.143 1.376 .238 

I usually feel free to express my 

ideas and opinions 

103 0 4.00 .978 -1.536 .238 

I can influence the development 

of my thesis/dissertation project 

103 0 5.00 .810 -1.898 .238 

I have little sympathy for the 

other classmates in my program 

102 1 1.00 1.048 1.783 .239 

I get along well with classmates 

in my program 

102 1 4.00 .894 -.719 .239 
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Table 9. Median, Standard Deviations, and Skewness for Key Variables Continued 

Matrix scatterplots to check linearity showed that the variables were spread out, 

indicating little or no relationship between variables. This finding implies that there is little 

chance of multicollinearity involving these variables. 

A preliminary step in data analysis is to check for violations of the assumptions. These 

assumptions are checked through examining histograms of residuals and normal probability 

plots. The basic assumptions of the linear regression are (a) linearity, (b) normality, and (c) 

homoscedasticity. 

Linearity. Linearity is assessed by analyzing the scatterplots of the variables. If 

nonlinearity is detected, a data transformation is required to convert the data into linear format. 

Normality. Normality can be checked using histograms, box plot diagrams, kurtosis, and 

skewness testing. Box plots show outliers and the location of the quantiles, whereas histograms 

allow easy visualizing of the distribution of the data (Kent State University, n.d.). Both tools help 

reveal if normality was not achieved and, if these tests reveal issues that are severe enough, then 

the next step is to proceed with other testing. In this study, the kurtosis and skewness were used 

to detect the normality of the variables. If nonnormality is found, a data transformation technique 

is used to transform the data into normality. In SPSS, this transformation takes place in a two-

step process: (a) transform the continuous variable into a percentile rank, which results in 

uniformly distributed probabilities and (b) apply the inverse–normal transformation to the results 

I often feel alone 102 1 3.00 1.210 -.040 .239 

I feel well integrated in my 

program 

102 1 3.00 1.219 -.325 .239 
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of step 1 to form a variable consisting of normally distributed z-scores (Templeton, 2011). 

Nonparametric testing can be used if normality cannot be achieved. Kurtosis measures the shape 

of the distribution relative to the normal distribution, whether it is peaked or flat. Skewness 

measures the distribution of scores within the bell-shaped curve that are not normally distributed 

causing the curve to take a different shape (i.e., if the scores bunch to the left side of the curve, 

this is a negatively skewed distribution with the tail tapering to the right). Conversely, if the 

distribution is bunched to the right side, the distribution is positively skewed with the tailed 

tampering to the left. A normal skewed distribution has a bell shape and a statistical value of zero 

kurtosis and zero skewness (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2011).  

Homoscedasticity. Homoscedasticity assumes that the dependent variable exhibits equal 

levels of variance across the range of predictor variables. Variability affects the standard error 

and makes hypothesis testing either too stringent or too insensitive. The Levene’s test is used to 

assess whether the variances are equal across any number of groups. A visual representation of 

homoscedasticity occurs when the data form an even corridor of data as opposed to 

heteroscedasticity, which takes the form of a funnel-shaped pattern (Alreck & Settle, 2004). A 

way to rectify for heteroscedasticity is to rebuild the model by selecting new independent 

variables and checking for homoscedasticity once again. If the model can consistently predict the 

values of the dependent variables, then it is accepted as not being heteroscedastic.  

Multicollinearity, which refers to the relationship among the independent variables, is another 

issue in assumption testing. The assumption is tested using specific steps via descriptive 

statistics, where nonnormal plots will be highlighted, checking for linearity of independent 
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variables and whether scatterplot summaries show either data appear curved or do not fit a 

straight line of best fit.  

The Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) need to be considered because they are an 

indication that multicollinearity between the variables is high. The issue with the presence of 

multicollinearity is that it implies there is too much shared variance between the variables. This 

issue causes problems in running the regression models and it also becomes problematic in 

determining the variance shared between the different independent variables and the dependent 

variables, not overlooking the coefficients and p-values to ensure accuracy; otherwise, the 

reliability of the results is questionable. In IBM SPSS, this information is gathered from the 

coefficients table. The tolerance and VIF indicate if there is multicollinearity. As an example, if 

the VIF values are low (<1-R2) and the Tolerance value is high, it means there may be a problem 

with multicollinearity (Leech et al, 2011). It is also recommended to look for small eigenvalues 

in the correlation matrix of the independent variables. Values of zero or close to zero indicate 

that an exact linear dependence exists, and large values indicate collinearity (Gravetter & 

Wallau, 2004; & Leech et al., 2011). Multicollinearity can be checked by (a) executing 

correlations among the independent variables prior to running the multiple regression to 

determine if the independent variables are correlated and, if they are highly correlated, then there 

is a potential problem of multicollinearity and (b) using a scatterplot’s matrix to check for 

assumptions of linear relationships of each independent variable with the dependent variable, and 

using a scatterplot between predictive equation and the residual to check for the assumption for 

correlation. Residuals greater than 1.96 are highlighted through this process (Leech et al., 2011). 

The results of these checks are fully explained in Chapter Four of this manuscript.  
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Descriptive Analysis 

The descriptive analysis section describes the characteristics of the participants      in the 

sample N = 103 for this correlational study. Additionally, I performed descriptive analyses of all 

the variables to help summarize the data and indicate the degree to which the sample data 

represent the entire population (Alreck & Settle, 2004). 

Description of the Participants 

Of the 375 possible participants, 103 doctoral students participated in the study. Of these 

surveys completed and analyzed the analytic sample after listwise removal of cases missing the 

data; 91–92 in the regression analyses. As illustrated in Table 10, 53.5% of the participants were 

female whereas 46.5%  were male. When compared to the doctoral students enrolled at the study 

site during 2019, participants shared a reverse position in terms of percentage of  males and 

females enrolled. In 2019, males comprised approximately 50% of the students enrolled at the 

study site and female students were approximately 49%. These percentages were retrieved from 

data available at the site’s main Office Planning and Analysis. The participants ranged in age 

from 22 to 63 years with a mean age of 32.3 years and a median age of 29 years. 

Participants were asked to indicate the number of semesters completed, enrollment status, 

and work status. These measures were used to identify whether participants had assistantships 

and how long they have been in the program. Among those participants, approximately 82% 

were enrolled full-time (6+ credits) and over half (52.5%) had assistantships. Approximately a 

quarter (23%) had completed six semesters of their degree program. Participants work status was 

6.9% part-time and 15.8% full-time, both outside of the institution. Full-time work status at the 



94 

institution was at 23.8%. The majority of participants (86.4%) identified PhD as their degree, 

with 70% in the STEM field of study and 29.7% in non-STEM (see Table 10). The field of 

study was recoded from 12 different areas of study that were represented in the sample.  

Table 10. Demographic Profile of Doctoral Student Sample (n = 103) 

Percent of Students 

Gender (n=103) 

Female 53.5 

 Male 46.5 

Age group (n=103) 

20 to 24 years old 10.0 

25 to 29 years old 48.0 

30 to 34 years old 16.0 

35 to 39 years old 6.0 

40 to 44 years old 8.0 

45 to 49 years old 3.0 

50 and older 9.0 

Enrollment Status (n=103) 

Less than half-time (under 3 credits) 1.9 

Half-time (3 credits) 15.5 

Full-time (6+ credits) 82.5 

Time in Program in semesters (n=100) 

1 3.0 

2 12.0 

3 4.0 

4 10.0 

5 7.0 

6 23.0 
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Table 10. Demographic Profile of Doctoral Student Sample (n = 103) Continued 

Percent of Students 

7 6.0 

8 19.0 

10 9.0 

11 6.0 

12 1.0 

Work Status (n=101) 

Not Employed 1.0 

Part-time outside of institution 6.9 

Full-time outside of institution 15.8 

Assistantship  52.5 

Full-time at institution  23.8 

Type of Degree (n=103) 

DNP 5.8 

EdD 7.8 

PhD 86.4 

Field of Study (n=103) 

STEM 70.3 

Non-STEM 29.7 

Measures and Descriptive Details 

The following descriptive analyses of each of the major variables examined in this study 

are academic mentoring and age and types of help-seeking. The independent variables were 

measured using the scores derived from three scales: Doctorate-related Need-Support and Need-

Satisfaction scales (D-N2S) and the  Relational-Support Scale. The D-N2S instrument is 

multidimensional consisting of three subscales. The Relational measure is a semantic scale.  
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Doctorate-related Need-Support and Need-Satisfaction Scales (D-N2S) 

Doctoral-related Need-Support and Need-Satisfaction scales measured the variable of 

academic mentoring, a major predictor variable examined in this study. To determine the degree 

of academic mentoring evident among the participants, descriptive analyses were performed on 

the 40 items that comprise the D-N2S scales. Table 11 presents the results of these  descriptive 

analyses. 

The scores ranged from 6 to 20 out of a possible range of 5–25 and were moderately 

skewed towards the left (-1.00, -.399 and 1.34). The skewness and the mean (M = 46.88, SD = 

9.54) indicated      that the scores group toward the upper range of the scale, which means that 

participants  had a fairly positive perception of the academic mentoring they received. The 

distribution of scores presents a somewhat similar pattern as that seen in participants’ scores on 

the D-N2S scales, that is, in the upper range and a fairly high opinion of the mentor. Table 11 

presents the results of these  descriptive analyses for all the academic mentoring independent 

variables. 
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Table 11. Descriptive Statistics for Academic Mentoring 

The Relational-Support Scale was also used to measure academic mentoring, one of the 

main predictor variables examined in this study. The Relational-Support Scale is a semantic scale 

comprised of eight pairs of adjectives (negative to positive): supportive-unsupportive, 

responsive-unresponsive, helpful-unhelpful, good listener-bad listener, accepting-rejecting, open-

minded-close-minded, sensitive-insensitive, kind-cruel. The sum of the subscale scores 

comprises a participant’s composite score on the Relational scale. The possible range for the 

scores   on the Relational scale is 8 to 56. To determine the mentor attributes participants 

perceived from their mentoring experience, descriptive analyses were done on the composite 

score on the Relational scale. These statistics are shown in Table 12. 

The distribution of scores presents a somewhat similar pattern as that seen in participants’ 

scores on the D-N2S scales, that is, in the upper range and a fairly high opinion of the mentor. 

Measure N M SD Skewness Range 

Possible 

Scale 

RangeNeed Support 

Subscales 

Support Autonomy (5 

items)  
103 20.46 3.8 -1.00 6-20 5-25

Support Structure (5 

items) 
102 17.65 5.02 -.399 5-25 5-25

Support Involvement (4 

items)  
103 16.11 4.62 -1.34 4-20 4-20

Need Satisfaction 

Subscales  

Need for Competence 103 25.66 7.2 -.147 9-40 8-40

Need for Autonomy 103 12.72 2.46 -1.50 3-15 7-35

Need for Relatedness 103 14.70 3.27 -.736 5-15 4-20
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The descriptive statistics for the  scales indicate that participants generally perceived their 

experience with their mentor as positive, thus the scores were generally clustered to the upper 

end (ceiling) of the scale. 

