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Background: Research anxiety is a growing psychological issue among postgraduate
students and may negatively affect their thesis progress and academic productivity.
The demanding nature of research activities, combined with academic pressure and
limited research training, contributes to increased stress levels in postgraduate
education.

Objective: To assess the impact of research anxiety on thesis progress and academic
productivity among postgraduate students.

Methods: A quantitative cross-sectional study was conducted among postgraduate
students enrolled in MS, MPhil, and PhD programs. Data were collected using a
structured questionnaire comprising research anxiety, thesis progress, and academic
productivity scales. A total of 420 participants were included using stratified random
sampling. Data were analyzed using statistical software with descriptive statistics,
Pearson correlation, independent t-test, ANOVA, and multiple regression analysis.
Results: The study findings showed that a majority of participants experienced
moderate to high levels of research anxiety. Research anxiety was significantly
negatively correlated with thesis progress (p < 0.01) and academic productivity (p <
0.01). Regression analysis revealed that research anxiety was a significant negative
predictor of both thesis progress and academic productivity. Supervisor support and
research experience were identified as positive predictors of academic outcomes.
Conclusion: Research anxiety significantly affects thesis progress and academic
productivity among postgraduate students. Reducing research anxiety through
academic support, supervision, and skill development programs may enhance
research performance and timely thesis completion.

Keywords: Research anxiety, thesis progress, academic productivity, postgraduate
students, stress, research performance

Introduction

Postgraduate education is a fundamental part of the development of science, innovation and
professional growth. Postgraduate students are expected to be engaged in scholarly research, publish
scientific works and submit their theses within a specific academic period at the universities. By
engaging in research, the postgraduate students acquire analytical thinking, critical thinking and
independent learning skills that play an important role in the advancement of both academia and
society [1]. Although important in the academic world, postgraduate research is often accompanied
by psychological stress, emotional burden and academic stress that can negatively affect students'
well-being and academic achievement [2].

Research anxiety is among the psychological problems of postgraduate students, which has become
a serious issue in higher education institutions across the world. The anxiety experienced due to
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research-related activities like selection of research topic, literature survey, methodology
development, data collection, statistical analysis, writing of the thesis, and dissertation defence is
called 'research anxiety' [3]. A moderate amount of stress can help improve motivation and
concentration, but stress that is too high can lead to problems in concentration, confidence, decision-
making, and academic productivity [4]. Postgraduate students are frequently required to meet tight
deadlines for academic work, the pressure to publish, financial constraints, and demands from their
supervisor, which can all add to their anxiety during the research process [5].

One of the most stressful tasks for postgraduate students is thesis writing. Research work demands
higher-order thinking skills, self-learning, critical thinking and time management skills; these are
challenging for many students [6]. Earlier research has shown that postgraduate students often suffer
from emotional stress in the process of preparing proposals, data collection, performing statistical
analysis, interpreting the data and preparing the manuscript [7]. Students might feel intimidated by
criticism, feel that they do not excel at school, or fail to feel confident in their abilities, which leads
to a lower level of motivation and a higher level of psychological stress [8].

The prevailing narrative from the recent literature is that anxiety and psychological distress are
growing as a problem for postgraduates. Research done worldwide has proven that postgraduate
students' levels of anxiety, stress and depression are significantly higher than those of the general
population and their undergraduate counterparts [9]. The difficulty of research activities and the need
to obtain academic results in relatively short periods are considered to be major causes of this
vulnerability [10]. It has also been found that chronic academic stress has detrimental effects on
memory, attention, cognition, and emotions, which are crucial for good research work [11].
Problems with understanding research methodology and statistical procedures are one of the big
factors in research anxiety. Research design selection, sampling technique, interpretation of statistical
results and operating of statistical software are difficulty issues for many postgraduate students [12].
One of the most frequently cited obstacles to postgraduate students' confidence and research results
is statistical anxiety [13]. Students' perception of statistics is often complex and difficult,
accompanied by low self-confidence, making students afraid to do research-related activities [14].
Lack of adequate research training and inadequate methodological knowledge can also add to the
stress levels and adversely impact the progress of the student's thesis [15].

