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Momentum
Ph.D research
time management tips
by students, for students

Introduction

“Momentum” is volume 3 
of a series of publications made 
by Ph.D Design students. This 
time we are trying our best to 
make the best of time. Time to 
work, read, submit to conferences, 
write, have fun, and a multitude 
of associated activities. Like 
most Ph.D students, it can be 
overwhelming to organize, 
structure and schedule such a 
momentous task. However, good 
time management can in fact 
create time that initially we did 
not know existed. Managing our 
energy and attention well is vital 
for the necessary balance 
between work and leisure.

There can be a lot of factors 
that influence us. Maybe some 
of us have a scholarship, maybe 
some also keep a full-time job. 
All scenarios can prove stressful: 
are we putting in the hours, 
managing our tasks properly, 
or investing too much time 
in non-relevant material? 

This can lead to lack of motivation 
and undesired pressure. We know 
because we are going through it.

This publication is not a definitive 
answer for all our questions. 
It came to be during a series 
of group brainstorming sessions 
about our doubts and difficulties. 
What we aimed to do was identify 
strategies and provide useful 
tips that can be helpful to us and 
others in the task of optimising 
research and the time it takes 
to do it.

Feel free to fill in the blanks 
yourself!





Scales 

With long term spans, you can 
plan things such as how much 
time you want to devote to 
actually writing your thesis, how 
many months you will be doing 
active research, how many for 
literature review… Gantt charts 
really help with this kind of 
planning; they allow you to see 
tasks on a long time span and to 
plan ant big scales. For monthly 
planning, it is good to have some 
routines fixed, for example at a 
weekly level, i.e. reserve the first 
week of the month for meeting 
your supervisor and planning 
work, keep the last for analysing 
your progress revising goals and 
adjusting for the next one. A lot 
can happen in a month so it’s 
best to keep windows of 
opportunity for working on 
something than defining specific 
deadlines, as a general practice.

For weekly planning, schedules 
really help you make the most of 
your time. Define days or times 
of the day to do your work and to 
have your breaks (also essential). 
It’s good practice to organize your 
working week before it begins or 
at the very beginning, to make the 
most of it. Days have a tendency 
to vanish before our eyes and 
there will be many where you 
won’t be able to fit any work… 
and that is fine. Life keeps 
happening throughout this 
journey so remember to keep your 
subject on your mind for at least 

some minutes a day, when you are 
cooking dinner, on your commute 
or even as an alternative for 
singing in the shower.

Additional tips:

· Think of the Ph.D as a long trip, 
one you embrace without knowing 
exactly where you will end it but 
knowing where to go next from 
where you are. This is a long term 
project that will require different 
planning depths as there are 
several scales inherent. 

· It is important to consider five 
major time-frames: 
- each day, 
- each week, 
- each month, 
- each academic year, and 
- the full Ph.D length. Adjust your 
routines, calendars, goals and 
targets according to these.





Expectations

Sometimes realistic, sometimes 
utopian. Sometimes both. 

· Visualize the size of your thesis. 
Tacit expectations are of a heavy, 
bulky book. Maybe your research 
is shorter (or even longer!). Either 
way, remember that it’s all about 
relevance, not volume.

· Keep checking whether your 
professional activity can be 
relevant to your research. Most 
likely you can reciprocally 
optimise these two fronts.

· Cultivate high expectations with 
your supervisor; don’t be afraid/
shy about demanding their input. 
Both should commit to a timeline. 
If you cannot fulfil the timeline, 
admit it readily and adjust!

· Find ways of incorporating 
and writing about the stages of 
your project that have not been 
successful (or have been “dead 
ends”). It is actually expected 
that your Ph.D includes these!

· Accept that a task may take 
time less (or more!) than 
expected, and keep adjusting 
your milestones accordingly.

· Expect certain activities outside 
the Ph.D to become strangely 
appealing!





Anticipating

Although it seems like everything 
might go well, there is always 
room for mistakes and 
unpredicted problems. Better 
be safe than sorry!

· Do anticipate difficulties, and 
note them down. The sooner you 
do it, the more time you´ll have to 
work them out.  

· Always have a plan B. 
For example, if a potential 
sponsorship falls out, it’s good 
to know where to turn to next.

