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Surviving the Viva 

Understanding the 
 doctoral viva 

What to expect  

Preparing in advance  

On the day 

What happens 
 afterwards 

 

 



What is a ‘viva’? …. and what’s it for? 

To ensure fair play  

Helping examiners to understand the written 
 work 

The ‘Living Voice’:  Oral Exam 

    “Defence” 

    Conversation  

Rite of passage ? 
 

 

[For definitions and overview, see Murray, 2009: 15-37] 

 



What are examiners looking for? 

The 

Thesis 

Knowledge of 
the Field 

Critical 
Thinking  

Handling 
Concepts  

Use of 
research 
methods  

Marks of 
Scholarship  

Contribution 
to 

Knowledge  



Examiners’ Views 
(Trafford & Leshem, 2008: 188) 

“When I first read a thesis, the impressions that I get certainly influence how I 
proceed through to the final chapter and into the accompanying details. Really 
poorly expressed argument or major blunders of methodology are rare in my 
experience. They stand out when they do happen. My attention will be on 
trying to detect exactly how the candidate has tackled their research. If I can get 
behind the words and identify with their thinking, that usually tells me more 
than what is written on the page. In the viva, I will follow up these impressions 
to fill in my picture of the candidate as a potential postdoctoral researcher.” 

 

“I am always looking for aspects in the thesis that show merit or weakness. 
Merit is easier to recognise because it is what scholarship is all about … If the 
good points are plentiful in the thesis then my questions in the viva are really 
just con-firming that the candidate can justify and explain their research. Weak 
theses always take more of my time. I want to understand why it is weak and 
why things have been overlooked or omitted! My tentative agenda for the viva 
is always based on my initial report.” 



Gaining Experience along the way 

Becoming a doctoral candidate: 

 What kind of training? Explicit 
or Implicit? 

 

For the viva: 

 MPhil > PhD upgrade 
 Stage 1 Portfolio assessment 

(DProf) 
 Annual Progress Reviews 
 Work in progress seminars 
 Publishing and peer review  
 Conferences and papers 
 MOCK VIVA  
 
 



In advance of the Viva  

 Choosing and appointing an 
 External Examiner 

 Intention to Submit 

 “Mock Viva” 

 Revising, Proof-Reading,  
 Binding 

 Submission  

 Date of Viva 

 External & Internal Examiners 
 Read, Report, Consult 



On the Day  

Last-minute prep  

Venue 

Timing 

Who’s in the Room 

What to take in with you 

 



The Viva (1):  
Some predictable questions   

What made you choose this 
topic? 

What’s your research question/ 
conceptual framework*/thesis? 

How did you arrive at your 
research design? 

How would you justify your 
methods? 

Why did you choose X&Y as 
your key voices? 

How did you arrive at your 
conclusions? 

 

What’s your contribution to 
knowledge? 
What would you do differently if 
you were starting again? 
How has your thinking moved 
on? 
How would you critique this 
thesis? 
What are you going to do after 
the doctorate?  
Is there anything else you’d like 
to tell us about your thesis? 
 

[*aka ‘Big Idea’] 

 



The Viva (2): Managing the Event 
 

This is an Exam, so … 

Listen to the Questions carefully 

Think before you speak 

Answer the question … then stop 

It’s your research, so … 

Be prepared to defend your ideas and state your 
 views 

It’s your viva, so … 

Ask for clarification of questions 

Take your time  

 



The Viva (3): Possible Outcomes  

a. Immediate Award 

b. Minor Amendments (3 months) 

c. Major Amendments (6 months) 

d. ‘Substantial’ Revision and 
Resubmission   

e. Immediate award of lower degree 

f. Revision and resubmission for 
lower degree 

g. Rejection without right of 
resubmission  



Conclusion: an ending or a 
beginning? 

The culmination of a 
journey – achieving closure 
on your research …. 

 

… Achieving your doctorate 
will open new doors! 