Table 12. Descriptive Statistics for Relational Scale 

Measures N M SD Skewness Range 
Possible 

Scale 

Range 

Supportive 103 5.90 1.35 -1.56 6 1-7 

Responsive 103 5.71 1.56 -1.37 6 1-7 

Helpful 103 5.80 1.36 -1.36 6 1-7 

Good Listener 102 5.74 1.455 -1.45 6 1-7 

Accepting 103 6.10 1.31 -1.80 5 1-7 

Open minded 103 6.01 1.34 -1.78 6 1-7 

Sensitive 103 5.51 1.70 -1.0 6 1-7 

Kind 103 6.12 1.23 -1.51 5 1-7 

Types of Help-seeking Behavior Scale 

Four different types of help-seeking subscales measured the independent variable help-

seeking behavior. The four subscales were comprised of instrumental help-seeking subscale, 

executive help-seeking subscale, help-seeking threat subscale and help-seeking avoidance 

subscale. Each subscale was designed to capture a type of help-seeking behavior as recorded by 

the respondents. The descriptive analyses of the help-seeking scale and its subscales, with ranges 
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of scores 2–10 for instrumental and executive subscales, and 3–15 for help-seeking threat and 

help-seeking avoidance, respectively. 

Scores were moderately  higher for the instrumental type of help-seeking (M = 7.15, SD = 

2.18) and more evenly distributed among the participants (skewness = -.30).  

Table 13. Help-seeking Scale and Subscales Descriptive Statistics 

Measures N M SD Skewness Range 

Possible

Scale 
Range 

Help Seeking Scale 

Instrumental 103 7.15 2.18 -.305 8 2-10

Executive 102 3.34 1.69 1.372 8 2-10

Help-seeking 

Threat 
102 5.25 2.80 1.316 10 3-15

Help-seeking 

Avoidance 
101 5.33 2.75 1.26 11 3-15

As noted, the types of help-seeking subscale scores revealed a similar skewness pattern, 

each displaying a negative, but moderate, skew statistic. A visual inspection of the histograms 

and boxplots was conducted to check for extreme values on the scales. The tails of the 

histograms were negatively skewed, which generally indicates scores have a not-normal 

distribution. The boxplots revealed a small number of outliers in the two-item subscales for the 

dependent variables. Data trimming was not a possible solution because of the small sample N = 

103, N = 102 and N = 101, respectively. Moreover, upon inspection, the outliers were legitimate 

and not due to incorrectly entered or measured data.  
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Data Analysis 

The research questions in this study were answered using two primary statistical 

techniques: (a) bivariate correlations between the independent and dependent variables and (b) 

multiple hierarchical regression analysis. This step allowed me to check the distribution of the 

variables and determine how they describe the sample. An example how the data were displayed 

or explained is through frequency tables. It was important to apply the correct type of statistic for 

the type of scale.  

Bivariate Spearman’s rho Correlations 

I conducted a two-tailed Spearman’s rho correlation to find the direction and strength of 

the relationship between the independent variables and dependent variables (Gravetter & 

Wallnau, 2011). The value between -1 and +1 measures the strength of co-variability and is 

called the correlation coefficient, which is represented as the letter rs. Scatterplots were used in 

this part of the analyses to show a general depiction of the correlations observed through analysis 

between the scores obtained from the survey for each of the independent and dependent 

variables.  

Multiple Hierarchical Regression Analysis 

Four hierarchical regression models were used to examine the relationship between the 

15 independent variables and four help-seeking dependent variables to set apart predictors that 

have significant influence on help-seeking behavior. The first step in the hierarchical regression 

included the control variables: enrollment status, field of study, gender, and time in the program 

(semesters). The second block included the eight independent factors: relational support, mentor 
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support involvement, autonomy structure, student need competence, autonomy, relatedness 

where the Cronbach’s alpha values for the D-N2S scales for the original study are presented with 

current study results in parentheses: (a) Need-Support Scale: involvement α = .88 (current α = 

.94), autonomy support α = .60 (current α = .79) , structure α = .87 (current α = .90) and (b) The 

Need-Satisfaction Scale: competence satisfaction, α = .71 (current α = .89), autonomy 

satisfaction α = .75 (current α = .78), and relatedness satisfaction α = .76 (current α = .71);  and 

age. The combination of independent variables in the regression model was used to predict 

students’ different types of help-seeking behavior and to see how well the model fit the data. The 

result of the regression analyses was used to answer the two main questions in this study: “Does 

academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?” and “Does student’s 

age influence help-seeking behavior?”  

The hypothesis test was conducted to test whether a positive relationship existed: 

H0: There is no relationship between academic mentoring and doctoral students’ different 

types of help-seeking. 

Ha: There is a relationship between academic mentoring and doctoral students’ different 

types of help-seeking. 

The r2 value for the two variables explained the variability of the dependent variable 

(type of help-seeking) scores and can be predicted from the relationship with the independent 

variables: academic mentoring and age. The results were reported using a correlation table with 

asterisks to indicate which correlations were significant (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2011).  

According to Alreck and Settle (2004), the two objectives of regression analysis are to (a) 

measure the degree and direction of the influence of the independent variable on the dependent 



102 

variable and (b) assess the statistical significance of the relationship. Table 14 details the 

research questions, along with the corresponding dependent and independent variables and how 

each question aligns with the independent variables. This table helps the reader understand how 

answers to the questions were sought. 

Table 14. Research Questions Aligned with Dependent and Independent Variables 

Questions Analysis 
Dependent 

variables 

Independent 

variables 

RQ1: Does academic mentoring influence 

help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?  

Hierarchical Regression 

Analysis 
Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

Relational Support Factors 

Needs Support Factors  

Involvement 

Autonomy 

Support Structure 

Need Satisfaction Factors  

Need for competence 

Need for autonomy 

Need for relatedness 

Controls 

Enrollment status 

Field of study 

Gender 

Time in program 

(a) How does the perceived academic

mentoring received by the student, correlate

with each student’s type of help-seeking?

Spearman’s rho correlations Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

Relational Support Factors 

Need Support Factors  

Involvement 

Autonomy 

Support Structure 

(b) How does student’s need for competence, 

autonomy and relatedness correlate with each 

student’s type of help-seeking? 

Spearman’s rho correlations Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

Need Satisfaction Factors  

Need for competence 

Need for autonomy 

Need for relatedness 

RQ2: Does a student’s age influence help-

seeking behavior? 

Hierarchical Regression 

Analysis 

Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

AgeGroup
Controls 

Enrollment status 

Field of study 

Gender 

Time in program 
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Table 14. Research Questions Aligned with Dependent and Independent Variables Continued 

Questions Analysis 
Dependent 

variables 

Independent 

variables 

(a) How strong is the relationship between

age and type of help-seeking among doctoral

students? 

Spearman’s rho correlations Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

AgeGroup

(b) Which of the two independent variables,

academic mentoring, and age, shows the

strongest influence on types of help-seeking 

behavior?

Hierarchical Regression 

Analysis 

Instrumental (adaptive) help-

seeking 

Executive help-seeking 

Help-seeking Avoidance 

Help-seeking Threat 

Relational Support Factors 

Need Support Factors  

Involvement 

Autonomy 

Support Structure 

Need Satisfaction Factors  

Need for competence 

Need for autonomy 

Need for relatedness 

AgeGroup

The data were analyzed using multiple hierarchical regression analysis, using the ENTER 

technique, which involves entering variables simultaneously and then checking for statistically 

significant p-values of < .05 or alpha-level (Leech et al., 2011). In other words, the p-value for 

each independent variable tests for the null hypothesis at the 95% confidence level. A low p-

value (< .05) indicates that the null hypothesis can be rejected; thus, the independent variables 

with a low p-value should be considered statistically significant for the regression model, which 

indicates that the variances in the independent variable value are related to changes in the 

dependent variable (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2011; & Mills & Gay, 2016). This approach is meant 

to reveal how much unique variance in the dependent variable is explained by each of the 

independent variables (Kleinbaum et al., 1988). Help-seeking scores were modeled as the 

dependent variable, and academic mentoring scores and age groups were entered as the 

independent variables. The significance and size of the coefficient of determination were 

examined to determine if the set of independent variables had a significant influence on help-
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seeking. Further, the degree of impact for each independent variable was assessed and 

interpreted. The regression reports showed the impact of the independent variables on help-

seeking and highlighted which factors are important for the construct being observed. Enrollment 

status, field of study, gender, and time in the program were introduced as the control variables 

based on their significant bivariate correlation coefficients with the dependent variables: types of 

help-seeking.  

Hierarchical Regression Models 

The regression models to predict the different types of help-seeking are as follows: 

Y = β0 + β1 X1 + β2 X2 +…+ βi + Xi where: 

• Y is the dependent variable

• β0 is the value of the dependent variable when all predictor variables are 0

• β1 is the coefficient associated with predictor X1

• X1 is the value of IV1

Reliability and Internal and External Validity 

Reliability 

I reviewed the reliability of the adapted instrument by launching a pilot session where 

individuals who met the sample criteria completed the survey. Furthermore, internal reliability 

for the scores in this study were checked and measured by computing the Cronbach’s alpha for 

the items summed in the scales used in the survey instrument. The reliability coefficient 

described the reliability of the instrument, with at least .80 reliability or higher. The reliability 

test can also be described in terms of error of measurement; for example, Obtained Score = True 

score + Error. I assessed internal validity by testing the study outcomes against existing 
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underlying constructs as operationalized by the D-N2S and help-seeking instruments. The 

assumptions that the conditions for measure of reliability were met were verified and confirmed 

(i.e., scores are comparable) (Leech et al., 2011). However, it should be noted that the measures 

in this instrument have been previously validated. This provides more confidence that internal 

validity has been met. Nonetheless, the assumptions for measures of reliability include (a) that 

measures and items of the same construct are related systematically to one another in a linear 

manner and (b) that errors (residuals) for the different measures are uncorrelated (Gravetter & 

Wallnau, 2011; & Leech et al., 2011).  

Internal and External Validity 

The initial pilot testing served as a means to check that the modifications made to scales’ 

items retained their original meaning and ensured internal validity was not compromised. An 

EFA was then conducted to make sure factors load into the subscales as they are supposed to 

load, which allowed me to check the validity of the scales. Threats to validity include self-

selection (those respondents who agree to take the survey may differ in unknown ways from 

those who do not take the survey) and nonresponse bias (how questions are answered). I worked 

to increase the number of responses to minimize threats to validity by increasing the number of 

respondents by sending multiple reminders to the list of eligible participants.  

Exploratory Factor Analysis 

The scales used in this study were adapted from existing studies, as mentioned in the 

previous section. The intended use for the adapted instruments was to gather information on 

students’ perceptions of academic mentoring; thus, it was important to check if the intended 
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purpose for the scales was met even when applied on a different sample. In contrast to the 

previous studies, the sample size was smaller, N = 103, and the institution type and setting were 

also different. Therefore, an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was run to examine how effective 

the scales were at gathering what they were designed to capture in the new context of doctoral 

students’ perceptions of their mentor. The results showed general consistency in factor loadings 

that resembled the previous results. The same number of factors were extracted with similar 

loadings, which helped determine that the construct reliability was present for the current study. 

See Appendix E.  

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) statistic indicated values close to 1 for all of the 

independent variable scales, indicating correlations are compact (Field, 2018) meaning the 

factors are reliable (Field, 2018, p. 584). Table 15 shows the KMO and Bartlett’s test of 

sphericity for the independent variables with corresponding Bartlett’s test of sphericity.  

Table 15. KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity for Independent Variables 

Independent Variables KMO Bartlett’s Test of 

Sphericity 

Relational Support Scale (8 items) 0.892 
x² = 732.338 

p = 0.000 

Need Support Scales (29 items) 

Involvement subscale 0.804 
x² = 384.997 

p = 0.000 

Autonomy subscale 0.758 
x² = 190.509 

p = 0.000 

Structure subscale  0.879 
x² = 303.911 

p = 0.000 
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Table 15. KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity for Independent Variables Continued 

Needs Satisfaction Scales 

Competence subscale 0.852 
x² = 400.957 

p = 0.000 

Autonomy subscale 0.669 
x² = 103.863 

p = 0.000 

Relatedness subscale 0.636 
x² = 115.950 

p = 0.000 

There were two values for the dependent variables, instrumental and executive help-

seeking, scales that showed a KMO = 0.500; this value is much further away from 1. According 

to the guidelines provided by Kaiser and Rice (1974), a value of .50 is “miserable,” but below 

.50 is “unacceptable.” The factors for the two scales may be less reliable (Field, 2018, p. 584), 

but are still within the acceptable cutoff. Table 16 shows the KMO values for the dependent 

variables with the corresponding Bartlett’s test of sphericity.  

