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ABSTRACT
Doctoral thesis defenses are pivotal milestones in providing essential academic feedback and signifying key 
transitions in doctoral education. Traditionally held face-to-face, these defenses moved swiftly online, raising 
questions about their effectiveness and sustainability. This study uses an exploratory sequential mixed-methods 
approach to compare online and face-to-face doctoral thesis defenses using a SWOT analysis framework. 
The qualitative phase involved collecting data from 10 experienced thesis advisors, followed by a quantitative 
survey of 49 doctoral students from 14 academic departments. The findings highlight the distinct advantages 
of online defenses, such as increased spatial and temporal flexibility and the ability to record sessions for 
later reviews. However, ongoing technical difficulties and insufficient technical support pose significant 
weaknesses and threats to online defense formats. In contrast, face-to-face defenses excel at promoting strong 
interpersonal communication and dialogue, with genuine academic interactions identified as significant 
opportunities. Additionally, the study emphasizes that students’ demographic characteristics, technological 
competencies, and prior online meeting experiences influence their preferences and perceptions of thesis 
defense formats. These insights offer practical guidance for universities seeking to optimize doctoral defense 
procedures in the evolving post-pandemic educational landscape.
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INTRODUCTION 
The global landscape of graduate education has experienced rapid transformation, necessitating the transition 
of doctoral dissertation defenses from traditional face-to-face (F2F) formats to online platforms (Conrad, 
2022). Initially implemented as emergency measures, online dissertation defenses have prompted inquiries 
regarding their long-term viability and effectiveness in comparison with conventional F2F settings (Allen 
and Williams, 2022). As academic institutions contemplate the future of dissertation defense formats, a 
systematic evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages of both approaches has become increasingly 
essential.
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Graduate education is generally categorized into two levels: master’s and doctoral programs. Master’s students 
typically completed their education by successfully passing coursework and presenting their dissertation to 
a jury In contrast, doctoral education is more comprehensive and structured which includes multiple stages 
such as coursework, advisor assignment, qualifying exams, thesis proposal, ongoing evaluation through 
thesis monitoring defenses, and the final thesis defense (Gardner, 2008) While specific practices may vary 
slightly across countries, the overall structure of doctoral education is widely recognized and accepted within 
the academic community (Cardoso et al. 2022).
Graduate programs rapidly shifted to remote synchronous and asynchronous modes, which brought both 
conveniences and challenges (Rasheed, Sadaf & Abbas, 2024). While online dissertation defenses provided 
flexibility and reduced stress levels for some students, they also introduced significant drawbacks, including 
technical difficulties and limited opportunities for meaningful communication (Shur, 2024; Handoyono & 
Suparmin, 2020). As the pandemic subsides, determining the most effective mode of dissertation defense 
(online or F2F) remains a critical issue that demands empirical investigation to guide future educational 
practices.
Existing literature has explored the transition to online doctoral defenses largely through individual case 
studies, but comprehensive comparative analyses utilizing structured frameworks, such as SWOT analyses, 
remain limited. Addressing this gap, this study aims to conduct a mixed-methods SWOT analysis of online 
and F2F doctoral dissertation defenses in Turkiye. The findings aims to guide university administrators, 
policymakers, and academics in making informed decisions about the optimal organization of doctoral 
defenses in the post-pandemic educational landscape.

