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Abstract: In order to graduate and obtain a master's degree or 
doctorate, a post-graduate student must conduct research process. 
The post-graduate research process has challenged many students 
and some students leave the course for a certain period while 
others failed to complete their research. This study was conducted 
to explore the major problems faced by post-graduate students in 
Malaysia to conduct a research. The researchers used qualitative 
research design using a semi-structured interview method. The 
instrument of this study is the interview protocol. Interview 
participants were selected using the purposive sampling method. 
The participants in this study were 31 people consist of twelve 
Master Degree and ten PhD students who failed to complete their 
studies in the social science field in public universities in 
Malaysia. In addition, the participants also consist of supervisors 
who have had experience in supervising post-graduate students 
for over 10 years ie nine Professors. Data from participants were 
analyzed using inductive thematic analysis. Based on the results of 
the qualitative study, it has been found that there are six common 
factors related to the problems faced by post-graduate students in 
Malaysia during the research processes such as knowledge, 
personal problems, personality, management, thinking and 
reading. Besides, this study found that the effects of the problems 
faced by post-graduate students during the research process that is 
of no interest, no focus, stress, running out of ideas, do not 
achieve the desired targets, ongoing concerns, loss of 
commitment, slow in complete the research and failed to complete 
the study. 

Keywords: Research Process, Post-graduate Students, 
Problems in Research, Human Resources.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

The National Education Philosophy specifically designed 

to human resources development such as competent 
individuals, knowledgeable and skilled [1]. Therefore, 
educational institutions have an important role as an 
institution that educates human resources to have knowledge 
and skills [2]. Human resources who have master and PhD 
degree can contribute to the emergence of new knowledge or 
concept to solve the problem in general society [3]. 
Post-graduate students also have an influence on the 
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emergence of  new knowledge that is the result of their 
research [4]. An employee who has a master's or PhD degree 
is an important asset of a particular institution in improving 
the quality and professionalism of human resources [5].  

A worker who has a variety of skills are important to 
ensure the quality of work [6]-[7]. As stated by the Malaysian 
Qualifications Agency [8] that post-graduate students in 
Malaysia hopes to become a skilled professional workforce 
and experienced through research practice. This is because 
the various experiences gained by post-graduate students 
while studying in institutions of higher learning. Experience 
in this research activity allows post-graduate students have 
advantages compared with other individuals.  

Development in education is expected to be more 
challenging in the future, particularly to higher education, 
whether students or lecturers. After the National Higher 
Education Strategic Plan was implemented, the country aims 
to produce PhD-qualified graduates 33,000 for the period 
2009-2018 and 27,000 for the period 2019-2023 [9]. 
Financial assistance is provided through the MyMaster, 
MyPhD, PhD Industry and Academic Training Scheme of the 
Public University. Various support has been given by the 
government to help the students who want to pursue a 
master's or doctorate in terms of financing. To graduate, 
post-graduate students are required to conduct the research 
process [8].  

Post-graduate studies include the process of determining 
the subject of research, searching and selection of 
information, selecting the methods and instruments used in 
the study, cooperate with the parties related to the study, 
analysis of study data, writing a thesis and presented the 
findings [10]. There is an increase in the number of students 
who fail to complete the research process which is the 
benchmark for graduation [11]. Many post-graduate students 
face various problems while they carry out the research 
process [12]. The research process at the post-graduate level 
has challenged many students and there are students who 
leave the course for a certain period while others failed to 
complete their research. 

There are various factors that can affect the student's 
research process, where this can cause students to fail in their 
studies [13]. This issue needs to be identified to enable 
further exploration about the real problems faced by students. 
Thus, this study was conducted to explore the main issues 
faced by post-graduate students in Malaysia to conduct the 
research process. Therefore, objective of this study i.e: 
i. To identify common problems faced by post-graduate 

students during research process. 
ii. To identify the effects of problems faced by 

post-graduate students during research process. 
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II. POST-GRADUATE RESEARCH PROCESS 

Post-graduate education in Malaysia consists of master 
Degree and PhD There are six general goals of education and 
learning outcomes to be achieved for the development of a 
post-graduate student [14]. First, is the development of 
knowledge, competence based on scientific process or 
achievement or inquiry and research. Secondly, it includes 
strengthening attitudes, ethics and professionalism values. 
The third goal consists of the use of skills aimed at evaluating 
and making decisions based on student experience as well as 
research findings. Fourth, is the strengthening of various 
efforts in finding knowledge and lifelong learning skills in 
line with the progress of global development. The fifth and 
sixth goals are to produce relevant research findings on a 
national and international scale and disseminate research 
findings through various publications. 