Table 16. KMO and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity for Dependent Variables 

Dependent Variables KMO Bartlett’s Test of 

Sphericity  

Help-seeking scales (2 items) 

Instrumental subscale 0.500 
x² = 23.732 

p = 0.000 

Executive subscale 0.500 
x² = 18.960 

p = 0.000 

Threat subscale  0.737 
x² = 142.323 

p = 0.000 

Avoidance subscale 0.710 
x² = 134.511 

p = 0.000 

The reliability check for the help-seeking scales showed some consistency in factor 

loadings between the current study’s alpha results (shown within parentheses) and the previous 

studies’ results (shown outside the parentheses).  
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The Cronbach alpha values achieved in the previous study and compared to the current 

study were as follows: instrumental help-seeking α = .62 (current study α = .63); help-seeking 

threat α = .81 (current study α = .86); help-seeking avoidance α = .77 (current study α = .85), 

and, finally, executive help-seeking scale α = .76 (current study α = .56), this particular alpha was 

from the current study and had quite lower reliability. Table 18 shows the reliability alpha values 

from the current study as outlined in this description. It is important to note, that Karabenick 

(2013) used elementary children for his study. Consequently, the age and academic setting was 

quite different from the current setting and the sample characteristics were at opposite ends of 

the spectrum in regard to the level of academic development. Therefore, the variables were 

adapted with language that was more appropriate for doctoral students, as discussed earlier. 

Table 17 denotes the dependent variables, analysis sample size, and the respective alpha values 

for the current study. 

Table 17. Reliability for Dependent Variables 

Variable Cronbach’s alphas 

Instrumental help-seeking (N= 102) α  = .63  

If I were having trouble understanding a concept I would ask my 

mentor to help me understand the general idea 

Getting help would be one of the first things I would do if I were 

having trouble with concepts and my projects in my doctoral 

program 

Executive help-seeking (N=102) α  = .56  

The purpose of asking somebody for help with my project/research 

would be to succeed without having to work as hard 

Getting help with my projects/research would be a way of avoiding 

doing some of the work 
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Table 17. Reliability for Dependent Variables Continued 

Variable Cronbach’s alphas 

Help-seeking threat  (N=102) α  = .86 

I would feel like a failure if I needed help with my project/research 

I would not want anyone to find out that I needed help with my 

project/research 

Getting help with my project/research would be an admission that I 

am just not smart enough to do the work on my own 

Help-seeking avoidance (N=101) α  = .85 

If I didn’t understand something in my project/research I would 

guess rather than ask my mentor for assistance 

Even if the work was too hard to do on my own, I wouldn’t ask for 

help with my project/research 

I would rather do worse on an assignment I couldn’t finish than ask 

for help 

Delimitations 

This study was delimited to doctoral students and students who have attained candidate 

status. The study was also delimited to the geographic location in the Northwestern region of the 

United States.  

Limitations 

A limitation to this study involves the instruments that were used to measure academic 

mentoring. Specifically, the differences in the characteristics of the samples used in the previous 

studies compared to the current study’s sample characteristics may serve as a threat to internal 

consistency. For instance, Karabenick (2003) targeted young college students in a large class 

who possessed characteristics and lived experiences that differ significantly from those of 

doctoral students. Thus, the help-seeking survey required adaptation to the doctoral experience 
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context. Likewise, the characteristics of participants in Van der Linden et al.’s (2018) study 

differed significantly from the sample used in the current study. The participants in the original 

study were French-speaking Belgian students from two Belgian universities. Thus, the 

generalizability of foreign participants and foreign institutions were taken into consideration. The 

expected sample members for the current study were, by a majority, English-speaking U.S. 

nationals. Furthermore, the institution is a midsized university in the Northwest of the United 

States. With this said, I assumed that the results of the current study would not reflect the same 

results as those observed in previous studies.  

Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic may limit the success of the current research in 

unforeseen ways; however, one particular concern involves survey fatigue. Currently, there is a 

great need to understand the impact of COVID-19 on students’ mental health, resulting in a 

widespread effort to survey students. This outcome may have caused lack of interest on the 

participants part, thereby resulting in low response rates. Finally, the survey originally included 

four categories for the gender variable. A limitation in representation occurred because of very 

low number of responses (small cell sizes). Thus, participants who identified as nonbinary or 

who selected not-included categories were excluded from the regression analyses.  

 

Summary 

 

Identifying the correct research design is essential and critical to data collection to answer 

the research questions. The survey method used in the current study allowed me to examine the 

quantitative variables that showed how academic mentoring might promote doctoral students’ 

help-seeking behaviors and encourage doctoral program completion. The most appropriate 
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techniques for this study included correlational and standard MRA. Chapter Four provides 

answers for the research questions via data analysis, presentation of results, and data 

interpretations. 

I performed a priori G*Power analysis to determine the required sample size for the 

correlation study. The analysis suggests 84 participants are needed to detect a medium Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient of r = .30 to achieve a power of 80%.  

The survey for this study consisted of three instruments that were combined into one 

adapted instrument comprising: the Help-seeking Scale, and the D-N2S, and the Relational-

Support Scales. Once the data were imported into IBM SPSS Statistics 27 for Windows (2019), 

the data were checked for completeness and accuracy using specific techniques to determine if 

missing data were truly missing at random (MCAR analysis). A common approach to handling 

missing values within IBM SPSS is to apply a specific type of treatment (i.e., Listwise or 

Pairwise) when performing correlations.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

 

This study's purpose was to examine if academic mentoring influences doctoral students' 

help-seeking behaviors. To accomplish this purpose, the research design included questions that 

would specifically look at relationships between variables and which independent variables 

would serve as best predictors of the dependent variables. Thus, the study set out to find if 

academic mentoring and age (primary independent variables) had an influence on doctoral 

student’s different types of help-seeking behavior. The combination of the primary independent 

variables, listed in the next section, were tested by entering them into the regression equation in 

two different steps to see which model would be the best predictor of students’ different types of 

help-seeking.  

The research questions for this study, listed below, were answered using bivariate 

correlation and multiple hierarchical regression analyses.  

 

Research Questions 

 

The current study used a correlational design (Mills and Gay, 2016) to answer the 

question about relationships between variables. The independent variables used to operationalize 

academic mentoring were the Doctorate-related Need-Support and Need-Satisfaction scales (D-

N2S) and the Relational-Support scale variables. The dependent variables used for the types of 

help-seeking used to operationalized help-seeking behavior were adapted from the help-seeking 
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scales. Age group was also included as an independent variable in addition to the

aforementioned variables. The demographic variable gender was included with the control 

variables: enrollment status, field of study, and time in the program. Data for these variables 

were obtained through questions developed by the researcher and added to the end of the main 

questionnaire. Inferential statistics were used to determine the answers to the    following research 

questions: 

Research question 1: Does academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral 

students?  a. How does the perceived academic mentoring received by the student, correlate with each

type of students’ help-seeking behavior?

b. How does a student’s need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness correlate with

each type of students’ help-seeking behavior?

Research question 2: Does a student’s age influence help-seeking behavior? 

a. How strong is the relationship between age and type of help-seeking among doctoral

students?

b. Which of the two independent variables, academic mentoring and age, shows the

strongest influence on types of help-seeking behavior?

The results of the analyses discussed in this chapter are organized in two sections: bivariate 

correlations used to explore relationships (strength and direction) and prediction of different 

types of help-seeking through regression analyses. Relationship strength was determined by 

using Cohen’s (1988) d measures, where small = .10 to .29, medium = .30 to .49, and large = .50 

to 1.0.  
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Primary Analyses 

 

The first research question seeks to test if academic mentoring, as defined by the set of 

independent variables, influences doctoral students’ different types of help-seeking. With a 

question of this nature, the appropriate statistical procedure to use was multiple hierarchical 

regression. Hierarchical regression analysis helps to assess the strength of the relationship 

between dependent and independent variables and is an appropriate tool when variables are 

correlated. More importantly, the regression analysis helps find which predictors contribute the 

most to the variance in the dependent variables (Mills & Gay, 2016). More importantly, the 

decision to use hierarchical regression was based on a theoretical framework crafted from theory 

and past research to determine which variables would serve as best combinations for predicting 

help-seeking behavior. Therefore, being able to determine which independent variables share the 

most variance in the dependent variables will allow for determining the best model that predicts 

the variance of the dependent variables. This process helps with finding answers to the research 

questions. The results of these analyses are presented in two parts: part one consisted of 

reviewing correlational matrices to check for bivariate relationships and multicollinearity      among 

variables, and part two focused on interpreting the multiple regressions computed for each of the 

dependent variables.  

 

Bivariate Correlations 

Analyses were run to review each correlation coefficient from the variables included in 

the bivariate analysis. This step was performed to determine the degree to which the independent 

variables correlated with one another. A two-tailed Spearman rho statistic was used to compute 
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the correlation coefficients because the individual scores were negatively skewed (reported 

scores were mainly in the upper values of the Likert scales). At first glance, the data seemed to 

violate the assumption of normality; however, after careful examination, it was determined that 

this was not the case according to appropriate steps taken to verify normality. The steps taken to 

verify data normality were explained in detail in the methods chapter, Chapter Three.  

The reason the correlations between the independent variables were examined was to 

determine if the variables measure what they are expected to measure and to see if the variables 

were highly correlated (evidence of multicollinearity). To be clear, some level of correlation is 

expected and acceptable because the variables used in this study are conceptually closely related. 

For example, it was expected to see a correlation between the variables that measured support 

structure (variable measuring students’ perceived mentor support in the form of structure) and 

relational support (students’ perceived mentor qualities) because these variable measure concepts 

that are related to the mentor. After reviewing the results, it was found there were statistically 

large significant positive correlations present (see Table 19). For example, the independent 

variables relational support and support structure showed a rs = .66, N = 101, p < .001. What can 

be said about this correlation is that students who scored on the higher end of the scale for 

relational support perceived mentor qualities positively, and similarly perceived mentors as 

providing support in the form of structure. Similarly, a large correlation between satisfaction 

autonomy and satisfaction competency was found, rs = .57, N = 103, p <. 001, meaning that, 

when students feel they have more control over their research, they will more likely feel more 

satisfied with their competency. Similarly, satisfaction competency and support structure showed 

large correlations, rs = .51, N = 102, p < .001, meaning that students who are satisfied with their 
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competency will more likely perceive higher support in the form of structure. For instance, the 

moderate significant negative correlation between need for competency (need for competency is 

satisfied) with threat and avoidance rs = -.42 and rs = -.46, respectively, indicates that students 

who score higher in their need-satisfaction for competency scale (their need for competency is 

satisfied) scored lower in the help-seeking threat and avoidance. In other words, the student who 

feels competent is less likely to feel threat when they seek help, or avoid seeking help when help 

is needed. The relationship between these variables moves in the opposite direction; when one 

increases the other decreases. For clarification, if students scored lower in the competency scale 

(they feel less satisfied with their competency) they were more likely to score higher in the help-

seeking threat and avoidance scales. 