RELATED LITERATURE
Online dissertation defenses, initially implemented as emergency measures, quickly became a necessary 
adaptation within graduate programs. This abrupt transformation has sparked substantial academic discussion 
and inquiry. A growing body of literature examines has begun to explore the shift to online platforms, often 
employing SWOT analysis to evaluate the implications. . This review synthesizes studies that compare the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats associated with both F2F and online doctoral dissertation 
defenses, providing a comprehensive overview of their relative merits and challenges.
Byram and Stoicheva (2025) demonstrate that doctoral thesis defenses are not merely academic evaluation 
processes but also culturally influenced rituals. Comparative case studies across various countries reveal that 
the formal structure of defense processes, such as jury composition, duration, and public accessibility, varies. 
However, the primary objective of the defense, which is to validate the candidate’s research competence and 
academic independence, remains a consistent element. The findings of Byram and Stoicheva’s (2025) study 
indicate that the role of supervisors in the defense process differs from one country to another, with some 
systems allowing active participation and others excluding them entirely. Additionally, it is emphasized in 
Byram and Stoicheva’s (2025) study that thesis defenses often induce anxiety in candidates, necessitating a 
process that is more transparent, pedagogically supportive, and culturally inclusive. A key implication is that 
the defense should be regarded as a “knowledge performance,” thereby contributing to the production of 
both academic and social capital.
Bandarsyah et al. (2022) examined the psychological impact of online thesis defense on doctoral students 
and reported a decrease in anxiety and an increase in self-confidence compared to traditional F2F dissertation 
defenses. In addition to these psychological benefits, several studies have highlighted advantages in advisor-
student communication during online defenses. Borgeson et al. (2021) reported that advisors were more 
actively involved inmonitoring the thesis process in an online setting and students received more support 
from their advisors. Similarly, Suparman (2021) identified the clarity, ease of following, and consistency of 
advisors’ recommendations as advantages of the online thesis process. These findings suggest that advisor-
student communication was more effective in the online thesis defense environment.
Limitations of the online dissertation experience have also been identified in the literature. Djatmika et al. 
(2022) reported that, according to faculty members, students face challenges in data collection, participated 
less actively in the advising process, and struggled to maintain effective communication with their advisors. 
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Similarly, Handoyono and Suparmin (2020) highlighted communication and engagement issues associated 
with videoconference-based defenses. Peuteman et al. (2021) found that, although faculty members were 
open to using online formats to enhance the quality of dissertation defenses, their willingness to continue 
with online defenses was low reflecting a general preference for face-to-face interaction during the dissertation 
process. Borgeson et al. (2021) observed a number of students experiencing psychological difficulties and a 
lack of emotional support during the pandemic.
Research on online dissertations has identified several opportunities, particiluarly in terms of time efficiency 
and convenience. Suparman (2021) noted that the online thesis experience facilitates effective and efficient 
advising with ubiquitous access to communication. This fidings were supported by, Seidl-Pech and Many 
(2021) who highlighted the flexibility of scheduling and reduced time required to organize an online defense. 
Taufik (2020) further emphasized the punctuality of online defense, noting their ability to minimize time 
loss commonly associated with in-person meetings. Another significant advantage is the option to record 
online defenses. As Peuteman et al. (2021) observe, recorded sessions provide an opportunity for later review, 
which can be especially beneficial for both students and evaluators. Additionally, de Simon-Martin et al. 
(2018) emphasized that recorded defenses enhance the transparency of the evaluation process and support 
the verifiability of official documents, strengthening review and appeal procedures
Another notable advantage of online dissertation defenses is the increased potential for diversity in committee 
membership. De Simon-Martin et al. (2018) recognized the potential to assemble a more heterogeneous 
panel of experts with easier mobility. Similarly, Kearsley et al. (1995) found that online platforms facilitate 
the formation of an internationally diverse committee. The literature also supports the overall effectiveness 
of online defenses. Seidl-Pech and Many (2021) reported that online preliminary defenses reduce candidates’ 
stress levels and serve as valuable preparation for the final defense. Furthermore, studies such as those by 
Kearsley et al. (1995) confirm that online defenses can be conducted and evaluated with the same level of 
rigor and validity as their face-to-face counterparts.
Conversely, several studies have highlighted the challenges associated with online dissertation defenses. 
Djatmika et al. (2022) and Handoyono and Suparmin (2020) identified challenges such as inconsistent 
access to digital platforms and recurring technical difficulties, which can disrupt the flow of communication 
and hinder the overall effectiveness of the defense process. These technical challenges were also noted by 
Gray and Crosta (2019), who observed that such disruptions can negatively affect communication between 
students and their advisors. In terms of assessment, Peuteman et al. (2021) investigated concerns about 
potential systematic errors in oonline evaluationsbut found that the outcomes of online exams were largely 
comparable to those conducted face-to-face. In contrast, Taufik (2020) emphasized the inefficiencies of 
traditional face-to-face thesis processes, citing drawbacks such as excessive paper use and scheduling delays. 
The literature review reveals the multifaceted nature of online dissertation defenses, highlighting various 
benefits such as continuous advisory support, cost-effectiveness, the ability to form internationally diverse 
defense panels, and the potential for more transparent evaluation processes (Byram and Stoicheva, 2025; 
Borgeson et al. 2021; Suparman, 2021; Peuteman et al. 2021; Simon-Martin et al. 2018; Kearsley et al. 
1995). However, several limitations have also been identified, such as challenges with data collection issues, 
reduced supervisor-student interaction, and post-pandemic reluctance to fully embrace distance learning. 
Issues such as unreliable internet connectivity and potential biases in online evaluations further complicate 
the picture. Although there are existing studies on online and face-to-face PhD defenses in the literature, few 
have systematically compared the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of these two formats. To 
address the gap, the current study adopts a mixed-method approach to provide comprehensive and practical 
insights into how doctoral defenses should be structured moving forward. The literature summarized in the 
table below shows that online and face-to-face thesis defenses have distinct advantages and disadvantages.
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Table 1. SWOT analysis of online and F2F doctoral defense literature summary