· Do not underestimate how long 
it takes to build a bibliography. 
Start as soon as you can!

· Do not underestimate how 
long it takes to build a public 
presentation.
 
· Save enough time for a good 
abstract; after so much research, 
it may be harder than you think to 
summarise it all.

· Don´t be afraid/ashamed 
of asking for help/advice of 
whichever kind.

· Proof-reading and transcribing 
take time! Choose the right 
people to do it. Hire a service 
if you have the means.

· Practice the right mindset: a 
Ph.D is not as complex as people 
tend to think. The more you 
cultivate this idea, the smoother 
the work will be.

· Try not to let your emotional 
states affect your productivity; 
sometimes you’ll feel more 
confident, other times more 
discouraged… keep going.

· Remember: the thesis always 
looks like you will have a lot of 
time… until suddenly one 
day you don’t!





Mental Exercises

Undertaking a Ph.D can get 
stressful; it is never a completely 
smooth ride. Managing this 
stress is also an important part 
of remaining productive. Here are 
some ideas:

· Learn to accept and embrace 
when chaos shows up. It’s part of 
it... so, enjoy and have fun.

· “If you are going through hell, 
keep going!”

· Rushing can be counterproductive: 
accept the pace that your 
research requires. 

· Keep reminding yourself of why 
you chose your topic.

· First get your Ph.D degree; 
then “Save the World” (i.e. 
do all else you deem important). 
Remind yourself often.

· Don’t run away from your 
thesis... be brave... when you look 
back, you will think 
“I did ALL this!”





Support Network

You will have a network of people, 
institutions and entities that will 
provide essential information and 
knowledge throughout. 

· Identify fellow researchers in 
your field. Rely on them for 
reciprocal information exchange 
and updates.

· Identify your “tribes”: your class, 
your course, your college, your 
city. Rely on their support and 
offer support in return.

· Be open with your supervisors 
about your struggles. They do not 
judge! 

· The librarian at your college is 
one of your best friends. He/she 
can provide all kinds of practical 
support and answer a lot of 
questions on the spot. Check for 
individual tutorials and/or 
workshops on various 
research-related topics.

· Identify friends and family 
members to help you with 
practical tasks such as 
proof-reading, translating, 
transcribing, etc.

· Some friendships may have to 
be put “on pause”... make sure 
friends understand you will be a 
bit more absent for a while and 
that it’s not personal.

· Don’t underestimate chance 
encounters… they do happen.

· Check on possible online 
communities that may fulfil 
some of the above roles: research 
mailing lists, discussion groups, 
blogs, etc.





Sources

Do not be discouraged if you find 
that most of your research time is 
spent checking and quoting 
references: your Ph.D does not 
happen in a vacuum, and the 
stage of literature review/state of 
the art, although it may feel fairly 
static, is actually a crucial part of 
the research development.

· Become good at filtering 
references. Reading research 
material is not like reading a 
novel: you are expected to browse 
the table of contents and go 
straight to the relevant chapters, 
and you are expected to use the 
abstract as an efficient filtering 
tool. If it’s not in the abstract, put 
it aside.

· Library searches are a better 
starting point than google, TED 
talks, podcasts, etc. These may 
have a role, but scientific 
repositories will provide you 
with reliable and properly 
filtered resources.

· When you search for articles, 
beware of generic titles... 
because they can be a sign of 
generic assumptions.

· Make a hierarchical list of 
connections and identify the 
nature of their contribution for 
your work.

· A common mistake in literature 
reviews is presenting an author’s 
contribution by detailing it 
beyond its strict relevance to 
your research. Avoid this by 
writing your own critical analysis, 
rather than “teaching a class” on 
someone else’s topic. You may 
save months.





Content Management

· Make a list of the various tasks 
that you can work at any moment: 
this way you can move forward in 
any circumstance. 

· Set up your bibliography from 
day one; it will grow exponentially, 
and it will be very time-consuming 
to rebuild it in retrospect.

· Use reading files or a good 
bibliography software that 
manages bibliographic details, 
quotes and your own summary.

· Identify and adapt cyclic 
approaches to your work. 
Examples: expand - converge 
- expand / library - field work - 
library / etc.