Large correlations found between the dependent variables, help-seeking avoidance and 

executive help-seeking (not seeking help when help is needed), rs = .55, N = 101, p < .001, 

implies that, when a student avoids help-seeking, they will more likely score higher in executive 

help-seeking. Conversely, high correlations between help-seeking avoidance and executive help-

seeking could indicate that students who scored higher on avoidance (avoid seeking help when 

help is needed) also were more likely to score higher on the executive help-seeking scale (not 

working to find a solution when help is needed). These correlation results potentially reveal a 

help-seeking pattern that is more aligned with maladaptive help-seeking strategies. 

Other statistically significant positive and negative correlations fell within the medium 

and small Cohen’s d levels. Refer to Table 18 to see the correlations between all the variables, 

independent and dependent.  
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Table 18. Spearman Rank-Order Correlations between the Independent and Dependent Variables   
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Spearman's 

rho 

Support 

Involvement 

Correlation Coefficient --                       

Sig. (2-tailed) 
            

N 102                       

Support 

Autonomy  

Correlation Coefficient .335** -- 
          

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 
           

N 102 103                     

Support 

Structure  

Correlation Coefficient .337** 0.190 -- 
         

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.001 0.056 
          

N 101 102 102                   

Relational 

Support  

Correlation Coefficient .488** .434** .663** -- 
        

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.000 0.000 0.000 
         

N 102 102 101 102                 

Satisfaction 

Competency 

Correlation Coefficient .245* .204* .512** .383** -- 
       

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.013 0.039 0.000 0.000 
        

N 102 103 102 102 103               

Satisfaction 

Autonomy  

Correlation Coefficient .284** .543** .419** .486** .569** -- 
      

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.004 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
       

N 102 103 102 102 103 103             

Satisfaction 

Relatedness  

Correlation Coefficient .290** .288** .346** .338** .505** .421** -- 
     

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.003 0.003 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000 
      

N 101 102 101 101 102 102 102           



  

 

    1
1
8
 

Table 18. Spearman Rank-Order Correlations between the Independent and Dependent Variables Continued 

 

 

Age Correlation Coefficient 0.001 0.035 0.041 0.021 0.063 0.148 0.002 -- 
    

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.989 0.727 0.686 0.836 0.532 0.141 0.988 
     

N 99 100 99 99 100 100 99 100         

Instrumental  Correlation Coefficient .257** 0.127 .515** .421** .375** .344** .329** -0.009 -- 
   

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.009 0.199 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.932 
    

N 102 103 102 102 103 103 102 100 103       

Executive  Correlation Coefficient 0.050 -0.173 -0.102 -0.065 -0.045 -.208* -0.098 -0.167 -.205* -- 
  

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.621 0.081 0.310 0.517 0.656 0.036 0.327 0.099 0.039 
   

N 101 102 101 101 102 102 102 99 102 102     

Threat Correlation Coefficient -0.062 0.030 -.217* -0.154 -.422** -0.187 -0.191 -0.103 -.389** 0.101 -- 
 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.538 0.768 0.030 0.124 0.000 0.060 0.054 0.308 0.000 0.310 
  

N 101 102 101 101 102 102 102 99 102 102 102   

Avoidance Correlation Coefficient -0.075 -0.099 -.259** -.235* -.457** -.368** -.248* -0.121 -.419** 0.127 .551** -- 

Sig. (2-tailed) 0.456 0.325 0.009 0.018 0.000 0.000 0.012 0.234 0.000 0.207 0.000 
 

N 100 101 100 100 101 101 101 98 101 101 101 101 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

Note: Positive significant correlations indicate there is enough evidence to show the correlation is significant in the population. Relationship strength is determined using Cohen’s (1988) d 

measures small = .10 to .29, medium = .30 to .49 and large = .50 to 1.0 
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Regression Diagnostics 

 It was necessary, before running regression models, to screen the data for normality, 

adequate sample size, missing data, and multicollinearity. Normality of the standardized residuals 

was inspected by reviewing the P-P Plots of the residuals. Upon inspection it was clear that the 

data points followed the diagonal line. This data pattern meant the residuals were approximately 

normally distributed. The sample size needed for this study was established at the early stages of 

the research. A priori power analysis was computed to determine the appropriate size, and the 

analysis indicated that a sample size of a minimum of 84 participants was required to achieve 

statistical power sufficient to minimize the likelihood of committing a Type II error. This power 

analysis was used to determine the minimum number of participants needed for bivariate 

correlation analysis. In regard to the needed analytical sample size for conducting regression 

analyses, it was necessary to apply the rule of thumb that, for each independent variable, at least 

10 cases are needed for analytical power (Field, 2018). The regression sample sizes were greater 

than 84 (91 and 92) ensuring statistical power based on eight independent variables. The amount 

of missing data was negligeable at only 2.9% and the data were missing at random. Therefore, 

the listwise deletion technique was an appropriate method to handle missing data during analysis 

according to Leech et al., (2011). 

 The data were inspected to check for multicollinearity. The review of the data revealed 

that the independent variables did not present issues of multicollinearity because the correlation 

coefficients were < .70 suggesting that multicollinearity was not likely to be an issue in this data. 

Furthermore, tolerance and variance inflation factor (VIF) were examined as part of the 

regression process  and the definitive tests of multicollinearity were computed. Tolerance values 
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were greater than .10 for all the variables (.301 was the lowest) and variance inflation factors 

(VIF) were less than 10 for all the variables (3.25 was the highest) suggesting that the 

multicollinearity assumption was not violated. The diagnostics showed it would be possible to 

achieve reliable results from the regressions. 

 

Multiple Regression Analysis (MRA) 

 The instrument measuring help-seeking behaviors provided measures of four different 

types of help-seeking, which were the dependent variables. Because there were four dependent 

variables, four different regression models were developed to predict each type of help-seeking 

behavior. Four hierarchical regressions were performed using the enter method of multiple 

regression with listwise deletion. The first regression was computed to predict instrumental help-

seeking. The second regression was computed to predict executive help-seeking. The third 

regression was computed to predict help-seeking threat. The fourth regression was computed to 

predict help-seeking avoidance.  

 

Instrumental Help-seeking (N = 92) 

 To address research question 1, “Does academic mentoring influence doctoral students’ 

different types of help-seeking?” a hierarchical linear regression analysis was conducted to 

evaluate the prediction of instrumental help-seeking from a set of independent and control 

variables.   

 For the hierarchical regression in the first block, analysis with the control variables 

revealed a model not to be statistically significant, R2 = 2.7%, F (4,87) = .60 p = .665. 

Additionally, the R2 value of .027 associated with this regression model suggests that the 

independent variables account for 2.7% of the variation in instrumental help-seeking.  
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 For the second block analysis, the set of primary independent variables measuring 

students’ perceived academic mentoring received and need-satisfaction were added to the 

equation. The results revealed the model to be statistically significant, R2 = .35, F (12,79) = 3.53 

p < .001. This result shows that the specific combination of variables, when added to the second 

block, explained the most variance in participants’ instrumental help-seeking. The change in R2 

shows the model improved significantly, explaining 35% of the variance in instrumental help-

seeking. According to Cohen (1988), this is a large effect. Ultimately, the R2 change in the 

second model shows that 32% of the variance is uniquely attributable to variables included in the 

second block of variables, even after adjusting for the number of variables entered. This means 

the predictor variables provide a good fit for the data and can be used for larger samples. The 

variable that explained the most variance in instrumental help-seeking for doctoral candidates’ 

need-satisfaction and perception of academic mentoring received was the perceived academic 

support in the form of structure. The coefficient was B = .240, 95% CI (.010, .469) p = .041, 

meaning a one-unit change in the independent variable predicts a B = .240 change in the 

dependent variable, and the independent variable appears to contribute 6.6% to the variance in 

the dependent variable The results of the hierarchical regression are shown in Table 19.  

 

Table 19. Hierarchical Regression Results for Instrumental Help-seeking 

Variable 
 

B 95% CI for B SE B β R2 ΔR2 

 
  LL UL     

Step 1  
      .03 .03 

Constant 
 

0.375 -0.908 1.658 0.646  
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Table 19. Hierarchical Regression Results for Instrumental Help-seeking Continued 

Enrollment status 
 

-0.092 -0.465 0.281 0.188 -0.055 
  

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 

0.091 -0.314 0.495 0.204 0.055 

  

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 

0.168 -0.204 0.539 0.187 0.110 

  

Semesters 

completed 

 
-0.035 -0.095 0.025 0.030 -0.128 

  

Step 2 
      .35 .32*** 

Constant 
 

0.048 -1.421 1.517 0.738  
  

Enrollment status 
 

-0.064 -0.435 0.307 0.186 -0.038 
  

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 

0.157 -0.288 0.602 0.223 0.095 

  

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 

0.147 -0.182 0.477 0.166 0.096 

  

Semesters 

completed 

 
-0.003 -0.063 0.057 0.030 -0.011 

  

Need support 

involvement 

 
0.002 -0.158 0.162 0.080 0.002 

  

Need support 

Autonomy 

 
-0.132 -0.368 0.105 0.119 -0.160 

  

Need Support 

Structure 

 
0.240* 0.010 0.469 0.115 0.303* 

  

Needs Satisfaction 

Competency 

 
-0.003 -0.228 0.223 0.113 -0.003 

  

Needs Satisfaction 

Autonomy 

 
0.159 -0.084 0.402 0.122 0.186 

  

Needs Satisfaction 

Relatedness 

 
0.134 -0.054 0.321 0.094 0.163 
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Table 19. Hierarchical Regression Results for Instrumental Help-seeking Continued 

Relational Support 
 

0.153 -0.106 0.413 0.130 0.192 
  

Age Group 
 

0.001 -0.116 0.118 0.059 0.002 
  

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = upper limit 

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001. 

 

Executive Help-seeking (N = 92) 

 The second hierarchical linear regression model was conducted to evaluate the prediction 

of executive help-seeking. Both blocks presented results that were not significant first block R2 = 

.050, F (4,87) = 1.151, p = .338, and the second block analysis, where the predictor variables 

were added to the analysis and the results, revealed a model not to be statistically significant  

R2 = .135 F (12,79) = 1.024, p = .436.  

 The review of the beta values derived from this regression analysis determined the unique 

influence that each variable made to predicting participants’ executive help-seeking scores was 

overall low. However, even though none of the variables were conventionally significant, one 

variable was marginally significant. The results indicate that there is some level of variance in 

executive help-seeking between STEM and non-STEM. In this second block, for each additional 

unit of STEM (additional unit here means for each additional student who selected a field in 

STEM disciplines), executive help-seeking was predicted to increase by B = .457, 95% CI (-

.047, .961), p = .075. Evidently, the variable was not significant at alpha .05, at p-value p = .075. 

The point is that this variable may be useful if applied in a larger sample. Standardized and 

unstandardized coefficients are shown in Table 20 for the hierarchical regression results for 

executive help-seeking. 