SWOT Dimension Findings and Prominent Themes Related Resources

Online Defense Strengths - Reduced anxiety and stress levels

- Increased flexibility and time management 
advantage

- Recordability of defense meetings (evidence, 
review, transparency)

Bandarsyah et al. (2022) 
Suparman (2021) 
Seidl-Pech & Many (2021) 
Peuteman et al. (2021)

Online Defense Weaknesses 
& Threats

- Inadequate technical infrastructure and internet 
connection problems

- Counselor-student communication difficulties

- Difficulties in data collection processes and low 
participation

Handoyono & Suparmin (2020) 
Djatmika et al. (2022) 
Gray & Crosta (2019)

F2F Defense Strengths - Strong communication and direct interaction

- Culturally influenced rituals

- Academic and authentic experiences

- Psychological advantages of meeting jury members 
face-to-face (motivation and sense of belonging)

Byram and Stoicheva (2025)

Borgeson et al. (2021) 
Kearsley et al. (1995)

F2F Defense Weaknesses & 
Threats

- Space and time constraints

- Economic burdens (travel, accommodation)

- Logistical challenges and jury scheduling issues

Taufik (2020) 
Peuteman et al. (2021)

This study aimed to provide a comparative analysis of SWOT dimensions for both F2F and online dissertation 
defenses, a niche that has not been thoroughly explored. By examining these dimensions, this study seeks to 
contribute to the thesis defense process, offering insights that can help determine the most effective setting 
for conducting thesis defenses in the future.

CURRENT STUDY
Between 2020 and 2022, different experience was gained in conducting dissertation defenses in online 
environments (Manathunga, 2024). Thus, it has become apparent that both online and F2F defense formats 
offer unique sets of advantages, limitations, opportunities, and threats. However, a comparison of these 
two formats in terms of their respective SWOTs, particularly focusing on the key qualities that thesis 
defenses should possess, has been notably lacking in the literature. Drawing from both related literature and 
our experience with these defenses formats, it is evident that online and F2F defenses each have different 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOTs). To address this gap, we designed an exploratory 
mixed-methods study to compare these two types of defenses and identify their respective SWOTs. The 
results provide a deeper understanding of the dynamics involved and offer practical recommendations for 
optimizing both online and F2F thesis defenses.