Postgraduate students' research problems are also attributed to academic writing anxiety to a great
extent. Students need to critically analyse literature, arrange information in a scientific manner, and
effectively communicate ideas in formal academic language to write their thesis. Students often suffer
from anxiety about the quality of their writing, grammatical correctness, plagiarism and apprehension
that their writing would be judged poorly by the supervisors or reviewers [17]. Writing anxiety can
lead to procrastination, late thesis submission, less publication productivity and emotional exhaustion
among postgraduate students [18].

Factors related to supervisors also have influence on the research experiences of postgraduate
students. The successful completion of the thesis and academic productivity are regarded as possible
if the supervision is effective [1]. Supervisors offer guidance in the academic aspect, methodological
support, feedback and motivation during the research process [2]. Positive supervisory relationships
can boost the confidence, research self-efficacy and academic engagement of students, while negative
communication, delayed feedback, lack of support and expectations that are too high can lead to
increased anxiety and dissatisfaction with the academic situation among postgraduate students [3].
Some research has shown that lack of support from a supervisor is related to delayed thesis writing
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and poor academic wellbeing [4].

Research anxiety can have a significant impact on thesis writing among postgraduates. The term
'thesis progress' is used for the timely completion of various phases of the research, such as writing
the thesis proposal, obtaining ethical approval, collecting data, analysing and interpreting the data
and finally submitting the thesis. Students with high anxiety levels can exhibit poor concentration,
indecisiveness, low motivation, and avoidance of research-related tasks [6]. These psychological
problems might hinder the research activity and decrease the students' ability to be persistent in the
research activity on their thesis [7]. In addition, anxiety-induced stress can lead to frustration and
emotional fatigue, which can, in turn, impact students' perseverance and dedication to finishing their
thesis [8].

Research anxiety is a common issue among postgraduate students that is associated with academic
procrastination. Procrastination is defined as the deliberate deferral of schoolwork in the face of an
awareness of the negative outcomes of such delay [9]. Anxiety could make students delay research
activities due to the fear of failure, perfectionism, and doubts that they have in research skills [10].
These delays can further heighten stress, lower productivity, and ultimately result in a vicious cycle
that further contributes to stress [11]. Some students may become so accustomed to procrastination
that they miss their graduation dates, reduce their satisfaction with their learning, and suffer
psychological exhaustion [12].

Research anxiety not only hampers progression on a thesis but can also have negative effects on
academic productivity. Academic productivity is the capacity of a student to generate scholarly works
that could be in the form of publications, conference presentations, thesis chapters, research reports,
and other academic inputs [13]. An important indicator of the success of postgraduate studies and
research competence is high academic productivity [14]. Anxiety can, however, affect the cognitive
functions, creativity, motivation and problem-solving skills of students, which decreases their
research efficiency and productiveness [15]. Research has demonstrated that students with high
anxiety tend to have lower levels of academic engagement and research performance and less
productivity of publications [16].

Self-efficacy in research has also been found to be one of the critical factors related to research anxiety
and success in academic research. Students' self-efficacy in any aspect of research is called research
self-efficacy [17]. Generally students with high research self-efficacy tend to be more motivated,
resilient and productive in school, while those with low confidence are more susceptible to academic
avoidance behaviours and anxiety [18]. Previously available research indicates a possible decrease in
confidence and negative impact on research activities as a result of anxiety among students [1].
There are other factors like institutional and environmental factors that can also add to the research
anxiety of postgraduate students. While some universities may have limited resources for research,
lack mentorship programmes, have poor library resources, and lack support for mental health
conditions, these circumstances may be unintentional causes of academic stress among students.
Some universities may have limited resources for research, lack mentorship programmes, have poor
library resources and have poor mental health support services, all of which may be unintentional
causes of academic stress among students. There are several other problems faced by the postgraduate
students in the developing countries like Pakistan, such as financial problems, scarcity of
technological facilities, inadequate research training and excessive workload [3]. These problems can
have adverse psychological impacts on students and lower their effectiveness in conducting research
activities efficiently [4].
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Although there is increasing awareness of the importance of student mental health, few studies have
specifically focused on the influence of research anxiety on the progress of the thesis and academic
productivity of postgraduate students, especially in developing countries [5]. Much research has been
conducted on academic stress and psychological distress, but there is limited research focused on
research anxiety as a separate entity that impacts postgraduate researchers [6]. Additionally,
numerous studies have discussed the difficulties in thesis completion and academic productivity
individually, without addressing the connection between research anxiety, progress on the thesis, and
academic productivity together [7].