 



124 

  

 

Table 20. Hierarchical Regression Results for Executive Help-seeking 

Variable 
 

B 95% CI for B SE B β R2 ΔR2 

 
  LL UL     

Step 1  
      

.05 .05 

Constant 
 

-0.599 -1.844 0.647 0.626    

Enrollment status 
 

0.136 -0.226 0.498 0.182 0.083   

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 

0.322 -0.070 0.715 0.198 0.198   

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 

0.020 -0.341 0.380 0.181 0.013   

Semesters 

completed 

 
-0.004 -0.063 0.054 0.029 -0.016   

Step 2 
 

     .14 .084 

Constant 
 

-1.365 -3.029 0.300 0.836    

Enrollment status 
 

0.274 -0.146 0.694 0.211 0.166   

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 

0.457 -0.047 0.961 0.253 0.280   

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 

0.078 -0.296 0.451 0.188 0.052   

Semesters 

completed 

 
0.008 -0.061 0.076 0.034 0.028   

Needs support 

involvement 

 
0.131 -0.050 0.312 0.091 0.174   

Needs support 

Autonomy 

 
-0.177 -0.445 0.091 0.135 -0.219   

Needs Support 

Structure 

 
-0.203 -0.462 0.057 0.131 -0.261   

Needs Satisfaction 

Competency 

 
0.016 -0.239 0.271 0.128 0.020   
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Table 20. Hierarchical Regression Results for Executive Help-seeking Continued 

Needs Satisfaction 

Autonomy 

 
-0.001 -0.276 0.274 0.138 -0.002   

Needs Satisfaction 

Relatedness 

 
-0.060 -0.273 0.152 0.107 -0.075   

Relational Support 
 

0.263 -0.031 0.557 0.148 0.337   

Age Group 
 

0.060 -0.073 0.193 0.067 0.139   

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = upper limit 

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 † p < .10. 

 

Help-seeking Threat (N = 92) 

 The third hierarchical linear regression model was conducted to evaluate the prediction of 

help-seeking threat (experienced when students perceive threat when seeking help). For this 

block analysis, the control variables were analyzed. The results of the first block hierarchical 

linear regression analysis revealed a model not to be statistically significant, R2 = .072, F (4,87) 

= 1.679, p = .162. After adding the primary independent variables to the equation, the model was 

found to be statistically significant R2 = .256, F (12,79) = 2.262, p = .020. The review of the beta 

values (see Table 21) derived from this regression analysis shows the unique influence that each 

variable made to predicting participants’ help-seeking threat scores to be mostly low; however, 

students’ need for competency showed the highest unit variance. The coefficient was B = -.429, 

95% CI (-.078, -.149) p = .003, meaning a one-unit change in the variable predicts a B = -.429 

change in the dependent variable (threat), and the variable appears to contribute 10.6% to the 

variance in the dependent variable. Another way of stating this result is that those students whose 

need for competency is satisfied are more likely to score lower in help-seeking threat.  
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Table 21. Hierarchical Regression Results for Help-seeking Threat 

Variable B 95% CI for B SE B β R2 ΔR2 

LL UL 

Step 1  .07 .07 

Constant 0.357 -1.096 1.810 0.731 

Enrollment status 0.111 -0.311 0.533 0.212 0.057 

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

-0.567 -1.025 -0.109 0.230 -0.295*

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female)  

-0.286 -0.706 0.134 0.212 -0.161

Semesters 

completed 
-0.027 -0.095 0.041 0.034 -0.086

Step 2 .26 .18* 

Constant 0.366 -1.455 2.187 0.915 

Enrollment status 0.067 -0.393 0.526 0.231 0.034 

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

-0.433 -0.984 0.119 0.277 -0.225

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

-0.215 -0.624 0.193 0.205 -0.122

Semesters 

completed 
-0.029 -0.103 0.046 0.037 -0.090

Needs support 

involvement 
-0.045 -0.244 0.153 0.100 -0.051

Needs support 

Autonomy 
0.026 -0.267 0.320 0.147 0.028 

Needs Support 

Structure 
-0.082 -0.367 0.202 0.143 

Needs Satisfaction 

Competency 
-0.429 -0.708 -0.149 0.140 

-0.090

-0.449**
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Table 21. Hierarchical Regression Results for Help-seeking Threat Continued 

Needs Satisfaction 

Autonomy 
 0.214 -0.088 0.515 0.151 0.216   

Needs Satisfaction 

Relatedness 
 -0.048 -0.280 0.185 0.117 -0.050   

Relational Support  0.036 -0.285 0.358 0.162 0.039   

Age Group  0.003 -0.142 0.149 0.073 0.007   

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = upper limit 

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001. 

 

Help-seeking Avoidance (N = 91) 

The fourth hierarchical linear regression model was conducted to evaluate the prediction 

of help-seeking avoidance from independent variables that measure students’ perceived 

academic support received. The first block of this analysis, where the control variables were 

analyzed, presented a model not to be statistically significant, R2 = 057, F (4,86) = 1.291, p = 

.280. After the primary independent variables were entered into the equation, the results revealed 

a model to be statistically significant R2 = .214, F (12,78) = 3.040, p = .002. Additionally, the R2
 

change value of .262 associated with this regression model suggests that the addition of 

independent variables to the first block model accounts for 26% of the variation in help-seeking 

avoidance, which means it is a good fit for the data that was used in this study. Finally, the result 

that shows a significant contribution to the variance in help-seeking avoidance is with students’ 

satisfaction with need for competency. The coefficient was B = -.310, 95% CI (-.580, -.040) p = 

.25. This means that a one-unit change in the variable predicts B = -.310 change in the dependent 

variable, and the variable appears to contribute to the variance in the dependent variable.  
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Table 22. Hierarchical Regression Results for Help-seeking Avoidance 

Variable  B 95% CI for B SE B β R2 ΔR2 

   LL UL     

Step 1        .06 .06 

Constant  -1.285 -2.770 0.200 0.747    

Enrollment status  0.414 -0.013 0.841 0.215 0.214   

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 -0.243 -0.709 0.223 0.234 -0.127   

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 -0.022 -0.452 0.407 0.216 -0.013   

Semesters 

completed 
 0.041 -0.029 0.111 0.035 0.129   

Step 2       .32 .26** 

Constant  -0.542 -2.303 1.219 0.885    

Enrollment status  0.225 -0.216 0.666 0.221 0.117   

STEM discipline 

dichotomous 

(0=Non-STEM, 

1=STEM) 

 -0.347 -0.879 0.185 0.267 -0.181   

Gender 

dichotomous 

(0=male, 

1=female) 

 0.006 -0.392 0.404 0.200 0.003   

Semesters 

completed 
 0.069 -0.004 0.142 0.037 0.216   

Needs support 

involvement 
 -0.008 -0.199 0.183 0.096 -0.009   

Needs support 

Autonomy 
 0.174 -0.111 0.459 0.143 0.184   

Needs Support 

Structure 
 -0.033 -0.305 0.240 0.137 -0.036   

Needs Satisfaction 

Competency 
 -0.310 -0.580 -0.040 0.136 -0.327*   
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Table 22. Hierarchical Regression Results for Help-seeking Avoidance Continued 

Needs Satisfaction 

Autonomy 
 -0.184 -0.474 0.106 0.146 -0.188   

Needs Satisfaction 

Relatedness 
 -0.160 -0.384 0.063 0.112 -0.168   

Relational Support  0.119 -0.193 0.430 0.157 0.129   

Age Group  -0.099 -0.238 0.040 0.070 -0.196   

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = upper limit 

* p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001. 

 

 

Summary 

 

Correlations were performed to examine the relationship direction and strength between 

the main independent and the dependent variables. The results found that a few variables shared 

large positive correlations (e.g., rs = .63, rs = .57, rs = 55). Although none of the correlations 

reached >.70 size, this is a desired result because it shows less chance of multicollinearity issues. 

Four multiple hierarchical regressions were computed to find the best reliable model to predict 

each of the dependent variables, and three models were found to be significant in predicting 

instrumental help-seeking, help-seeking threat, and help-seeking avoidance.  

The hypothesis that results would help explain whether aspects of the academic 

mentoring relationship contribute to doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors was partially 

supported. The combination of predictor variables used in the regression models were 

statistically significant in predicting for instrumental help-seeking, explaining 32% of the 

variance. The combination of independent variables in the second block to predict executive 

help-seeking was not a good fit for the data. However, the second block to predict for threat was 

found to be significant at the p < .05 level, R2 = .256, F (12,79) = 2.262, p = .020. Similarly, after 
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the primary independent variables were entered into the equation to predict help-seeking 

avoidance, the results revealed a model to be statistically significant, R2 = .214, F (12,78) = 

3.040, p = .002. The R2 change value of .262 associated with this regression model suggests that 

the addition of independent variables to the first block model accounts for 26% of the variation 

in help-seeking avoidance, which means it is a good fit for the data that was used in this study.  

The next chapter will expand the discussion about doctoral students’ needs and how their 

perceptions of academic mentoring influenced their type of help-seeking. The value that these 

results bring to the conversation is certain doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors as predicted 

is also discussed. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION  

Introduction 

 

 The purpose of this study was to examine if academic mentoring influences doctoral 

students' help-seeking behaviors. Specifically, the study focused on whether relationships exist 

between doctoral students’ perceptions of academic mentoring and their types of help-seeking 

behaviors. The results achieved through hierarchical regression analyses presented three 

significant models with reasonably good data fit. Of the combination of independent variables 

entered in the model, only two primary variables were significant predictors for help-seeking: 

need-support structure and need-satisfaction for competence. Need-support structure is 

comprised of a mentor providing help with technical knowledge and skills that the student needs, 

defining clear objectives, advice on how to carry out research, and providing feedback. Need-

satisfaction for competence is comprised of students feeling competent, feeling able to meet 

demands of the mentor, and having confidence in their ability to finish the degree. 

 This study hypothesizes that academic mentoring positively influences doctoral students' 

different types of help-seeking if students’ basic needs for competence, autonomy, and 

relatedness are satisfied. Furthermore, the study hypothesizes that the extent to which students 

perceive academic mentors meet their support needs for involvement, autonomy support, and 

structure support positively influences the students’ help-seeking behaviors, resulting in a greater 

likelihood the students will exhibit appropriate help-seeking behaviors (seeking help when help 
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is needed). This hypothesis relied on the measures used to assess students' perceptions and 

positively predict help-seeking behavior above other control variables.   

  The correlational design for this study was framed by two primary questions: “Does 

academic mentoring influence help-seeking behavior in doctoral students?” and “Does a 

student's age influence help-seeking behavior?” These two questions helped guide the researcher 

on which statistical techniques to use: bivariate correlations and hierarchical regressions.   The 

chapter is organized into the following sections: Summary of Results, Discussion, Limitations, 

Recommendations, Future Research, and Conclusion.  

 

Summary of Results 

 

  The results of this study were consistent with extant literature that states that chair/mentor 

relations can impact students' behaviors (Devos et al., 2017; & Lowery et al., 2019). Previous 

research has examined doctoral students' perceptions of mentors, defined through chair or mentor 

qualities that include descriptions such as supportive, helpful, accepting, and involved (Devos et 

al., 2017; Sverdlik et al., 2018; & Sverdlik & Hall, 2019). It is my belief that the current study 

advances the conversation to include academic mentoring support, in the form of support 

structure, as viable intervention for doctoral student success. The evidence for this claim was 

shown through examining the association of need-satisfaction competence with help-seeking 

threat and help-seeking avoidance, accounting for perceptions of academic mentoring in the form 

of need-support. Results showed an increased likelihood students would exhibit instrumental 

help-seeking when mentor support is perceived positively. Ultimately, the independent variable, 

support structure, significantly predicted instrumental help-seeking, and satisfaction for 
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competence predicted help-seeking threat and help-seeking avoidance. The following sections 

present the primary independent variables that explained the unique amount of variance in the 

dependent variables, as discussed in Chapter Four of this manuscript, and found to be statistically 

significant.  

 

Discussion 

 

 Research Question 1. Does academic mentoring influence (predict) doctoral students' 

different types of help-seeking?  