METHOD
In this study, an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design was employed to compare online and face-
to-face doctoral thesis defenses. This approach was selected because it enables the sequential collection and 
integration of qualitative and quantitative data and is particularly suitable for research requiring contextual 
depth, such as SWOT analysis (Firat, 2022). In this study, a SWOT analysis framework was developed 
and implemented, consisting of four components: strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Berry, 
2017). In the qualitative phase, a directed qualitative content analysis was conducted based on expert 
responses to an open-ended SWOT form in order to identify themes and subthemes related to both defense 
formats. In the quantitative phase, a cross-sectional survey method was used, and a structured questionnaire 
comprising Likert-type items derived from the qualitative themes was administered to doctoral students to 
examine and compare the perceived SWOT dimensions.
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Ethical Considerations
We adhered to the ethical principles outlined by the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) . Prior to 
data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the Anadolu University Ethics Committee. At every 
stage of this research process, as in all related studies, we adhered to fundamental ethical principles such as 
honesty, confidentiality, responsibility, and equitable sharing of findings (Uzuner, 2005). The key ethical 
considerations included securing official approval for the research, obtaining informed consent form  all 
participants, and ensuring the confidentiality and welfare of the those involved. Before data collection 
commenced, participants were fully informed about the purpose and scope of the study, their voluntary 
involvement, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Data provided by participants 
were kept strictly confidential and were not shared with others. To further protect anonymity, no personal 
identifiers were used during data analysis or reporting. Additionally, the use of online platforms for data 
collection enabled participants to share their views freely and comfortably without disclosing their identities, 
thereby supporting both ethical standards and data integrity. 

Qualitative Stage

The data obtained during the qualitative phase were used to identify the main themes for the SWOT analysis 
and to construct the survey items for the subsequent quantitative phase. . Themes that emerged from the 
qualitative analysis were carefully translated into Likert-type scale items, which were then evaluated by 
doctoral students. This approach enabled the integration of the in-depth insights gained from qualitative data 
with the broader generalizability offered by quantitative data, ultimately enhancing the comprehensiveness 
and validity of the study’s findings. 
An open-ended SWOT analysis form comprising targeted questions was developed and shared with field 
experts. Each of the four SWOT components of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats was 
structured separately for both online and F2F defense formats to allow for direct comparison. The structure 
and content of the online SWOT analysis are detailed in Table 2. 

Table 2. Structure of the online SWOT analysis form

STRENGTHS WEAKNESS
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Fa
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s

Face-to-face defense 	

                                  

                                                                       Online defense

Face-to-face defense 	

                                      

                                                                                 Online defense

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

Ex
te

rn
al

 
Fa

ct
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s

Face-to-face defense 	

                                   

                                                                     Online defense

Face-to-face defense 	

                                          

                                                                                Online defense

In the qualitative and quantitative phases of the study, purposeful sampling (information-rich cases) was 
employed to select PhD thesis advisors with direct experience in both online and face-to-face thesis defenses. 
These advisors were chosen specifically for their ability to make informed comparisons between the two defense 
formats. In the quantitative phase, doctoral students from a range of disciplines were selected to ensure diverse 
perspectives and to enhance the generalizability of the findings. The data collection tool was distributed online 
with 20 advisors who met the inclusion criteria. Ten participants completed the form. Of the participating 
advisors, six were associate professors, and four were professors. Their departmental affiliations included 
Computer Education and Instructional Technologies, Distance Education, Educational Science, Industrial 
Engineering, Social Science Education, Special Education, and Visual Communication Design.
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The content analysis began with the identification of key categories derived from the SWOT framework: 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. These categories were used to guide the initial coding 
process. Three researchers independently coded the data, and each transcript was analyzed by at least two different 
researchers to increase the reliability of the findings. A peer debriefing process was used to minimize potential 
bias and enhance trustworthiness. During this phase, the researchers held regular meetings to discuss ther 
coding decisions, compare interpretations, and resolve any discrepancies through consensus. This collaborative 
approach not only ensured consistency across the data analysis but also facilitated the triangulation of findings, 
thereby strengthening the overall validity of the study. Directed content analysis aims to confirm, refine, and 
develop a theory or expand an existing theory or conceptual framework in a new context (Assarroudi et al. 
2018). The draft SWOT analysis was collaboratively reviewed and refined by the research team. Items, themes, 
and codes were finalized through consensus, with redundant elements removed. In vivo coding was employed 
to preserve the participants’ original language and ensure authenticity in theme development. 
Survey items for the quantitative phase were developed based on the findings from the qualitative stage. These 
items were directly derived from the codes, themes, and subthemes identified through the content analysis 
of advisor responses. To ensure alignment with the qualitative data and maintain conceptual accuracy, all 
three researchers were actively involved in the item development process. Decisions regarding item phrasing, 
structure, and inclusion were made collaboratively, with final selections reached through consensus.  