The impact of research anxiety is important since the postgraduates are the future academics and
researchers of the society [8]. The factors facilitating research anxiety could help the universities and
policymakers design effective interventions to enhance the mental health and research performance
of postgraduate students [9]. Various strategies and interventions may be used to cope with anxiety
and boost research productivity for postgraduates, including research training workshops, academic
mentoring, counselling, stress management, and communication between supervisor and student [10].
Thus, the present study is an attempt to understand the effects of research anxiety on progress in
writing a thesis and academic productivity of the postgraduate students. The study aims to explore
the impact of anxiety related to research activities on students' progression in thesis work and their
satisfactory academic productivity. The study may also offer useful information for education
institutions, supervisors and policymakers to enhance the research environments for postgraduates
and promote their academic and psychological health and welfare [11].

Methodology

This study used a quantitative cross-sectional analytical research design to examine the effect of
research anxiety on the progress of thesis writing and academic productivity of postgraduate students.
A cross-sectional design was deemed to be appropriate because it could determine the relationships
between research anxiety and academic outcomes at one point in time and provide data from a
relatively large number of students in a reasonably short time period [12]. The study was carried out
in two types of universities, namely public and private universities that offer postgraduate education
in the form of Master of Science (MS), Master of Philosophy (MPhil) and PhD. To ensure diversity
and representativeness, participants were recruited from a wide range of academic disciplines,
including health sciences, social sciences, education, management sciences and natural sciences.
The target population was comprised of postgraduate students actively involved in a
thesis/dissertation. The study included students who had studied for at least one semester at the
postgraduate level and were enrolled in either a PhD or MPhil degree. Students at the postgraduate
level for at least one semester and pursuing either an MPhil or PhD degree were included in the study.
Participants had to give informed consent and agree to participate in the research. The students who
had not started thesis work, undergraduate students and students with incomplete responses on the
questionnaire were excluded from this study.

The sample size was determined by using Cochran's formula for cross-sectional studies, which is
represented as

n = \frac{Z"2pq} {d"2}

Where (n) is the number of samples necessary, (Z) is the standard normal variate for a 95% confidence
interval (Z=1.96), (p) is the estimated prevalence, (q = 1-p), and (d) is the margin of error (d = 0.05).
As there was limited local study data available regarding the prevalence of research anxiety among
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postgraduate students, it was assumed that 50% prevalence would get the maximum sample size. The
sample size calculated was about 384 participants. To account for the non-response bias and for some
response items that were not completed, an additional 10% was added on to the sample, yielding a
total of approximately 420 postgraduate students [13].

The sample consisted of stratified random sampling from various universities and faculty fields. The
universities and departments were classified initially in terms of academic programmes and faculties
as strata. Within each stratum, participants were then sampled proportionately to ensure
representation of the postgraduate students across the various educational strata [14].

A four-part structured self-administered questionnaire was used to gather data. The first section
gathered data about demographics and academic backgrounds, such as age, gender, marital status,
academic degree, field of study, year of study, and previous research experience. The second section
was an adaptation of a validated research anxiety scale from previous studies [15] to measure research
anxiety. The scale assessed anxiety regarding literature review, research methodology, statistical
analysis, academic writing, data collection, thesis defence and publication stress. It was assessed on
a 5-point Likert scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree, with the higher scores
representing a higher level of research anxiety.

The third section was evaluated by a researcher-made questionnaire, based on previous literature [16].
This section assessed participants' development of their proposal, submission of their chapter, data
collection, data analysis, punctuality with academic deadlines, and participant satisfaction with the
development of their thesis. The fourth section assessed academic productivity in terms of
publications, conference participation, academic presentations, writing productivity, and academic
engagement. The Academic Productivity Scale was modified from previous research on academic
productivity [17].