The process in post-graduate research process is 
challenging because it requires time, knowledge, and skills to 
plan and carry out investigations or to report research 
findings to account before a panel of examiners [3]. The 
research process can be divided into three main phases, 
namely the first phase (problem statement, question, 
hypothesis or study objective), second phase (literature 
review, study design, instrumentation, preliminary study) 
data collection, data analysis or study findings, and report 
preparation) [15].  

In addition, the post-graduate research process consist of 
seven major phases, including conducting literature review, 
proposal, presenting the proposals in front of panel, 
conducting research, analyzing research findings, writing 
thesis overall as well as presenting the thesis in front of the 
viva panel [16]. Research in the field of social science differs 
from the real science field [17]. This is because in the field of 
pure science measures something whose results need to be 
exact in accordance with the measurements used, while in 
social science, measures something that is less likely or 
unclear. Examples of attitudes, perceptions, stages, practices 
and so on. 

III. METHODOLOGY 

A. Procedure 

This study aims to explore the major problems faced by 
post-graduate students in Malaysia to carry out the research 
process. In this study, researcher used qualitative research 
design. Qualitative data in this study was obtained from 
interviews with expert groups in education in Malaysia. 
Interview is a process in qualitative studies to obtain data 
[18]. Interview method is appropriate to identify the 
experience of a study participant [19].  

There are three types of interviews, including structured 
interviews, unstructured interviews and semi-structured 
interviews. Semi-structured interview methods have flexible 
properties that make interviewers ready to elaborate on their 
thoughts, views and opinions to researchers [18]. In this 
regard, in the semi-structured interviews of the researchers 
only provide the main questions and the follow-up questions 
are based on the responses of interviewees. In this study, 
researchers used semi-structured interviews to explore the 
problems faced by post-graduate students in Malaysia to 

carry out the research process. 

B. Participants 

Samples of this interview the 31 participants in the field of 
social science in Malaysia. Samples of the interview 
participants were selected using purposive sampling. 
Participants in this study consist of twelve Master Degree 
students and ten PhD students who failed to complete their 
studies in the social science field in public universities in 
Malaysia. In addition, the participants also consist of 
supervisors who have had experience in supervising more 
than 30 post-graduate students for over 15 years i.e. nine 
Professors in the social science field.  

C. Research Instrument 

This research instrument is the interview protocol. In this 
study, the researcher only provides the main question and 
answer follow-up questions based on participant interviews. 
Data from participants were analyzed used inductive 
thematic analysis. The analysis of the interview data was 
based on the findings of the themes obtained from interviews 
with participants. After the interview process, the researcher 
reduced the interview data by repeatedly recording 
interviews. Then the researcher made transcription 
interviews and repeated reading to understand interview data. 
After that, the researcher creates "open coding". Inductive 
thematic analysis is thematic analysis derived from raw 
qualitative data such as interview transcripts, video 
recordings, biographies and so on [20]. As the data analysis 
of this study is based on interviews and transcripts of audio 
recordings, the researchers used an inductive thematic 
analysis. In this regard, the themes identified were based on 
the analysis of interview data with participants that referred 
to the research context.  

IV. FINDINGS 

A. What is the common problems faced by 
post-graduate students in Malaysia during research 
process? 

The researcher creates "open coding" in which the coding 
process of each of the themes that emerges is considered by 
the researcher. At this stage, researchers make coding as 
much code as possible. The findings show that at this stage 
there are 56 codes issued from the interview data. The initial 
codes are as Table I. 
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Table-I: Initial codes of interview data 
No Initial code No Initial code No Initial code No Initial code No Initial code 

1.  
There is no preparation 
for research activities 

13.  
Problems in the 
family 

25.  
Not discipline 

37.  
Unskilled in planning 
research activities 

49.  
No reading skills 

2.  
A low level of knowledge 
about the research 
process as a whole 

14.   
Personal problems 

26.   
Motivation problems 

38.   
Unable to think 
creatively 50.   

Does not make such 
reading so widespread 

3.  
No knowledge of the 
culture of research 15.   

Environmental 
problems 27.   

Not independent or 
too dependent on the 
supervisor 

39.   
Unable to think 
critically 51.   

Not mastered about the 
research that was 
expected 

4.   
Not skilled in conducting 
research 16.   

Emotional and 
psychological 
stress 

28.   
Can not control the 
discipline 40.   

Low level of 
synthesis and analysis 52.   