Quantitative Stage

A SWOT analysis survey was developed based on findings from the qualitative phase. From the analysis, 47 
themes were identified. However, the theme related to “jury supervision” was excluded, resulting in a total of 
46 survey items. Each item was designed to reflect one of the identified themes. The survey was structured 
into two parts. The first part gathered demographic information from graduate students, including age, 
gender, academic program, and self-reported technological proficiency. The second part consisted of the 46 
SWOT-based Likert-type items. To ensure face and content validity, the draft survey was reviewed by three 
field experts. Based on their feedback, necessary revisions were made to improve clarity and alignment with 
the study objectives. Following this, a pilot study was conducted with five graduate student participants. As 
a result of their feedback, three items were revised to enhance comprehension and relevance.  To establish 
content (scope) validity, expert review was conducted using the Lawshe Content Validity Ratio (CVR) 
technique. Three field experts evaluated each survey item as “essential,” “useful but not essential,” or “not 
necessary.” CVR values were calculated for all items, and items with CVR values below the critical threshold 
for three experts (CVR = 0.99) were revised or removed. As a result, all retained items met the minimum 
CVR requirement, indicating satisfactory content validity. The finalized survey instrument was then used 
in the second phase of the study to collect quantitative data from doctoral students. This phase aimed to 
validate and expand on the themes identified in the qualitative stage, providing a robust comparative analysis 
of online and face-to-face dissertation defences.
Participants in the quantitative phase of the study represented a diverse range of academic disciplines, totaling 
12 different doctoral programs. These included: Computer Education and Instructional Technologies 
(1), Distance Education (7), Education Management (1), English Language Teaching (6), Guidance and 
Psychological Counseling (3), Pharmacology (1), Physical Education and Sports Teacher Education (1), 
Primary Education (2), Science Education (3), Social Science Education (2), Special Education (31), and 
Turkish Language Teaching (2). The wide disciplinary spread allowed for a broad perspective on doctoral 
defense experiences. Participants’ self-reported technological competency averaged 2.41 on a 3-point scale (1 
= Basic, 2 = Intermediate, 3 = Advanced), indicating a generally high level of confidence in using technology. 
Notably, none of the participants identified their competency as basic; all classified themselves as either 
intermediate or advanced users. The average age of the participants was 33.9 years. The youngest participant 
was 27 years old, and the oldest was 46 years old. SWOT and descriptive statistical analyses were used for 
quantitative analysis.
This study followed a two-stage explanatory sequential mixed method design, beginning with qualitative 
data collection and analysis, followed by a quantitative phase . This design utilized the strengths of both types 
of data to deepen the SWOT analysis and increase the reliability of the results.
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FINDINGS 
The findings of the study are presented in two distinct stages. In the first stage, results from the directed 
content analysis of the qualitative data gathered from field experts are outlined. In the second stage, the 
results of the quantitative analysis are presented. These findings were derived from the survey completed by 
doctoral students and were directly informed by the qualitative themes.

Qualitative Phase Findings
Content analysis was conducted on the qualitative data obtained from the doctoral thesis advisors. This 
analysis was structured using a hierarchical tree format . We identified themes and subthemes for the eight 
components of the SWOT analysis (F2F and online). Through content analysis, we identified 76 subthemes 
and 47 themes. Each theme was composed of either a single subtheme or multiple related subthemes The 
subthemes with the highest frequencies were “technical problems,” defined as a weakness of online defense 
(f=11); “establishing new collaborations” and “high engagement opportunity,” defined as opportunities for 
F2F defense (f=7); “transportation and accommodation difficulties,” defined as threats to F2F defense (f=7); 
and “opportunity to create a heterogeneous jury,” defined as an opportunity for online defense (f=7). The 
themes and average frequencies of the SWOT categories are listed in Table 3.

