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Introduction




Four centuries ago, François de La Rochefoucauld, a French moral philosopher, suggested: “We arrive at the various stages of life quite as novices.” It is not easy to trace the experiences that led him to this conclusion, but the saying still applies to a PhD project in the 21st century. Neither university courses nor exams prepare us for it. 

If we get lucky, we find ourselves in a supportive lab where we can both learn and share knowledge under the guidance of a wise supervisor. But for most of us, the reality is less than ideal.

The challenge of doctoral work often has little to do with the creative struggle of explaining complex ideas. More often, it is dull and exhausting: the lack of clear goals, little feedback from supervisors, wasted time in unproductive meetings, or meaningless tasks. It includes financial insecurity, unfairness at work, coworker laziness, overwork, and ultimately, burnout. Many students start full of energy, creativity, and resolve, but soon face the weight of rigid systems.

One student reflected:

I believe I am hardworking, clever, and helpful, and I find ways to solve problems unconventionally—I have out-of-the-box thinking. However, I work in a traditional field within a hierarchical and rigid organization, where young professionals dream of a better future while senior professionals hold the positions they have earned, much like moss-covered rocks. Recently, I have started to wonder, ‘What if the future is not good enough to make up for all this harm?’ — A.E.

Reflections like this are common. They reveal a deeper truth: the essential skills needed for effective work are rarely taught. It’s often assumed that “everyone knows what work is,” but that couldn’t be more untrue. Even principal investigators seldom get training in project management or organizational behavior. As a result, basic areas such as goal-setting, motivation, communication, and scheduling often suffer, forcing us to put in a lot of effort for outcomes that are far from outstanding.

Unlike fields such as IT or construction, where failures might be immediately obvious, research failures tend to be subtle and slow to show up. Yet these small daily missteps accumulate to form a path of personal and professional frustration.

Turning to traditional books on project management or organizational behavior doesn't usually solve the problem. Their theories often don't fit research projects well, their advice is frequently inconsistent, and much of their guidance reduces to oversimplified slogans. Such advice can seem shallow to students trained in critical thinking.

This gap is where the present book fits in. Rigid project management frameworks often don't succeed in research, while more adaptable approaches need to be tailored to the academic setting. That requires understanding both project management and research perspectives, which this book brings together. Instead of offering a single solution or quick fix, you will find practical advice on essentials like setting goals, managing stakeholders, improving communication, and maintaining motivation—tools to help you avoid burnout, track progress, and keep your project moving.

This book is based on over a hundred courses delivered at Finnish universities to PhD students, master’s students, and principal investigators. You will read about their experiences, which are in no way unique. While written mainly for PhD students, supervisors and master's students will also find value here.

The book consists of 31 short lessons organized into five sections for easy access. Four sections follow a project’s life cycle—starting, planning, executing, and closing—while the fifth offers researchers the mindset and resilience needed to handle academic challenges and, ultimately, to prevail.

I suggest reading the lessons in order, though you can also consult them as needed. While this book won’t solve every challenge, it provides tools and insights to help make your PhD journey more efficient and fulfilling. By applying these lessons, you can save time, reduce stress, and transform your PhD from a lonely endurance test into a more manageable—and even rewarding—project. View these lessons not as strict rules but as allies in your daily work. They may not make the PhD easy, but they will make it achievable—and satisfying.
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1

Understand What You Want





Any deliberate action in our lives begins with a goal in mind. We wash our hands to keep them clean, dress to feel comfortable and attractive, and call someone to inform, ask them out, share a laugh, or remind loved ones that we are thinking of them. 

Some of these actions may be so habitual that we do them automatically. Yet, the core pattern—start with the end in mind, execute the process, and verify if the goal is achieved—is part of a healthy brain. When the brain isn’t healthy, such as in severe cases of dementia, people might hold a toothbrush but be unable to remember its purpose or the steps needed to use it. 

Although our goals at work are more complex, the pattern remains the same: we can’t succeed unless we understand what we want to accomplish. This principle is even more important in complex environments like scientific research, as this experience demonstrates:

When I started my scientific training in the lab, I was shown what to do but not the project’s goal. After two weeks, my supervisor asked me to present my results, and I realized I didn’t understand the purpose. Assuming I lacked background knowledge, she began teaching me from the basics. What would have helped most, however, was a clear introduction to the project and its specific objectives, which I could have understood on my own. — N.N.