Do not know the 
research gap in its study 

5.  

It is unclear what issues 
will be studied 

17.  

Pressure in 
conducting 
research 

29.  

Not committed to 
research conducted 

41.  

Difficult to 
understand the 
articles appearing in 
the journal 

53.  

Problems in reading and 
understanding literature 
critically 

6.  

Not being able to identify 
the problem or issue to be 
studied 18.  

Bad relationships 
with friends 

30.  

Easy to give up 
when facing 
problems which 
relate to research 

42.  

It's hard to understand 
things about the 
research in detail 54.  

Reading and writing 
skills are not good 
enough as well as lack 
of proficiency in 
English 

7.  
It is not clear which 
method will be used 19.  

Bad relationship 
with supervisor 31.  

Not talking with 
supervisor 
consistently 

43.  
Do not understand the 
process of examining 
clearly 

55.  
Frequently changing the 
research topic 

8.  
Can not transfer 
knowledge to various 
situations 

20.  
Disorders of the 
external and the 
environment 

32.  
Not working with 
other researchers 44.  

Difficulties in 
obtaining information 56.  

Non-critical reading 

9.  
Negative perception that 
research is something that 
is difficult 

21.  
Inadequate 
financial allocation 33.  

It's hard to find an 
appropriate 
supervisor 

45.  
Difficult to use the 
appropriate language 
in writing 

 
 

10.  

In order to adapt to the 
environment and 
post-graduate academic 
culture 

22.  

No self-confidence 

34.  

Poor financial 
management 

46.  

Difficult in writing 

 

 

11.  Expectations of different 
learning cultures than 
before 

23.  Not skilled in 
research planning 

35.  Irregular 
information 
management 

47.  Lack of research 
resources 

  

12.  Difficult to find relevant 
and relevant titles at the 
post-graduate level 

24.  Can not control the 
discipline in the 
conduct of the 
research process 

36.  Failed in time 
management 

48.  Does not synthesize 
the sources of 
information read 

  

 
Once open coding is carried out, then the researcher 

makes selective coding for codes that have a relationship 
with each theme. In this regard, there are 6 themes that 
researchers have developed and the number of initial codes 

that have been compiled in the themes. Table 2 shows the 
theme is developed and the number of code written in the 
theme. 

 
 

Table-II: Theme development and the number of codes arranged in the theme 
No Theme Developed Number of Codes in Themes 

1 Knowledge  12 

2 Personal problems 9 

3 Personality  9 

4 Management  7 

5 Thinking  6 

6 Reading  13 

 
Table-III: Compilation of theme and code 

No Themes   Code No Themes   Code 

1.  Knowledge 1.  There is no preparation for research activities 4.  Management 31.  Not talking with supervisor consistently 

2.  A low level of knowledge about the research 
process as a whole 

32.  Not working with other researchers 

3.  No knowledge of the culture of research 33.  It's hard to find an appropriate supervisor 

4.  Not skilled in conducting research 34.  Poor financial management 
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  5.  It is unclear what issues will be studied   35.  Irregular information management 

  6.  Not being able to identify the problem or issue to be 
studied 

  36.  Failed in time management 

7.  It is not clear which method will be used 37.  Unskilled in planning research activities 

8.  Can not transfer knowledge to various situations 5.  Thinking  38.  Unable to think creatively 

9.  Negative perception that research is something that 
is difficult 

39.  Unable to think critically 

10.  In order to adapt to the environment and 
post-graduate academic culture 

40.  Low level of synthesis and analysis 

11.  Expectations of different learning cultures than 
before 

41.  Difficult to understand the articles appearing 
in the journal 

12.  Difficult to find relevant and relevant titles at the 
post-graduate level 

42.  It's hard to understand things about the 
research in detail 

2.  Personal 
problems 

13.  Problems in the family 43.  Do not understand the process of examining 
clearly 

  14.  Personal problems 6.  Reading 44.  Difficulties in obtaining information 

  15.  Environmental problems 45.  Difficult to use the appropriate language in 
writing 

  16.  Emotional and psychological stress 46.  Difficult in writing 

  17.  Pressure in conducting research 47.  Lack of research resources 

18.  Bad relationships with friends 48.  Does not synthesize the sources of 
information read 

19.  Bad relationship with supervisor 49.  No reading skills 

20.  Disorders of the external and the environment 50.  Does not make such reading so widespread 

21.  Inadequate financial allocation 51.  Not mastered about the research that was 
expected 

3.  Personality 22.  No self-confidence 52.  Do not know the research gap in its study 

23.  Not skilled in research planning 53.  Problems in reading and understanding 
literature critically 

24.  Can not control the discipline in the conduct of the 
research process 

54.  Reading and writing skills are not good 
enough as well as lack of proficiency in 
English 

25.  Not discipline 55.  Frequently changing the research topic 

26.  Motivation problems 56.  Non-critical reading 

27.  Not independent or too dependent on the supervisor     

28.  Can not control the discipline     

29.  Not committed to research conducted     

30.  Easy to give up when facing problems which relate 
to research 

    