· A research is rarely developed 
sequentially; it is actually often 
more like a puzzle whose pieces 
we keep finding and allocating.

· Be ruthless if your reading 
strays away from your subject of 
focus: put it on the “post-Ph.D 
reading list”. No matter how 
interesting, if it’s not relevant/
contributive to the study, it 
should not be prioritised.

· Create a mind map with 
all the themes you want to 
investigate and stick on the
wall in front of you to include 
each new discovery.





Input

Ph.D research never happens 
on your own. The question is, do 
others have the time for you? 
How do you ensure they step in 
for help/input/advice at the 
right time?

· Identify best time of the week to 
obtain replies/ feedback.

· Don’t be afraid of making a first 
contact; however, it is good to 
save this first contact for a time 
when you have something to say!

· In this sense, producing a 
synopsis/”visiting card” for a first 
contact may ensure the potential 
partners will understand 
your project.

· Print business cards! You may 
not have wi-fi or a device for 
exchanging contacts online if in a 
situation where you have literally 
a few seconds of a key contact’s 
attention. Consider expanding 
the business card as a printed 
version of your synopsis.

· Take the time to find 
conferences and other contexts 
that suit your research. Consider 
that not all useful contexts are 
academic in nature. Don't waste 
time overspreading.

· Ensure you access your active 
email addresses regularly; people 
may be trying to communicate. 
Same for social media and 
whatever else you use.





Routines

No matter how exciting the 
subject, research can drag on. 
Setting up a series of habits and 
routines ensures you won’t start 
drifting away.

· Night thinking versus day 
thinking? Early bird or night 
owl? Discover which moment 
of the day (or of night) you are 
most able to concentrate 
and produce.

· Identify the time and day 
of the week when you are the 
most productive for different 
tasks. List which tasks you 
need more focus, or more 
abstract approaches, or other 
people’s participation.

· Calibrate your online 
devices in order to avoid 
pop-ups/notifications, etc... 
that can cause you to lose 
your focus.

· Keep practising writing in order 
to improve it. Even a paragraph 
a day. And don’t forget: the more 
you write, the better you write.

· Find your favourite antidote to 
“brain work” and incorporate 
it into the routine. Running? 
Gardening? Singing? Washing 
dishes?... You tell us.





What works for you

A successful work session may 
be down to very tangible factors! 
Add and cross out as needed.

· Caffeine.
· Nicotine.
· Acoustics.
· Music (careful with lyrics!).
· Temperature.
· Light.
· Being alone?
· Being with others?
· Using online tools strictly for 
your research?
· Vitamins.
· Food.
· Chaos!
· Meditation /mindfulness.
· Exercise.
· Power naps.
· Regularity with meetings with 
supervisors (students or stage 
basis).
· Have a map of possible work 
locations. A real map.
· Customize your space with 
content: think of your walls as 
spaces for your thesis and 
use them.
· Solar power / vitamin D.
· Special moments with hot 
drinks!





Tools

Doctoral research is not all about 
analysing and writing: there are 
devices and tricks that may help 
the work run a lot smoother.

· Bibliography software may be a 
life-saver if you are managing a 
significant amount of references. 
Most likely you are.
· Explore the best software that 
can help you (without becoming 
noisy). Check Tiger 2.
· Always backup your work once 
a week in a physically separate 
location (device/platform). The 
cloud is OK, but the cloud also 
fails!
· Post-its.
· Colour coding!
· Mind maps.
· Dictaphone & video & digital 
camera.
· Paper versus screen. Both!
· Have note devices handy 
anywhere, anytime, 
— for taking notes ;
— as reminders.
· Software list- complete! Image 
editing, text editing, reference 
management.





Celebrating accomplishments

Hooray! It’s not always about 
frustration. Sometimes things do 
work. Use a pavlovian mechanism 
to further encourage yourself!

· Find your own reward system: 
a book per finished chapter? 
Drinks? A late night out? etc.
· Whatever your rewards, consider 
the possibility of them reverting 
to the Ph.D itself. 
· Give yourself a quiet night’s 
sleep (and no wake up time) for 
each written chapter.
· Allow time off/hobbies 
without guilt.





Too much time

· The “luxury” of exclusivity.

· The thesis always looks like a 
very long time… until it doesn’t.
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