These situations happen often: we are told what to do, but we don't understand the underlying purpose. As a result, the first uncertainty can break the pattern and cause problems, which, if not addressed early, may develop into more serious issues and eventually lead to failure. 

We are most vulnerable at the beginning of our PhD projects since many unknowns surround us. 

The lack of a clear goal not only leads to aimless wandering and wastes time but can also cause a loss of motivation, ultimately resulting in burnout. A primary reason why people don’t want to work isn’t some mysterious “lack of motivation”—it’s the absence of clarity about what they need to achieve—the goal. Without a clear goal, we can’t visualize the outcome or plan our work effectively.

In academia, supervisors should serve as mentors who help us set goals and recognize their importance. Their experience guides our direction, but no supervisor can decide what we genuinely want from a PhD. Ultimately, the project is ours. 

Ask Why and What

Two questions are key to defining our project: Why are we doing it? And what exactly do we want to achieve? Taking the time to answer and record these questions is essential. There are no “right” or “wrong” answers, but leaving them blank is a warning sign that the project may be in trouble.

In project management, these two questions are documented in the Business Case and the Statement of Work (SOW).

Business Case (the Why): Explains why the project is worth doing. It clarifies purpose, expected benefits, and risks—scientific, personal, and professional. For a PhD, it connects our research to a broader context: the gap we aim to close, the skills we will develop, and how it advances our field and career.

Statement of Work (the What): Defines what the project will produce. It specifies tangible outputs—papers, datasets, methods—and clarifies what is outside the scope. For a PhD, this includes writing research questions, expected deliverables, and milestones so that we and our supervisors understand what done looks like.

When drafting these, we should be specific. “Publish three papers” is a start. Still, we can also consider the results and conclusions we want those papers to include, the problems we hope to solve, the opportunities we aim to leverage, and the scientific and personal impact they will have. We should record the date we begin these documents and review them regularly.

It's better to write a few lines and then realize you are at a dead end than to ignore these questions entirely and blindly stumble into failure.

Distinguish Tasks from Goals and Aspirations

Once we understand why goals are important, it helps to add some detail. Not all goals are the same: washing your hands is very different from earning a PhD diploma. To set the right expectations and put in the right effort, it’s useful to think in terms of three endpoint tiers: tasks, goals, and aspirations (see Exhibit 1).




[image: ]
Exhibit 1. Endpoint Tiers 




A task is a small, concrete endpoint with a clear process and measurable result. Painting a wall or washing your hands are tasks—you know exactly what steps to take and when you are finished. In a PhD, tasks include conducting an experiment, reading a paper, or drafting a methods section.

A goal is bigger and more challenging. Examples include earning a PhD, getting a job, or learning a new language. Unlike tasks, goals often need new skills, ongoing effort, and personal resources — not everyone can reach every goal. Still, goals have definable criteria: a defended thesis, a job offer, or a language certificate.

An aspiration is the highest tier. These are ambitions (or dreams) where measurement matters less, and success may be uncertain or lifelong: writing a novel that influences culture, becoming a Hollywood star, or finding a cure for cancer. Aspirations are driven by talent and persistence and may never be fully achieved. However, it's important to understand that each tier builds on the one below, and one cannot simply jump up and “make a dream come true.” Aspirations require goals, and goals require completion of many small tasks. In practice, to have a chance of curing cancer, one must complete numerous research projects, including earning a PhD, and become highly skilled in designing experiments, analyzing data, and communicating results.

Break Goals into Tasks

For now, we can set aside the dream tier, as aspirations are really our dreams, and instead focus on goals and tasks. 

A crucial aspect of project management is clarifying goals and breaking them down into manageable, actionable tasks. Without a clear goal, we risk heading toward failure. However, if goals are not divided into actionable steps, success will also remain unreachable.

While working on my first manuscript, I found it hard to make progress. Goals like “write the discussion” or “finish the results” felt too big. A friend suggested breaking them into main goals (such as finishing the results) and smaller tasks (like preparing Table 1 on patient characteristics). This gave me about 20 “baby goals,” and crossing them off one by one helped me finish the manuscript. — N.N.