Findings from this correlational study revealed that doctoral students are more likely to 

practice adaptive help-seeking when they perceive a higher amount of support from their mentor; 

for example, help with technical knowledge and advice on how to carry out research (i.e., 

support structure). In other words, the extent to which students perceive mentor support, in the 

form of structure, increases the likelihood they will engage in instrumental help-seeking 

behavior.  

 

Perceived Academic Support in the Form of Structure 

 The results for this sample of students indicate the critical component of mentor support 

as this support variable was significant and reliable in predicting adaptive help-seeking. These 

findings generally align with previous research that students’ success is contingent on level of 

teacher/mentor involvement. For example, Carpenter et al. (2015) and Goldman (2019) indicated 

mentor support to be a predictor of student success. Newman (2008) showed that teacher support 

and emotional support were predictors of help-seeking in adolescents as perceived by the ideal 

adaptive help-seeker (p. 36). The main concept that emerged from the current study is that 
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mentors who are perceived as providing help with technical knowledge and skills that the student 

needs, such as defining clear objectives, advice on how to carry out research, and providing 

feedback, can be supported by studies that often outline mentor positive attributes and behaviors 

(Carpenter et al., 2015; & Goldman, 2019), which had a significant effect on students’ scoring 

higher on adaptive help-seeking. DiBenedetto & White (2013) added that the mentoring 

relationship works as a support structure for the student, and the influence of the relationship 

(mentoring) is demonstrated through the student's type of help-seeking (p. 445). This concept is 

shared by Devos et al. (2017) and Van der Linden et al. (2018), who agree that mentoring 

qualities/functions have been linked to positive student perceptions of mentoring, and such 

perceptions can impact a student’s sense of competency and need for support. Goldman (2019) 

presented results that showed that the conditional indirect effect supports the importance of 

question-asking as an SRL mediator in the graduate-education context (p. 86). The following 

sections will discuss in detail the primary independent variables. 

As outlined, mentor support is a common theme in present literature (Sverdlik et al., 

2018), often discussed from the perspective of mentor traits and functions (Carpenter et al., 

2015; Devos et al., 2017; & Kram, 1983). Liechty et al. (2009) go as far as saying that structural 

support must be implemented (p. 489). What is unique about the findings in the current study is 

that, now, one can identify specifically how support provided by the mentor affects the students’ 

self-regulation strategies (i.e., help-seeking behaviors). The variable support structure is how 

students perceived mentor support. This variable was measured by constituent items including 

offering help with technical knowledge and skills needed, defining objectives, providing 

constructive feedback, and discussing research-related difficulties and solutions. This variable 



135 

  

 

presented the most significance and showed the strongest unique contribution to explaining the 

variance in instrumental help-seeking. It was exciting to see how this finding supports and adds 

to the extant literature that demonstrates how mentor attributes that include multi-forms of 

support (psychosocial, emotional, career support) will result in adaptive behavior (Carpenter et 

al., 2015; Goldman, 2019; Karabenick & Gonida, 2017; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013). These 

multi-forms of mentor support, which now can be said to include the support structure as defined 

in this study, are needed for students’ successful program completion. The emphasis was made 

when Van der Linden et al. (2018) found that need-support seemed to prevent doctoral student 

dropout (p. 107).  

The findings in this study are important because previous research has not examined the 

influence of academic mentoring on doctoral students’ different types of help-seeking. 

Moreover, it is well known that doctoral students encounter less structure during the last phase of 

the doctoral program when working on the dissertation (Gardner, 2009; & Lovitts, 2001). 

Doctoral students could be encouraged and empowered to engage in help-seeking behavior with 

higher levels of mentor support as presented. This type of support could serve as an intervention 

to aid the student in developing independent (adaptive) help-seeking skills. This type of support 

can easily be provided via the academic mentoring process, as described earlier, and is shown to 

promote desired autonomous researchers. This outcome is highly encouraged and expected of 

doctoral students (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). 

 

Need for Competence 

 Studies have identified help-seeking and self-regulated learning to be contingent on 

students feeling academically competent (Newman, 2002; & Ryan & Deci, 2000). Furthermore, 



136 

  

 

Alexitch (2002) pointed to the importance of identifying help-seeking tendencies in students 

because of the adverse effects of maladaptive help-seeking skills. 

In each of the regressions predicting help-seeking threat and help-seeking avoidance, the 

second block variables predicted a statistically significant greater amount of variance in the 

dependent variable then the previous model. This means that need-satisfaction for competence 

had an inverse relationship with help-seeking avoidance and help-seeking threat. This is a 

desirable result because one would want students whose need for competence, when satisfied, to 

be less likely to exhibit maladaptive help-seeking behavior. The coefficient for both dependent 

variables was negative. Of the covariates, the need-satisfaction competency variable appeared to 

be the strongest covariate, explaining 10.6% of the variation in help-seeking threat, and it also 

explained the most variance in help-seeking avoidance, at 6% shared variance. Thus, in the 

context of this study, and negative coefficients, this means doctoral students whose need for 

competence is not satisfied will more likely experience increased help-seeking threat and 

avoidance behavior. For instance, students with increased help-seeking threat experience feelings 

of failure if they seek help or do not want to be seen as needing help because they feel it’s an 

admission that they are not smart enough to do the work on their own. Students with increased 

help-seeking avoidance will guess at answers rather than ask for assistance and overall not seek 

help at the cost of failing (Karabenick, 2013). Thus, the findings suggest, if a student’s need-

satisfaction for competence is satisfied they will be less likely to avoid seeking help or feel 

threatened by seeking the help they need. This distinction is important because of how avoidance 

and threat are described in this study: students avoid seeking help when the benefits to be derived 

from seeking help are outweighed by the cost of requesting help (Collins & Simms, 2011, p. 
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209). Moreover, help-seeking threat behavior occurs when the student feels threatened to ask for 

help when help is needed because they feel like a failure if they need help.  

These results can be interpreted to say that, when the need for competence decreases, 

help-seeking threat and avoidance increases, implying that, when students feel less competent, 

they are more likely to avoid seeking help or feel threatened. For example, Litalien & Guay 

(2015) found that perceived academic competence was the strongest predictor of dropout 

intentions among the variable studies. White and Bembenutty (2013) also help us fully 

understand the impact of help-seeking avoidance and help-seeking threat, as they discovered in 

their study that teacher candidates who felt overwhelmed with the process had higher tendencies 

toward help-seeking threat and avoidance (p. 11). Therefore, one may safely infer from the 

results achieved in these studies that, if doctoral students feel less competent, they may have 

stronger tendencies toward problematic help-seeking behaviors such as threat and avoidance.  

To expand the understanding in this area of threat and avoidance, it is important to 

incorporate the theoretical principles of SDT into the conversation to help appreciate the 

implications of maladaptive help-seeking. This theory helps explain students’ needs and possibly 

introduces a different perspective into this area that has not been applied in the doctoral-student 

context. SDT focuses on development of motivational resources, which includes self-perceptions 

of competence (Newman, 2002, p. 288). Theoretically, a student's need for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness, when satisfied, will help them achieve greater academic success 

(Deci & Ryan, 2008). This idea is shared by Litalien & Guay (2015) who say that highly 

motivated students need the support of the mentor in order to expand competencies (p. 493). 

Thus, academic success is defined by those students who were able to apply adaptive help-
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seeking behaviors (finding the answers to their questions or solving problems) as needed to 

complete their doctoral studies.  

The current findings regarding doctoral students' help-seeking threat and avoidance 

demand that we dive deeper into the experience students have during the dissertation phase. The 

dissertation phase is considered to be a time when students experience a higher need for 

competence. Goldman (2019) introduced the idea that graduate students with low self-efficacy 

"encounter tremendous difficulty in part because they have difficulty asking questions," thereby 

not achieving their goals (p. 87). To further complicate the matter, psychological perceptions of 

costs involved with seeking help when not feeling competent, i.e., the loss of perceived 

competence (Wills & DePaulo, 1991) can become a barrier to achieve positive results. 

Fortunately, as discussed in earlier chapters of this manuscript (Chapter Two), self-efficacy is 

increased when students are able to internalize self-regulatory processes (Schunk & Mullen, 

2013).  

 Unarguably, help-seeking threat and avoidance have an important relationship with 

competence, as shown in the current study and many preceding studies. In fact, doctoral student 

needs are magnified because of the rigor associated with graduate studies. This alone is 

justification why doctoral students should rely on help-seeking as a coping strategy (Goldman, 

2019).  

 Research Question 2. Does a student's age influence help-seeking behavior? 

Age was selected as an independent variable to examine if it was a reliable predictor of 

doctoral students' help-seeking behaviors because several studies have implied a difference in 

help-seeking behavior in relation to age (Alexitch, 2006; & DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2016). 
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Gonida et al. (2019) discuss possible functions of age differences and state that age has been 

acknowledged as an important factor in previous studies (p. 160). It was, therefore, clear there is 

a need to understand this variable in the context of academic mentoring and doctoral students' 

perceived mentor support and how this support may influence students of different age groups. It 

was surprising that age, as an independent variable, was not a significant predictor of help-

seeking behaviors in any of the four regression models. Other explanations involve the reverse 

relationship between help-seeking and age. For example, Dunn et al. (2017) studied 

nontraditional students in an online-learning context. They argued that, since help-seeking 

declines with age, it is important for instructors to make "clear efforts" to encourage help-seeking 

through positive feedback (p. 85). Nadler (1991) found older adults are less likely to seek help. 

This might be because older students are better adept at monitoring comprehension and assessing 

the need for help (Nelson-Le Gall, 1985), but the study did not extend the conversation to 

different types of help-seeking. It is important to state, at this junction, that the current study 

examined different types of help-seeking in contrast to help-seeking as a unitary dimension. 

This, too, may have resulted in a different outcome (Karabenick, 1998). Intuitively, instrumental 

help-seeking is seen as a higher, mature, and well-balanced help-seeking level and should 

increase with age rather than decrease (Butler, 2011).  

 Wills & DePaulo (1991) discuss reasons that impact the decline in help-seeking from a 

personality-factor perspective, including self-disclosure, belief systems, beliefs about 

themselves, beliefs about helpers, the process, and others' views (p. 362). These authors posit 

that seeking help (depending on context) can be a sign of weakness, i.e., admission of inferiority, 

inadequacy, or dependency (p. 356), and that the act of help-seeking includes the need to self-
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disclose, and explain that self-disclosure can be an uncomfortable experience for some 

individuals because they are shy (p. 361). Conceptually, what may be inferred from these ideas, 

and in relation to the current study, is that there are other individual characteristics that may 

determine a person’s ease with seeking help, not only based on characteristics, but to include 

context within which the help is being sought. However, a substantial contribution of the current 

study to the topic about age and help-seeking must be noted. The study empirically investigated 

the unique relationships between age and help-seeking behaviors and found no statistically 

significant associations.  

 

Limitations 

 

  Even though this study achieved a reasonable data fit for predicting adaptive help-seeking 

and maladaptive help-seeking (threat and avoidance), it presented some limitations that need to 

be explained. A limitation involved the study design that included a cross-sectional one-time-

only snapshot of the students’ perceptions of the academic mentor. Perceptions are known to 

change over time and can be influenced at different times by different external factors. For 

example, this was a cross-sectional survey allowing for a snapshot in time, but no further 

inferences can be made beyond that specific moment: (1) students feelings and perceptions may 

differ depending on internal and external factors at any given time, and (2) the response rate of 

27.5% was good; however, it also means that more students who were invited declined to 

participate in the study than those who participated. Furthermore, the 25–29 age group had the 

largest representation compared to the age groups 45–49 and 50 and older. This may have been a 

limitation because there was not a large variance in age groups.  
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 Other considerations that may threaten the adapted instruments’ general validity involves 

the differences in the characteristics of the samples used in the previous studies that utilized the 

Doctorate-related Need-Support and Need-Satisfaction Scales (D-N2S) and the help-seeking 

scales compared to the current study's sample characteristics. However, while considering 

possible threats to validity, it is important to point out that the EFA performed in this study 

yielded factor loading close to those achieved in the previous study (Van der Linden et al., 

2018). See appendix E.  