Table 3. Theme frequencies and average frequencies of SWOT categories

Swot Categories Themes f F Means 
(Sub-Total)

F2F Opportunities

Authentic experiences 11

5.5

Candidate’s academic experience 7

High Engagement 8

Peer Support 3

Professional technical support 2

Streamlining the bureaucratic process 2

F2F Strengths

Combining F2F and digital opportunities 1

5.25Physical Presence 2

Psychological Presence 3
Strong communication and dialog 15

F2F Threats

Difficulties in compensating for procedural disruptions 1

3.86

Economic difficulties 2
Going beyond the purpose of the meeting 1
Student’s loss of motivation 1
The challenge of creating an effective jury 4
Threats to the scheduling of the jury session 17

Uploading preparations to the student other than the purpose of the meeting 1

F2F Weakness

Anxiety, stress and tension 4

2.75

Difficulty sharing digital content 3
Disruption of the other work of the jury members 1
Financial challenges 1
Lack of flexibility in jury selection 2
Off-topic interactions 3
Temporal and spatial inflexibility 6
Transportation difficulties 2

Online 
Opportunities

Flexibility to appoint jury members 10

4.25
Limiting off-topic communication 1
Opportunity to make a quality presentation 1
Recording meeting 5
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Online Strengths

Better focus 1

3.73

Careful behavior of the jury and the student 1
Continuity of the jury 1
Decreased anxiety, stress and tension 10
Decreased bureaucracy 2
Economic 1
Evaluate digital products 1
Increasing the ability to use technology 1
Planning flexibility 1
Providing technical facilitation in communication 1
Temporal and spatial flexibility 21

Online Threats
Disruption of context due to external factors 1

7Technical Problems 17
Waste of Time Due to Connection Problems 3

Online Weakness
Communication limitations 10

4.67Deprivation of authentic experience 3
Technical Support 1

As shown in Table 3, the most frequently reported strength of online doctoral defenses was temporal and 
spatial flexibility (f = 21), reflecting advisors’ emphasis on reduced dependence on time and location. In 
contrast, technical problems emerged as the most prominent threat to online defenses (f = 17). For face-to-
face doctoral defenses, strong communication and dialogue constituted the most salient strength (f = 15), 
while difficulties related to jury scheduling represented the most frequently cited threat (f = 17). Overall, 
these findings suggest that online defenses are primarily characterized by flexibility but are constrained by 
technical challenges, whereas face-to-face defenses are distinguished by strong academic interaction alongside 
organizational constraints.
When theme frequencies were examined at the category level, online strengths (f = 42) and face-to-face 
opportunities (f = 33) were the most frequently represented SWOT categories. This pattern highlights the 
internal advantages of online defenses and the external opportunities associated with face-to-face formats. 
In contrast, online opportunities (f = 17) and face-to-face weaknesses (f = 14) were less frequently reported. 
Finally, average frequency values calculated for each SWOT category indicated that online threats had the 
highest mean frequency, whereas face-to-face weaknesses had the lowest mean frequency.