The questionnaire had been validated for content by experts who are experienced in research
methodology, psychology and higher education. The experts assessed the relevance, clarity and
appropriateness of the items in the questionnaire. Modifications were made as per expert suggestions
in order to enhance the comprehensiveness and clarity of the instrument. To determine feasibility and
reliability of the questionnaire, a pilot study was conducted on about 10% of the estimated sample
size prior to the main data collection period. All the data collected in the pilot study were not included
in the final analysis.

Cronbach's alpha coefficient was used to test the reliability of the questionnaire.

The acceptable internal consistency of reliability was evidenced by Cronbach's alpha coefficient of
0.70 or above [18].

After getting ethical clearance from the institution's ethical review committee, relevant authorities
from the university were contacted prior to the commencement of data collection. Physical and
electronic communication with the participants was done by the departmental coordinators and
postgraduate student forums. All subjects were informed of the purpose and the aims of the study,
and informed consent was sought before the questionnaire was administered. Participants were
assured that their participation was voluntary and that confidentiality and anonymity of their
information would be maintained throughout the study.

To ensure the questionnaire was accessible to participants and for maximum response, the
questionnaires were sent out online as well as in print. The participants were provided with enough
time to fill their questionnaires without any influence. Personal identifiers were not collected, and all
collected data was kept safely for research only.

675



Liberal Journal of Language & Literature Review
Print ISSN: 3006-5887
Online ISSN: 3006-5895

The data were entered and analysed with SPSS version 26. Demographic characteristics and study
variables were summarised using descriptive statistics such as frequency, percentage, mean and
standard deviation. To know the interrelationship between research anxiety, progress of the thesis and
academic productivity, inferential statistical analyses were used. One-way ANOVA and independent
t-tests were used to compare means between demographic groups. Pearson correlation analysis was
used to identify the correlation between research anxiety and academic outcomes, and multiple linear
regression analysis was employed to determine the predictive significance of the research anxiety on
the progress of the thesis and academic productivity. The p value was considered statistically
significant at < 0.05 for all analyses.

RESULTS

A total of 420 postgraduate students participated in the study. The data were analyzed to determine
the impact of research anxiety on thesis progress and academic productivity among postgraduate
students. Findings are presented using descriptive statistics, group comparisons, correlation analysis,
and regression analysis.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 198 47.1
Female 222 52.9
Age Group 22-26 years 174 41.4
27-31 years 161 38.3
>32 years 85 20.2
Degree Program MS 146 34.8
MPhil 182 43.3
PhD 92 21.9
Marital Status Single 281 66.9
Married 139 33.1
Research Experience <1 year 168 40.0
1-3 years 179 42.6
>3 years 73 17.4

The demographic profile of participants is shown in Table 1. The majority of participants were female
(52.9%). Most students were in the age group of 22-26 years (41.4%). Regarding academic level,
MPhil students formed the largest group (43.3%), followed by MS (34.8%) and PhD students (21.9%).
Most participants were single (66.9%) and had 1-3 years of research experience (42.6%).
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Figure 1: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables

Variable Mean SD
Research Anxiety 72.45 11.28
Thesis Progress 58.17 9.64
Academic Productivity 54.83 10.21

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of the main study variables. The mean research anxiety
score was 72.45 £ 11.28, indicating a moderate-to-high level of anxiety among participants. The mean
thesis progress score was 58.17 + 9.64, while academic productivity had a mean score of 54.83 +
10.21.

Table 3: Levels of Research Anxiety

Level Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Low 74 17.6
Moderate 201 47.9
High 145 34.5

As shown in Table 3, nearly half of the participants (47.9%) experienced moderate research anxiety,
while 34.5% reported high anxiety levels. Only 17.6% of students reported low research anxiety.
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Table 4: Correlation between Research Anxiety, Thesis Progress, and Academic Productivity
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Figure 2: Levels of Research Anxiety

47.9%

Moderate
Level

High

Variables Research Anxiety | Thesis Progress | Academic Productivity
Research Anxiety 1 -0.621** -0.587**

Thesis Progress -0.621** 1 0.684%**

Academic Productivity | -0.587** 0.684** 1

Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant negative relationship between research anxiety and
thesis progress (r = -0.621, p < 0.01). A significant negative correlation was also observed between
research anxiety and academic productivity (r = -0.587, p < 0.01). Thesis progress showed a strong

positive correlation with academic productivity (r = 0.684, p <0.01).