 It was noted earlier in the manuscript that the participants' characteristics in the Van der 

Linden et al. (2018) study differed in a few ways from the sample used for the current study. For 

instance, the participants in the original study were French-speaking Belgian students from two 

Belgian universities. Thus, the generalizability of foreign participants and foreign institutions 

must be taken into consideration. Given the doctoral student populations at the participating 

institution, the majority of the respondent pool for the present study were English-speaking U.S. 

nationals. Furthermore, the institution is a mid-sized university in the Northwest of the United 

States. Another point to consider is that the help-seeking scales were adapted from the original 

use with middle-school students to doctoral students. This adaptation was necessary because of 

the salient differences between samples.  

 One would be remiss to not mention the COVID-19 pandemic and how it may have 

limited the success of the current research in unforeseen ways. One particular concern involves 

survey fatigue. Currently, there is a great need to understand the impact of COVID-19 on 

students' mental health, resulting in a widespread effort to survey students. This outcome may 

cause a lack of interest on the participant's part and result in low response rates.  
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 Finally, another possible limitation, although proper steps were taken and adhered to, is 

that this randomized simple random sample was not sufficient in size to be able to achieve 

significant models for the independent variable, age, and dependent variable, executive help-

seeking. There were indications in literature that age could explain a unique amount of variance 

in help-seeking behavior, but, as indicated, it did not happen in this study. Future research should 

consider a larger and more diverse sample size to improve the external validity of study 

findings.  

 

Recommendations 

 

We have learned to live with doctoral student attrition as an expected consequence of 

pursuing a doctoral degree (Posselt, 2018; & Roberts et al., 2019). This problem served as an 

impetus for the current study, and the purpose was to examine if academic mentoring influences 

doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors.  

The findings primarily contribute to the existing body of knowledge related to the 

doctoral student experience and help-seeking behavior in the academic mentoring context in the 

following ways: (1) the results reveal how academic mentoring and students’ self-regulated 

learning strategies, i.e., help-seeking behaviors, correlate, and how the amount of support in the 

form of structure received affects students’ experiences through appropriate help-seeking when 

help is needed, based on the extent of support received, and as perceived by the student, and (2) 

the results bring new interventions into focus, such as adopting a more direct approach in 

mentoring practices that includes intentional support that targets appropriate help-seeking 

behavior. The proposed shift in the mentoring approach would change how we see the 
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preparation of doctoral students; for example, the amount and type of support provided during 

the dissertation phase. Subsequently, if these methods are applied, it is possible a new narrative 

would emerge that encourages doctoral students to openly ask for help because seeking help is 

normalized. 

It is well documented that doctoral students experience isolation (Gardner, 2009; & 

Golde, 2016) and, at times, support (in different contexts) may seem disjointed (siloed). Isolation 

is relevant to the discussion because the resulting feelings of isolation can change how a student 

perceives the challenges they encounter, such as lack of program structure, i.e., program 

ambiguity, and extent of mentor support. These feelings of isolation and changes in perception 

often make these challenges harder to overcome (Gardner, 2009).  

An important aspect of this study that I believe added to the comprehension of the 

material is that it relied on the principles of SDT to understand how mentoring influenced a 

student’s type of help-seeking behavior. This was done by outlining the need for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness as critical components of students’ perceived satisfaction with the 

mentoring relationship, and the support that is given, and, above this, how these aspects of 

individual needs contribute to doctoral students' adaptive help-seeking.  

These insights are instrumental in shaping a possible solution to a perennial problem with 

doctoral student attrition. The contribution of intentional support through a structured process to 

doctoral students’ experiences will empower the students and provide them with a better 

understanding of how to become involved within the mentoring relationship in ways that are 

beneficial. Ultimately, the approach called for is for faculty who are assigned as chairs/mentors 

of doctoral students to encourage and promote adaptive help-seeking behavior within their 
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advisees. This call can only be answered if a student-centered training is provided to faculty that 

includes clear instructions on how to demonstrate and communicate self-regulation strategies, 

i.e., help-seeking behaviors, to students. 

Current discussions concerning doctoral students’ persistence, such as found with Van 

der Linden et al., 2018, will benefit from the results of this study because, up to this point, 

studies have not examined academic mentor effects on different types of help-seeking behavior 

in doctoral students. Moreover, educators need to appreciate the connection found between 

students’ perceived mentor support and their need-satisfaction for competence. Understanding 

these factors may lead to the discovery of students who may have a higher need for structural 

support that can be made available within the academic mentoring relationship. This discovery 

may provide the opportunity for critical interventions where needed. The following 

recommendations will help address and encourage doctoral student help-seeking behavior within 

institutions of higher education: 

• The important component examined in this study is mentor support. The 

fundamental idea is that a functional (positive) relationship between mentor and 

doctoral student needs to exist before the mentor and the student can experience 

positive results. Thus, one cannot overlook the need to educate students on the 

different types of help-seeking, to raise students’ awareness on how the help-

seeking process works, and to reciprocally provide mentors new ways to become 

better help-givers. With proper exposure to, and instructions that outline, the 

specific support required to encourage adaptive help-seeking in students, based on 
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the individual student’s help-seeking needs (Kelley et al., 2015), the desired 

outcome for autonomously motivated students will occur.  

• Another important student-support objective is to organize peer-group 

(mentoring) activities in the form of workshops. This process has been proven to 

encourage students to become invested in the development of appropriate help-

seeking behaviors instead of maladaptive (threat and avoidance). Workshops have 

also been proven to have effects on mentee outcomes (Lowery et al., 2019) such 

as persistence. Workshops should be planned to intentionally encourage 

collaborative learning about help-seeking strategies. Learning environments of 

this nature provide students with opportunities to ask for help because they create 

a neutral space for those students who struggle with adaptive strategies (asking for 

help when help is needed) (Newman, 2002). 

• For mentors specifically, any faculty who assumes chair responsibilities should, in 

addition to modeling appropriate help-seeking behavior, be willing to provide 

help to students based on the individual student’s needs, use examples from their 

practice to illustrate how they have used help-seeking to meet their learning and 

professional needs, provide resources, and explain techniques on how to perform 

analysis and organize chapters (Kelley et al., 2015, p. 96). 

 The implications of this study in light of doctoral student success and satisfaction in the 

program include increased training and resources for faculty who typically assume 

responsibilities as chairs and mentors. These faculty are expected to provide countless hours of 

support to doctoral students on their academic journey, and they (chairs and mentors) become the 
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most visible influencers of doctoral students’ progress and success. This revelation of how 

academic mentoring influences doctoral students' help-seeking behaviors is key to determining 

types of support needed and also to make more concrete frameworks about the support that is 

given and how it must meet the students’ needs. Clearly, support in many forms plays a vital role 

in a student's ability to feel competent and autonomous, i.e., control over their own work. These 

results would specifically prove beneficial to hiring committees who screen for new faculty for 

tenurable positions. It could also help department heads understand the characteristics required in 

committee chairs for mentoring doctoral students. The outcome of crafting a program with clear 

objectives that includes formal training of faculty before they assume chair responsibilities 

would increase doctoral student productivity and student satisfaction with the program, resulting 

in possible higher student retention.  (Van der Linden et al. 2018).  

 

Future Research 

 

The research results clearly show the effects of academic mentoring on doctoral students’ 

different types of help-seeking. However, additional research in this area could benefit doctoral 

student retention.  

I found that the extent to which doctoral students perceive mentor support will impact the 

students’ help-seeking behaviors by increasing the likelihood they will exhibit adaptive help-

seeking. The study was also able to predict students’ help-seeking threat and avoidance based on 

their need-satisfaction for competence being satisfied or not being satisfied. However, I was not 

able to predict doctoral students’ executive help-seeking behaviors in this study. I highly 

recommend longitudinal research be conducted in this area. This type of study would allow the 
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researcher to compare students' perceptions throughout the life of the academic program, which 

would enable the researcher to better assess how students’ perceptions of the support received 

change over time and how this may affect students' help-seeking behaviors. A second aspect of 

longitudinal research would be the ability to measure a student’s help-seeking behavior at 

different age stages. This recommendation emerges because age was not a predictor of help-

seeking in this study. Although there are many who posit that adaptive help-seeking becomes 

more likely with maturing adults, I was not able to confirm or deny this claim. The current study 

had a high representation in the 25–29 age group. It would be highly beneficial to expand the 

sample size to be able to increase the opportunity for a wider range of age groups to possibly be 

able to measure different types of help-seeking and see significant results. Finally, I recommend 

that future research be conducted across a broader spectrum of institutions to be able to capture 

doctoral students’ different types of help-seeking for race/ethnicity and gender.  

Questions that emerged from this current study involve the reverse effect on the mentor. 

As was discussed in the literature review, mentor and mentee need to feel equally respected and 

a positive relationship needs to exist for benefits to be reaped from both parties. This concept is 

easy to understand; however, we have not measured the influence of the mentee’s behavior on 

the mentor. A question that I suggest should be considered for future research would be, “To 

what extent does a doctoral students’ perceived satisfaction with mentor support influence 

mentors’ type of support given?” This question would entail surveying mentor pairs and, to some 

extent, the pairs’ interactions should be observed. Schunk and Mullen (2013) suggested different 

types of data collection, with one being observation. Another question could be, “Do doctoral 

students’ different types of help-seeking affect the type of academic mentoring received?” This 



148 

  

 

question emerges from discussions in literature that argue that the help-seeker can only benefit 

from the type of help that is given (Karabenick, 2011; & Newman, 2011).  

Finally, it would be worth examining the effects of time on both mentor and mentee. 

Johnson’s (2010) Mentoring Relationship Continuum Model measures degree of mentoring, 

presented in Chapter Two of this manuscript, and presents the concept of how the relationship 

changes from transactional to transformational over time. Thus, a question I suggest for future 

research in mentoring doctoral students would be, “Does mentor influence on doctoral students’ 

help-seeking behaviors vary over time?”  

I was motivated by the emergence of these questions and was excited to consider them as 

I navigated my own comprehension of what the results of this study may imply for future 

research. However, time restrictions did not allow for further exploration, and I hope to see this 

research continue in the near future.  

 

Summary 

 

 The assumption about students who experience academic challenges is that they will seek 

help from their chair when help is needed. However, based on the findings of this study, this 

assumption will hold true if the student perceives they are receiving adequate support in the form 

of structure from the chair/mentor. Furthermore, this study provides empirical evidence that 

shows how instrumental help-seeking (seeking help when help is needed) increases if support in 

the form of structure is present during mentoring experiences.  

 Additionally, this study’s results make it possible to arrive at conclusions about the type 

of support offered to doctoral students and should be considered by those who are looking to 
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introduce student-centered practices specific to doctoral students. Thus, it is the hope that the 

empirical evidence provided in this study raises awareness within graduate studies communities 

to types of structure that should be considered for preparation of doctoral students. Furthermore, 

one can infer that mentoring specifically targets the development of help-seeking skills in 

doctoral students based on the results achieved in this study. Mentoring and its impact on 

doctoral students’ help-seeking behaviors is identified as a critical component necessary to help 

doctoral students transition into the next phase in the program, specifically the dissertation phase.  

