Glamourous Joint PhD programs: experiences, opportunities, and navigating challenges
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It has been around six months since I came to the University of Manchester as part of the first cohort of the Indian Institute of Science (IISc)-University of Manchester joint PhD Programme. I landed at Manchester airport on a cold January morning, after a ten-hour long flight from India, with a bag full of memories of spending three fabulous years at IISc Bangalore. Since then, life has been different. The same goes for Ajmal as well, as he is pursuing a joint PhD program under the University of Melbourne-University of Manchester joint PhD program. He is now in Australia for his PhD secondment. Excited about the glamour of being part of two prestigious institutes at the same time, little we both know about the hidden challenges, but at the same time, the exciting opportunities of dual award programs. Even though the internet is filled with blogs, videos, and other resources about successfully navigating through PhD, there is limited information on joint PhD programs and student experiences. Mainly because these dual programs were small in number (but drastically increasing recently), and participating students are often too busy to stop and share their stories. But here we are, with this article, to fill this gap and help you to navigate the joint PhD programmes. Unfortunately, everyone’s experiences are different, but this article should ideally give you a glimpse of exciting opportunities of dual PhD programs, hidden challenges, and tips to navigate through those. If you are a Joint PhD aspirant, open your eyes and listen closely!
Before jumping in, if you are unfamiliar, as the name suggests, joint PhD programs are the PhD programs offered jointly by two universities (very rarely three!) across the globe. Students spend a significant amount of time at both universities (typically 50:50, 25:75) pursuing research with the support of two or more supervisors with complementary skills to tackle the PhD problem. These programmes also help universities to set up international collaborations to improve their impact and ranking. At the same time, students get a chance to be part of two well-known universities and use world-class facilities. They literally get the best of two worlds (the worst of two worlds too!)

1. A bit about the application process
The application process starts with Professors jointly floating PhD projects, either on dedicated websites or individual university portals (For instance, see the portal of University of Manchester-IISc Bangalore joint PhD Programme: https://www.se.manchester.ac.uk/study/postgraduate-research/degrees-and-projects/dual-and-joint-awards/bangalore/). In the first stage, students apply by either submitting an expression of interest to the projects through the common portal or individually mailing professors. This is followed by one or two rounds of interviews with supervisors as well as a joint board before receiving the final offer letter. Sometimes there are selection exams too. The eligibilities for applying vary depending on the country and home universities; for example, students who also cleared India’s national entrance exams such as NET/GATE are preferred under IIT Delhi-University of Queensland joint PhD Program (See eligibility criteria https://uqidar.org/apply/apply-to-uqidar-i-students/ ) where IITD will be their home institute. Hence, please ensure to read the portal/Advertisement thoroughly before preparing the application document, to ensure your eligibility. 

2. Managing multiple supervisors
Unlike regular PhD programmes, joint PhDs are mentored by multiple supervisors, that too are from different countries and different cultural backgrounds. They will have different mentoring styles, interests, and even work at different paces. Sometimes, due to time zone differences, the supervisors may need to join the online meetings in the odd times as well (eg. Australia and UK have a time difference of 9 hours!). Utilizing the poll options in Slack/WhatsApp/ Online polling tools is always a good idea to converge on suitable dates. It's also important to create a research document/Power point slides and provide access to all supervisors, so that they can check the research progressions easily or check old data if needed. It's also important to enquire about the universities regarding their data sharing policy. Sometimes it's very strict, it makes joint student lives horrible. We have heard news's of joint PhD students, where their host institute didn't permit to take their lab notes while returning to home country, as they consider it as university of property. Hence, it's a good idea to check with supervisors and initiate any admin requests for data sharing early, as this will help to manage things stress free at the last moment.

3. Winning the mental health challenges 
In contrast to regular PhDs, joint PhDs get transferred between different countries like ping-pong ball, even though they have settled well in their home institutes. They leave back the community and friends they built over one or two years and are suddenly thrown to a new country with a different culture and climate. For example, IISc situated in Bangalore, India has a moderate temperature of 23-20 degrees, while UK temperature can drop down to minus even. Adapting with all these changes while making new friends and community, along with managing research, can be very harder initially. This will even take a toll on the student's mental health. There are also independent platforms such as YourDost (https://yourdost.com/), where, as a student, you can receive immediate mental health support. Often universities have their own health centers with specialized doctors and 24*7 support for their students, which is not always the case. Hence, it's important for supervisors to ensure and build a friendly relationship with their students and the universities to address these matters seriously when they create the joint PhD agreements. As a supervisor, motivating their students to take part in extracurricular activities such as sports, other than research is also a good idea. 	We wanted to mention the incredible support from our supervisors from India, Australia and Manchester, where Sajeer also got a chance to win to be the top finalists of UK-China International Photography Competition. 

4. Challenges: Sorting visa, finances and accommodation
The major challenge is always related to securing a visa for your travel to a different institute. If your case is like Ajmal’s, where both your home and host institute are from two different continents and you, yourself from another third country, visa barriers will be more. It takes a lot of time and effort to prepare the required paperwork. As noted in several other articles, there is urgency for a visa reform for betterment of science. (https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-024-02053-w, https://www.nature.com/articles/ncb0807-855). At least for joint PhD programmes, participating institutes should provide administrative and further financial support to the students.  Usually, the home institute covers the to and fro air ticket and visa charges, which is still not standardized across all existing joint PhD programmes. For a smooth visa experience, there is also a need for a policy change on the government levels, and one suggestion would be having university quotas for visa slots.  Even though it takes so much effort to move the mountains, it’s still good enough, as we never heard a visa rejection for a joint PhD scholar, at least in our circle. Hence, a rule of thumb will be, if you are joining a joint PhD programme, ask your supervisors to connect to a student from the lab who has recently received their visa, as this will make things easy for you. Also, be prepared to spend some money on things such as insurance, advance for accommodation, other expenses such as healthcare surcharge in UK, which are not usually covered from institute side. This must be borne by student themself, and we usually get this done through taking bank loans. Like any PhD programmes, you should be able to pay it back once your PhD starts, by saving from your monthly stipend.  A general tip for finding suitable and cheap accommodation will be to reach out to current students via social media such as LinkedIn. They will be able to help. Otherwise, check the Facebook groups relevant to your hosting university (eg. Manchester Student Accommodation, Oxford Student Accommodation). Your hosting university will have its own hostel facilities as well for international students, which are sometimes costly.

5. Opportunities
Joint PhD programmes bring a commendable number of opportunities to the students. For example, they get chances to experience different labs, learn from multiple supervisors of different expertise's, develop a work wide network of friends and learn several things both personally and professionally. Another point to mention is the financial support for attending conferences. When a regular PhD student only receives limited funding available from a single institute, joint PhD students get to use multiple funds and resources available from both institutes to attend conferences, which is also important for a PhD students' journey. Despite the challenges, becoming a joint PhD student makes the future career transitions easy as we usually get incredible skills and experiences during the process which makes our CV standout. But remember,  as Marcel Proust said,

 "The only true voyage of discovery is not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes”