Table 5: Comparison of Research Anxiety by Gender

Gender Mean = SD t-value p-value
Male 69.31 +£10.44 4.126 0.001
Female 75.24 + 11.67

An independent t-test showed a significant difference in research anxiety between genders. Female
students reported significantly higher research anxiety compared to male students (p = 0.001).
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Table 6: Research Anxiety Across Degree Programs

Program Mean = SD F-value p-value
MS 68.42 +10.31 8.417 0.001
MPhil 72.86 +10.92

PhD 77.14 +12.03

One-way ANOVA indicated a significant difference in research anxiety among degree programs (p =
0.001). PhD students showed the highest anxiety levels, followed by MPhil and MS students.

Table 7: Regression Analysis Predicting Thesis Progress

Predictor B t-value p-value
Research Anxiety -0.542 -8.611 0.001
Supervisor Support 0.317 5.462 0.001
Research Experience 0.228 4.121 0.002

Regression analysis revealed that research anxiety significantly negatively predicted thesis progress
(B = -0.542, p = 0.001). Supervisor support and research experience positively influenced thesis
progress.

Table 8: Regression Analysis Predicting Academic Productivity

Predictor B t-value p-value
Research Anxiety -0.487 -7.984 0.001
Thesis Progress 0.511 8.327 0.001
Supervisor Support 0.266 4.948 0.003

Multiple regression analysis showed that research anxiety significantly reduced academic
productivity (B = -0.487, p = 0.001). Thesis progress and supervisor support significantly improved
academic productivity among postgraduate students.

Table 9: Factors Contributing to Research Anxiety

Factor Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Statistical Analysis Difficulty 298 71.0
Publication Pressure 274 65.2
Thesis Writing Stress 266 63.3
Time Management Issues 239 56.9
Fear of Failure 247 58.8
Lack of Supervisor Support 211 50.2

The most common factor contributing to research anxiety was difficulty in statistical analysis (71.0%),
followed by publication pressure (65.2%) and thesis writing stress (63.3%). Fear of failure and time
management issues were also frequently reported.

679



Liberal Journal of Language & Literature Review
Print ISSN: 3006-5887
Online ISSN: 3006-5895

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the effect of research anxiety on the progress of theses and academic
productivity of postgraduate students. The findings revealed that research anxiety is very high, and it
was found significant with the reduced progress of thesis and academic productivity. Overall, the
findings suggest that research anxiety is not merely a psychological reaction to academic pressure but
has a significant impact on students' research performance and tends to hinder their completion of
research assignments and their production of scholarly work.

One of the major results of the present study was that a considerable number of the postgraduate
students suffered from moderate to severe research fear. This result is in line with the previous studies
that showed that education at the postgraduate level is stressful because of the complexity and
independence needed in conducting their research [17]. The high rate of anxiety might be explained
by the uncertainty about the research methodology, lack of training in how to perform statistical
analysis and lack of confidence in academic writing. This is consistent with previous research which
has indicated that emotional distress is common among postgraduate students while composing their
thesis, especially at the advanced stages of the study [18].

The study also found that there was a significant negative correlation between research anxiety and
thesis progress. This means that the more anxious one is, the more likely they are to have a slower or
delayed progression in research activities. The theoretical model of the transactional model of stress
and coping posits that when faced with high stress, people might avoid coping strategies, thus
decreasing their engagement with the task and productivity [19]. For the postgraduate students,
anxiety can be manifested as procrastination, inability to reach decisions, and reluctance to participate
in complicated research activities like data analysis and writing. These results are consistent with
previous studies, which have found research anxiety to be associated with delayed thesis completion
and decreased academic persistence [20].

One of the important findings was the very strong negative correlation between research anxiety and
academic productivity. Higher anxiety levels were associated with decreased productivity as
measured by research output, publications and academic engagement. This is in line with previous
studies that show anxiety has a negative effect on cognitive functions such as attention, working
memory, and problem-solving skills [21]. Such cognitive deficits can directly impact students'
academic output. Moreover, emotional exhaustion experienced as an emotion related to anxiety has
been linked to burnout, which is a well-known phenomenon among postgraduate students that is
associated with a reduction in academic productivity [22].