Quantitative Phase Findings
Survey items were developed based on the themes identified in the qualitative phase. A total of 47 themes 
were analyzed, with survey items created for each theme except for “effective supervision of jury members.” 
The survey items were designed to capture the essence of each theme identified in the content analysis.  The 
item with the highest average score was “Online defense provides the opportunity to record the meeting (for 
the purpose of recall, evidence, and control)” (X=4.490). The item with the lowest average score was “It is 
more difficult to include the most suitable juror for the thesis in an F2F jury (limited to professors in the 
same city, etc.)” (X=2.00). The first item highlights the advantages of online defense, whereas the last item 
involves the threats of F2F defense. The striking contrast between these two items, one highlighting the 
advantages of online defenses and the other addressing a limitation of F2F defenses, is an important finding. 
Similarly, the top three items in the item averages were related to the advantages of online defense, whereas 
the bottom three items were linked to the threats posed by F2F defense. These findings affirm the validity 
and reliability of the data obtained.
The 46 items of the survey created to evaluate F2F, and online defense were derived from the themes 
identified in the qualitative phase of the study. Each survey item corresponds to a different theme. These 46 
themes were distributed across the eight SWOT categories of F2F and Online Defense. Table 5 presents the 
average survey scores for the themes and categories, which allows for a comparison of the scores across the 
SWOT categories. The findings revealed that F2F defense had higher average scores than online defense, 
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both in terms of strengths (3.602>3.52) and opportunities (3.776>3.48). Online defense, on the other 
hand, received higher average scores in both the weakness (3.476>3.423) and threat (4.027>2.98) categories. 
These findings indicate that students find F2F meetings more successful in doctoral thesis defense. The 
differences in these scores may have been affected by students’ technology usage competency and their prior 
experience with online meeting platforms (e.g., Zoom, Teams, and Meet). Cross-comparisons are provided 
in Table 4 to further explore this potential influence. 

Table 4. Crosstab of technology usage competency, online meeting experiences and SWOT categories

Technology 
Usage 
Competency

Online Meeting 
Experience (Zoom, 
Teams, Meet Ect.)
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Intermediate

Intermediate 3.5 3.41 2.9 3.52 3.55 3.68 3.98 3.54

Advanced 3.7 3.7 3.29 3.67 3.8 3.66 3.94 3.45

Basic 4.5 4.25 2.29 3 3.13 3.09 4.17 3.67

Advanced

Intermediate 3.46 3 3.14 3.59 3.13 3.59 4 2.83

Advanced 4.09 3.8 2.89 3.16 3.33 3.31 4.13 3.56

Basic - - - - - - - -

Students with medium-level technology usage competency and basic online meeting experience reported 
higher average scores for F2F Opportunities and F2F Strengths and lower average scores for F2F Threats 
and F2F Weaknesses compared to the other groups. On the online jury side, however, the opportunities and 
strength averages were lower, whereas the threat and weakness averages were lower than those of the other 
groups. This finding suggests that students with lower technology usage competency and less experience with 
online meetings tend to favor the opportunities and strengths associated with F2F thesis defense.
Students with advanced technology usage competency and medium online meeting experience had higher 
average scores for F2F Threats and F2F Weakness and lower average scores for F2F Opportunities and F2F 
Strengths compared to the other groups. Conversely, for online jury defense, the strength averages were 
higher, while the opportunity, thread, and weakness averages were lower than those of the other groups. This 
finding shows that students with greater technology usage competency and more experience with online 
meetings tend to favor the strengths of online thesis defense formats. These findings indicate that technology 
usage competency and online meeting experience play significant roles in shaping students’ preferences 
for both F2F and online thesis defense. To further explore the impact of age on SWOT survey scores, a 
comparison of age groups and their corresponding SWOT scores was conducted, as presented in Table 5. 

Table 5. Crosstab of ages and SWOT categories

Age F2f 
Opportunities

F2f 
Strengths F2f Threats F2f Weakness Online 

Opportunities
Online 
Strengths

Online 
Threats

Online 
Weakness

<=30 3.4325 3.355 2.89 3.58 3.5825 3.685 3.8325 3.2375

31-39 3.98889 3.79333 2.92111 3.35222 3.38444 3.36556 4.14 3.65556

>=40 3.000 2.313 3.178 3.410 3.938 4.093 3.003 2.918

An examination of the data revealed notable age-related trends in SWOT category preferences. Participants 
aged 31–39 years recorded the highest average scores for F2F Opportunities and F2F Strengths In contrast, 
participants aged 40 years and older had the highest average scores for Online Opportunities and Online 
Strengths, indicating a greater level of support for online thesis defenses within this group. 
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Integration of Qualitative and Quantitative Findings
This section describes the integration of the findings obtained from both the qualitative and quantitative 
stages of the study. The integration was conducted at two levels: the individual item level and the overall 
SWOT category level Table 6 display the quantitative mean scores of the themes, the qualitative frequencies, 
and the combined mean data for each SWOT category. 