 This study introduces the concept of mentoring applied as an intervening solution for 

students who may struggle with SRL during this phase. This inference is well-supported by 

studies that show that doctoral students who apply SRL skills (i.e., adaptive help-seeking) within 

a mentor-mentee relationship context can experience positive outcomes (Schunk & Mullen, 

2013). The reality is that instrumental help-seeking is used as an adaptive strategy by those who 

are academically successful (Goldman, 2018; & Mullen, 2011). One can safely claim that 

appropriate help-seeking can advance a student’s comprehension and enhance their capabilities 

in the field of study. Unarguably, self-regulated skills, such as instrumental help-seeking, are 

linked to successful completion of dissertation work and should be viewed as a critical 

component to improving doctoral-degree completion (Gardner 2009; & Lovitts, 2008). In the big 

picture, it can be reiterated that the relationship has its benefits; in this case, adaptive help-

seeking. DiBenedetto and White (2013) would agree, as they argued that the influence of 

mentoring relationships can be demonstrated through the students’ types of help-seeking.  

The concept of mentor support finds itself at the crux of the current study because 

students who perceive their mentors to be more supportive are more likely to feel autonomously 
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motivated (Litalien and Guay, 2015). In fact, a mentor’s ability to navigate different students’ 

needs for structure and needs for competence indicates the level of complexity involved in 

mentoring doctoral students. It also indicates that the additional perspectives discussed in this 

section and in Chapter Two help the comprehension of this concept. This structural support that 

is being presented can include presenting clear instructions, offering guidance, communicating 

positive expectations, and providing positive feedback (Van der Linden et al., 2018). The 

students’ responses to different types of support, as listed, hold great promise, especially if what 

promotes appropriate help-seeking strategies for success becomes well known to both mentors 

and students. In support of this idea, Golde (2011) offered that students’ needs for mentor 

support include empowerment and competence-building skills. To this point, the current results 

show that, if students perceive the extent to which their mentor provides support positively, they 

are more likely to report increased adaptive help-seeking behavior. Moreover, Vander Linden et 

al. (2018) found that need-support, when met, resulted in doctoral student completion. The 

combined results from these studies expand the story beyond assumptions because these 

empirically based findings show us that students benefit from mentor support in tangible ways.  

Another reason the current findings have an impact on the value of the mentor-mentee 

relationship is that students’ needs are satisfied. This leads us to the next important point, which 

is the best way to describe need-satisfaction through the principles of Self Determination Theory 

(SDT). Thus, the results interpretated as when needs are satisfied, in this case need-satisfaction 

for competence, the student’s perceived support from a mentor resulted in increased adaptive 

help-seeking. It could be said, although this was not measured, that students experience a 

positive interaction with the mentor vis-a-vis adaptive help-seeking. To further validate this 
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claim, Ryan and Deci (2000) presented that needs satisfaction, as one central tenet of SDT, 

requires certain factors, within a social context (in this case the mentor-mentee interaction of 

question-asking), to be present such as involvement, autonomy support, and structure for 

satisfaction to be actualized. The social dependency of help-seeking is deeply integrated into 

other peoples’ behaviors, which clearly vary based on external environments (Bandura, 1986; & 

Newman, 2002). The contingency on other people’s behaviors suggests a general concept that 

was shared by Gardner (2009). The author explained in detail how doctoral students experience 

challenges, and these challenges are more salient during the dissertation phase because of lack of 

program structure in addition to feelings of isolation. It is possible that students who perceived 

lessened support from their mentor can perceive their program as lacking structure and/or feel 

isolated from the support systems they believe should be accessible. Lovitts (2001) also 

discussed how departmental structure (e.g., providing students with professional development) 

impacts students persistence and satisfaction with the program. Gardner (2009) advanced these 

arguments by emphasizing that graduate students should be properly socialized into departments, 

programs, and systems to help them fully integrate. This point can be supported using the 

findings in this study because students who are satisfied with the amount of support they receive 

from the mentor, will more likely feel they have access to resources and feel better integrated 

into the program. Alas, the point made here is that in some fashion the relationship with the 

mentor can impact the students’ perceived satisfaction with external environments.  

The internalization of self-regulatory processes hinges on the mentors’ ability to 

understand and provide doctoral students with adequate support that promotes help-seeking. 

Thus, the need for competence, as seen through the SDT lens, is driven by intrinsic motivation, 
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and it emerges when individuals look for challenging situations in which they can utilize 

different strategies to overcome such challenges (DiBenedetto & Schunk, 2018). In this case, if 

considering the SDT explanation of intrinsic motivation, the current study confirms that those 

students who may feel less competent or their need for competence is not met will feel less able 

to overcome challenging situations because they are not asking for help when help is needed. In 

contrast, adaptive help-seeking is a skill that increases students' sense of self-efficacy, giving 

them confidence that can be described as competence and a sense of autonomy (Devos, 2017; 

Karabenick & Dembo, 2011; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

A critical point that should be made, however, is that we now have a better understanding 

of why doctoral students may exhibit tendencies to adopt maladaptive help-seeking behavior; or 

the best approach to promote adaptive help-seeking in doctoral students is to provide support the 

students need. This theoretical foundation, based on SDT, served as a framework to help 

understand and interpret the results because I believe that, through the lens of SDT (individual 

need for competency, autonomy, and relatedness), one can conceptualize how students’ 

perceptions of the academic mentoring are received and processed.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Research focused on doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies includes help-seeking 

behavior; however, research in the area of doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies in the 

mentoring context was nonexistent until now. The opportunity to examine what types of help-

seeking behaviors and strategies are employed by doctoral students during the mentoring 

experience (Schunk & Mullen, 2013) has expanded our understanding to include possible 
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interventions for maladaptive behavior. Extant literature has identified the relationship between 

doctoral students and their mentors, such as advisors, chairs, or supervisors, as one of the most 

influential barriers to completion (Rigler et al., 2017). As a reminder, these numbers can range 

between 40% and 60% depending on the field of study. The ramifications of leaving a doctoral 

program can have a profound impact on the departing student, as well as the institution. As was 

previously discussed in Chapter Two, although the student suffers more pronounced 

consequences of noncompletion, the institution incurs indirect losses in wasted time or resources 

dedicated to managing the student and their project(s) (Lovitts, 2001).  

The lack of research about doctoral students’ self-regulation strategies in the mentoring 

context also provided a perfect opportunity to examine the different types of help-seeking 

behaviors doctoral students apply during the mentoring experience (Schunk & Mullen, 2013). 

Research shows that doctoral student persistence and attrition has been an issue for decades 

(Posselt, 2018; Rigler et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2019; & Sverdlik et al., 2018). Likewise, 

problematic relationships between mentors and doctoral students are consistently one of the most 

influential barriers to completion (Rigler et al., 2017). What is more revealing is theoretical and 

empirical research that links doctoral student attrition and the last phase of the program, the 

dissertation phase (i.e., Phase III), precisely when program structure has lessened or is 

nonexistent (Gardner, 2009; Pyhӓltӧ et al., 2012; & Sverdlik et al., 2018).  

The results of the current study could help improve the type of academic mentoring 

support offered to students at the research site and possibly beyond. The findings could also 

mean improved doctoral student persistence. The findings elevate the importance of providing 



154 

  

 

doctoral students with appropriate structure during the dissertation phase as recommended by 

experts in the mentoring field (Gardner, 2009, Kelley et al., 2016; & Schunk & Mullen, 2013).  

Ideally, the type of support suggested in this study should be made available to students 

regardless of their time in the program or how far they have advanced. The proposed solution for 

the doctoral-student attrition issue is to empower students to engage in adaptive help-seeking 

behaviors (Goldman, 2019). As it was clearly shown in the results of this study, support from 

mentors matters because it influences a student’s ability to receive the help they need. 
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Relational Support Scale 

 

Instructions:  Below are several oppositely worded adjective pairs that represent how you may 

feel about TARGET X.  Circle the number between the adjectives which best represents your 

beliefs.  Numbers "1" and "7" indicate a very strong feeling.  Numbers "2" and "6" indicate a 

strong feeling.  Numbers "3" and "5" indicate a fairly weak feeling.  Number "4" indicates you 

are undecided or do not understand the adjectives themselves.  There are no right or wrong 

answers. 

 

 

1. Supportive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unsupportive 

2. Responsive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unresponsive 

3. Helpful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unhelpful 

4. 
Good Listener 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad Listener 

5. Accepting 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Rejecting 

6. Open-minded 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Closed-minded 

7. Sensitive 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Insensitive 

8. Kind 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Cruel 

 

Source: 

 

Wrench, J. S., & Punyanunt-Carter, N. M. (2008). The influence of graduate advisor use of 

interpersonal humor on graduate students. The National Academic Advising Association 

(NACADA) Journal, 28, 54-72. 
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Factor analysis loadings and Cronbach’s alpha for the primary independent variables in the current study 

Independent Variable 

Previous Study 
Factor Loadings (not 

available) 

Current Study 

Factor Loadings 

Current Study 

Cronbach’s Alpha 

Relational Support 
  

.94 

Supportive 
 0.86 

 

Responsive 
 0.66 

 

Helpful 
 0.79 

 

Good Listener 
 0.87 

 

Accepting 
 0.83 

 

Open-minded 
 0.90 

 

Sensitive 
 0.75 

 

Kind 
 0.90 

 

NEED SUPPORT (29 items) 
  

 

Involvement Support 
  

 .94   

My mentor... 
  

 

Behaves kindly toward me when we discuss my 
research 

0.71 0.85 
 

 
Shows that he/she/they respects me and values me 

 

0.69 

 

0.99 
 

Reassures me when I need it 
0.60 0.87 

 

Is concerned about me, not only as a researcher but 

also as an individual 

 

0.78 0.85 

 

Autonomy Support      .79 

Directs my work a lot, without really asking for my 
opinion 

 

0.68 0.69  

Gives me little freedom in how I carry out my work 

 

0.45 0.88  

Encourages me to work in an independent way 

 

0.49 0.43  

Puts me under a lot of pressure 0.43 0.64  

Constantly controls my work not available 0.78  

Structure     .90 

Teaches me about the technical knowledge and skills 

that I need 

not available 0.73  

Defines clear objectives for me 0.80 0.83  
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Gives me good advice on how I should plan and carry 

out my research 

 

.075 0.86  

Provides me with constructive feedback on my work 

 

0.68 0.84  

Discusses with me the difficulties I face and possible 

solutions 

 

.065 0.78  

NEEDS SATISFACTION 

In the context of my doctoral program 

 

      

Need for Competency     .89 

I sometimes feel I am not very competent not available 0.71  

I feel I am in a position to meet the demands of my 

advisor and or my research committee 
 

not available 0.74  

I often doubt the quality of my work 0.66 0.66  

I have confidence in my ability to finish my doctoral 

degree 

 

0.64 0.67  

I have the feeling that I am not moving forward 

 

0.67 0.70  

I clearly see where I am going not available 0.76  

I do not progress as fast as the other doctoral program 

students in my department 

 

not available 0.69  

I am progressing as planned not available 0.71  

Need for Autonomy      .78     

I rarely get the chance to make choices 0.70 0.59  

I usually feel free to express my ideas and opinions 
 

0.65 0.86  

I can influence the development of my 
thesis/dissertation project 

 

0.73 0.83  

Need for Relatedness      .71 

I have little sympathy for the other classmates in my 
program 

 

0.54 0.60  

I get along well with classmates in my program 

 

0.84 0.74  

I often feel alone not available 0.81  

I feel well integrated in my program 0.79 0.85  

    

Note: Need for Relatedness extracted two factors with cross-loadings > .30 for three of the items that are in bold. 