The algorithm is simple. We break down our goals into tasks so we can understand how to achieve them and measure our progress. Breaking work into tasks also boosts motivation because completing each one gives a feeling of achievement—often called small wins. 

These are recognized as strong motivators both personally and within groups. The idea is simple: reduce the wait for results, as long delays drain motivation. Small wins demonstrate progress toward a goal and let us see the impact of our actions quickly. While teams often focus on weekly or monthly scales, small wins can also happen multiple times a day, bridging the gap between major accomplishments. For example, what else, if not a small win, is the daily word count that professional writers target? Additionally, these quotas are further broken down into hourly tasks. 

If we want to write 1400 words in four to five hours like Mark Twain, we need to reach about 300-350 words each hour. Achieving this is a small win—the kind that can happen every hour. 

We can measure revising by pages per hour—another small win. As we know, well-known authors revised their writing dozens of times. Roald Dahl said early pages might be re-read and changed up to 150 times, and Ernest Hemingway said he rewrote the ending of A Farewell to Arms 39 times. How did they know? They measured, of course, every single time. Small wins helped them stay focused and motivated. They can help us as well.

I am motivated by small wins, so I set myself specific, challenging—yet often small—goals. In my PhD project, I track the tasks I complete each day, which gives me a sense of achievement, even when they seem minor. I then compare these completed tasks with my weekly plan and still feel progress, even if the two don't fully align. Making my small achievements visible helps me stay motivated. — N.N.

Accept Uncertainty in Science

That said, we must acknowledge that research has unique characteristics compared to many other fields, and a PhD project is different from most projects, such as developing a program or constructing a bridge for a client. 

In research, our goals may change based on our findings, and having a detailed vision of the results of a research project that will take 3-4 years to complete can be problematic. However, this is not an excuse for aimless movement—it's a peculiar point to consider. At any given moment, we must be clear about what we are doing and why. Orientation might (and likely will) change, and it can be beneficial. Still, a sense of direction must never be lost. 

A PhD differs from most projects because it is primarily a self-development effort—we are, in a sense, our own clients. This makes it both harder and easier than other endeavors. Harder, because no one hands us step-by-step instructions or guarantees the goal is even attainable. Easier, because we often enjoy unusual freedom to shape the project and adjust it as we learn.

I was working in Madagascar and went on my first fieldwork without knowing exactly what my goals were. It became clear that it was more of a “scoping trip,” and my project was redefined afterward. — N.N.

How, then, can we use freedom and flexibility to counter uncertainty? One effective approach is to set intentional boundaries—especially regarding time. For example, intentionally choosing to complete a PhD within three years from the start creates a clear framework and purpose. This kind of boundary doesn’t eliminate freedom but guides it, helping turn an open-ended process into a structured journey. With such a limit in place, it’s easier to divide the project into manageable phases, set achievable milestones, and coordinate daily tasks with that overall timeframe.

Seize the Right Moment

At the start of my PhD, I lacked clear goals, a timeline, and an understanding of how the sub-projects interconnected. I spent years on tasks that turned out to be useless, and it wasn't until I published two manuscripts that I finally saw the bigger picture. Having clarity from the beginning could have saved me years of wasted effort. — N.N.

The last thing to keep in mind is that the sooner we understand what we want to achieve, the better our chances of success. If we miss the opportunity to gather as much information as possible at the start of the project, it could be harder to get back on track. It’s like wandering in unfamiliar territory: the longer we go without direction, the more difficult it becomes to find our way. The beginning is the right time. 

In this context, we can recall the concept of Kairos. In Greek mythology, two personifications of time were often contrasted: Chronos (sequential, ontological, or calendar time) and Kairos, which represented a proper or opportune moment for action, a window of opportunity, or a golden hour. 

Imagine a person who is suffocating. It doesn't matter how much oxygen will be available in 15 minutes, an hour, or a day—he needs oxygen now, or brain damage could become irreversible. A stitch in time saves nine, and this cannot be overstated in planning. The start of any endeavor—and any project is an endeavor—is the Kairos moment to think it through, and one good question can save you months or years.
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