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FINANCIAL INSTABILITY OF DOCTORAL STUDENTS

The path to obtaining a doctoral degree is a demanding but extremely rewarding process that
should contribute to scientific and personal development. The scientific development of doctoral
students is also closely linked to the social and institutional environment that supports them and,
at the same time, benefits from its effects. It is doctoral students who bring a fresh perspective
and innovative research approaches. At the same time, their activities have an impact on society.
The topics of their research, the popularisation of knowledge, and their involvement in public
debates can not only shape social awareness, but also respond to the real problems of the
modern world. Universities without a strong doctoral environment lose their capacity for creative
development and intergenerational exchange of knowledge.

Unfortunately, hidden in the shadows of academic corridors is often an invisible but extremely
important problem, namely the difficult financial situation of doctoral students. The narrative of
‘sacrifice for science’ is still strongly present in the academic community, which leads to the
downplaying of the real financial problems of doctoral students. Although doctoral education is
perceived as a prestigious and intellectually stimulating career path, in reality, the doctoral
community struggles with chronic stress, uncertainty about the future, and burnout.

In 2018, as a result of the reform of the doctoral education system, a universal non-refundable
doctoral scholarship was introduced, granted by law to doctoral students who do not hold a
doctoral degree. It should be noted that previously, doctoral students had to compete for
scholarships, as they were only awarded to a small group of doctoral students. It should be noted
that the statutory regulation granting doctoral scholarships by law is an important step towards
supporting doctoral students and the development of doctoral education. However, the amount
of the doctoral scholarship, which was intended to provide doctoral students with financial
stability and enable them to fully engage in research activities, proves to be insufficient in the
context of rising living costs and academic requirements.

Pursuant to Article 209(4) of the Act of 20 July 2018 — The Law on Higher Education and Science
(Journal of Laws of 2024, item 1571, as amended ), the minimum amount of a doctoral scholarship in
doctoral schools until the month in which the mid-term evaluation was carried out is 37% of a
professor's remuneration (as of 31 August 2025, the doctoral scholarship amounts to PLN 3,466.90
gross), and after the mid-term evaluation, 57% of a professor's remuneration (as of 31 August 2025,
the scholarship amounts to PLN 5,340.90 gross).

Doctoral students with a disability certificate, a disability degree certificate or a certificate
referred to in Articles 5 and Articles 62 of the Act of 27 August 1997 on vocational and social
rehabilitation and employment of persons with disabilities, shall receive a doctoral scholarship
increased by 30% of the amount of the doctoral scholarship awarded until the month in which the
mid-term evaluation was carried out, i.e. PLN 3,466.90 gross.
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In view of the above, the doctoral scholarship payment should be increased by PLN 1,040.07 (as at
31 August 2025). The amount of the increase should be added to the scholarship amount both
before and after the mid-term evaluation.

The doctoral scholarship is exempt from personal income tax as one of the scholarships listed in
the Act of 20 July 2018 - Law on Higher Education and Science. However, doctoral students
receiving a doctoral scholarship are subject to compulsory pension and disability insurance.

It should be noted that the amount of the statutory doctoral scholarship before the mid-term
assessment is significantly lower than the minimum wage, which from 1 January 2025 will be PLN
4,666.00 gross. The difference is PLN 1,199.10 gross, to the detriment of doctoral students.

Doctoral students are expected to be fully committed to research and teaching activities:
conducting research, publishing articles, participating in domestic and international conferences,
obtaining grants, and often also teaching classes as part of professional internships and
completing research and teaching internships. Often, the costs associated with conducting
research are covered by doctoral students from their own funds. In addition, in many cities,
especially large academic centres, living costs consume a significant portion of the scholarship.
As a result, many doctoral students are forced to take on additional employment outside the
doctoral school, which not only hinders the fulfiiment of their scientific duties, but also negatively
affects their mental well-being.

It should be noted here that until 30 September 2023, there was a ban on employing doctoral
students as academic teachers or research staff. The ban was intended to eliminate the risk
associated with excessive teaching, research and organisational burdens. The National
Representation of Doctoral Students called for the ban on employing doctoral students to be
lifted, among other things because of the inadequacy of doctoral scholarships in relation to
current realities. Currently, doctoral students may be employed as academic teachers or research
staff.

Low incomes, financial instability and academic pressure create an explosive mixture that directly
affects the mental health of young researchers. Many of them experience symptoms of chronic
stress. They lack a sense of security and social recognition. In the long term, this may lead to an
outflow of the most talented individuals from the science system and hinder the development of
innovation in the country. Caring for the economic and mental well-being of doctoral students
should be one of the priorities of the state's science policy.

Solving this problem requires not only increased funding for science and research, but also a
change in the approach to scientific work, which is demanding and deserves appropriate support
and remuneration.
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