 
Table IV: The effects of the problems faced by post-graduate students 

Keyword Factor 
Give up to continue research Give up 
There is no passion for research No passion 
There is no self-confidence to be able to complete the research as planned No self-confidence 
There is no interest in further research No interest 

Not focused on research conducted Not focused 
Experiencing stress can cause depression Stress  
The lack of ideas in conducting research The lack of ideas 
Not reach the desired target Not reach the desired target 
Ongoing concerns during the research  Ongoing concerns 
There is no commitment to conduct research as planned No commitment 
Late in completing the research Late in completing the research  
Failed to complete the study Failed to complete the study 

 

B. What is the effects of problems faced by 
post-graduate students in Malaysia during research 
process? 

In addition, this study found that the effects of the problems 
faced by post-graduate students to carry out the research 
process are shown in Table 4. 

V. DISCUSSION 

The process passed by post-graduate students in producing 
a research is challenges, this is because the process 
encompasses the process of strengthening knowledge, 
understanding and skills through personal learning, research 
and professional practice where it is not an easy task.  
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This study was conducted to explore the major problems 
faced by post-graduate students in Malaysia to carry out the 
research process. Based on the results of the qualitative study, 
it has been found that there are six (6) main factors related to 
the problems faced by post-graduate students in Malaysia in 
conducting research processes such as knowledge, personal 
problems, personality, management, thinking and reading.  

The results of this study in line with Zulu (2014) that the 
lack of knowledge in the field of research and inexperience in 
transferring knowledge into various situations will lead to 
problems faced by researchers in research. The findings of 
this study also support the results of the study of Pyhalto et al. 
(2012) show that the main factors that make graduate 
students unsuccessful in conducting the research process 
include the lack of research skills, the negative perception 
that research is difficult, poor relationship with supervisor, 
failure to manage time, difficulty finding supervisor 
appropriate, lack of research resources, lack of knowledge of 
research culture, lack of cooperation with other researchers 
and difficulty in obtaining information. 

The findings of this research supports results of Wanjiku  
(2010) and De Schoot et al. (2013), showed that family 
problems can negatively impact either directly or indirectly 
to the performance of students. These findings are also 
supported by Yurttau and Suluna (2010), which suggests that 
the environment does not support can be the cause of a 
student problem. Personality refers to the whole behavior and 
way of thinking that makes a person different from others. 
These results are supported by a study conducted by Atherton 
(2015) found that a little experience makes students lack 
self-confidence in learning. 

Based on the findings of this study, it is also in line with 
Allan, Sniehotta and Johnston (2013) study that the less 
skilled students in management will face problems in 
achieving a goal. Thinking is a mind activity in developing 
existing knowledge to produce something new or solve a 
problem. The results also support Thaneerananon, Triampo 
and Nokkaew (2016) found that the level of student analytic 
thinking skills is relatively low. Effectiveness in scientific 
reading is an aspect that should be taken seriously by each 
student, as read-only without a clear understanding of the 
meaning and purpose of writing will not be able to develop 
the idea. This study supports Manarin et al. (2015) which 
suggests that many students are not critical in reading, not 
reading and not making academic reading widely. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

In order to graduate and obtain a master's degree or 
doctorate, a post-graduate student must conduct research 
process. The post-graduate research process has challenged 
many students and some students leave the course for a 
certain period while others failed to complete their research. 
The results of this study found that if the problems faced by 
the students were not resolved, it would have effects such as 
despair, no spirit, no self-esteem, no interest, no focus, stress, 
lack of ideas, did not reach the target desired, constant worry, 
no commitment, late in completing the research and failed to 
complete the study. Therefore, it is hoped that through this 
research findings, it could be a reference for those involved 
with post-graduate students to resolve this issue. The 

proposal for further study is related to the exploration of 
skills among post-graduate students who are masters and 
PhD students who can assist in solving the problems faced by 
students in conducting the research process. 
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