The findings also revealed a positive correlation between the thesis progress and academic
productivity. This implies that students that are making regular progress in their thesis have a higher
chance of engaging in constructive academic pursuits like publishing research papers and
contributing to academic discussions. This discovery aligns with findings that research structures help
build confidence and motivation, which are important factors in academic achievement [23]. Self-
efficacy theory suggests that self-efficacy relates to performance, with people who feel more
confident in their ability to succeed more likely to attempt the difficult task and succeed [24].

A difference in research anxiety was also found between female and male students—females were
significantly more anxious than males. The result aligns with the previous study, which indicated that
the female postgraduate students may have more psychological stress because of their various
academic and social responsibilities [25]. Furthermore, cultural and societal norms might exacerbate
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pressure for female students, especially in areas where priorities of the academic and socio-cultural
roles are difficult to balance.

It was also observed that there was more research anxiety among the PhD students than among MS
and MPhil students. This can be attributed to the growing complexity, autonomy and publication
pressure of doctoral study. The expectations on the PhD students are to bring original knowledge to
the table, publish in high-impact journals and execute major research projects in a short period of
time. This may greatly raise the level of psychological pressure and anxiety [26].

Results of regression analysis showed that research anxiety was significant in predicting thesis
progress and academic productivity. Anxiety was consistently and highly correlated with performance
as a predictor, even when other factors like supervisor support and research experience were taken
into account. This discovery is interesting because it emphasises how important psychological factors
are in academic achievement and indicates that psychological and academic interventions are both
required to enhance research outcomes.

The presence of a supervisor was identified as a strong positive predictor of progress in writing a
thesis and academic productivity. This result is in line with the previous studies which highlighted
the need for good supervision in postgraduate education [27]. Clear and responsive supervision can
help to minimise uncertainty, deliver feedback promptly, and boost students' confidence, which
ultimately helps to lower anxiety. On the other hand, the absence of supervision or inadequate
communication could exacerbate stress and hinder research advances.

Some of the major factors identified in the study surrounding research anxiety were finding statistical
analysis difficult to do, publication pressure, stress in writing the thesis, fear of failure and time
management problems. Of these, the most important was the statistical analysis. This includes a high
level of statistical anxiety among postgraduate students, which is reported in earlier studies [28]. It
may also be due to the rise in anxiety because of perceived academic pressure as a result of the greater
and more stringent focus on publications in international journals.

Theoretically, these results can be explained by the Cognitive Load Theory [29], which states that
high cognitive load decreases the efficiency of the working memory and the performance. Students
may be anxious about writing academic papers or analysing data, thus requiring a lot of cognitive
resources, and if that is the case, it might end up straining students' cognitive abilities, resulting in
less productivity.

These results are of special significance in the context of developing countries, where mental health
support services are scarce, mental health supervision systems are not well established, and there is
limited or inadequate training in mental health research. Such structural issues can further exacerbate
research anxiety and have a negative effect on the quality of postgraduate education [30].

While this study has its merits, it also has some limitations. Limited causal interpretation of findings
because of a cross-sectional design. Self-reported measures can have response bias. Further, the study
was limited to selected universities, and this may not provide generalisability. Continuous and mixed
method studies are suggested in the future to investigate causal pathways and deeper psychological
mechanisms.

Finally, the results of the present study prove that research anxiety is one of the most serious
psychological hurdles which adversely impacts thesis construction and academic productivity of
postgraduate students. The results of this study emphasise the importance of implementing academic
and psychological support systems in universities to improve the performance of postgraduates in
research.
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Conclusion

This study's findings indicated that research anxiety is a significant challenge which is very common
in postgraduate students and adversely affects thesis progress and academic productivity. Research
anxiety was related to thesis completion delay, decreased research productivity, and decreased
research activity. The findings reveal that research anxiety is a major psychological obstacle which
hinders the effective research performance and academic performance of students.

Further, thesis progression was found to be positively correlated with the academic productivity,
suggesting that advancing the thesis can positively impact academic production. Supervisor support
and research experience were found to be important protective factors that help to enhance the
progress of a thesis and the level of academic productivity. In conclusion, the study highlights the
need to tackle research anxiety to enhance the performance of post-graduate researchers and timely
completion of their degrees.
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