Table 6. Survey means and interview frequencies for themes in SWOT categories

Swot 
Categories Themes Means Means 

(Sub-Total) F
F Means 

(Sub-Total)

F2F 
Opportunities

Authentic experiences 4.102

3.776

11

5.5

Candidate’s academic experience 3.714 7

High Engagement 3.878 8

Peer Support 3.306 3

Professional technical support 3.796 2

Streamlining the bureaucratic process 3.857 2

F2F Strengths

Combining F2F and digital opportunities 4.041

3.602

1

5.25
Physical Presence 3.306 2

Psychological Presence 3.102 3

Strong communication and dialog 3.959 15

F2F Threats

Difficulties in compensating for procedural disruptions 3.449

2.980

1

3.86

Economic difficulties 3.796 2

Going beyond the purpose of the meeting 2.367 1

Student’s loss of motivation 2.449 1

The challenge of creating an effective jury 2.000 4

Threats to the scheduling of the jury session 3.122 17

Uploading preparations to the student other than the 
purpose of the meeting 3.673 1

F2F Weakness

Anxiety, stress and tension 3.796

3.423

4

2.75

Difficulty sharing digital content 2.265 3

Disruption of the other work of the jury members 2.939 1

Financial challenges 3.776 1

Lack of flexibility in jury selection 3.510 2

Off-topic interactions 3.163 3

Temporal and spatial inflexibility 4.082 6

Transportation difficulties 3.857 2

Online 
Opportunities

Flexibility to appoint jury members 3.857

3.480

10

4.25
Limiting off-topic communication 3.020 1

Opportunity to make a quality presentation 2.551 1

Recording meeting 4.490 5
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Online 
Strengths

Better focus 3.204

3.520

1

3.73

Careful behavior of the jury and the student 2.939 1

Continuity of the jury 3.245 1

Decreased anxiety, stress and tension 3.265 10

Decreased bureaucracy 2.837 2

Economic 4.327 1

Evaluate digital products 3.347 1

Increasing the ability to use technology 3.653 1

Planning flexibility 4.082 1

Providing technical facilitation in communication 3.429 1

Temporal and spatial flexibility 4.429 21

Online Threats

Disruption of context due to external factors 3.837

4.027

1

7Technical Problems 4.204 17

Waste of Time Due to Connection Problems 4.041 3

Online 
Weakness

Communication limitations 3.592

3.476

10

4.67Deprivation of authentic experience 3.204 3

Technical Support 3.633 1

Table 6 presents the data from both qualitative and quantitative stages of the study. In the qualitative stage, the 
frequencies obtained from advisor opinions revealed that “temporal and spatial flexibility” was the strongest aspect 
of online thesis defense. This finding was supported by the quantitative data, where students rated this theme with 
a high average score of 4.429. However, the highest-rated item in the quantitative phase was “the ability to record 
meetings,” which students identified as the most significant advantage of online defenses, with an average score 
of 4.49. In other words, while advisors emphasized the temporal and spatial flexibility of online defense as their 
most significant strength, students placed greater emphasis on the ability to record meetings. Regarding threats 
in online defense, the advisors emphasized that “technical problems” were the most significant threat. In the 
quantitative stage, students also evaluated technical problems as the most significant threat to online defense, with 
an average of 4.204. Supporting this finding, the item “Waste of Time Due to Connection Problems” also received 
a strong average (X̄) score of 4.041 from students. Another noteworthy finding related to online strengths was 
the importance students placed on cost-effectiveness, which they rated as the second most crucial benefit with an 
average score of 4.327. In contrast, the advisors mentioned this theme only once. This discrepancy could be due to 
the financial burden doctoral students face during in-person defenses, particularly for jury preparation. Consistent 
with this finding, the F2F threat item “A F2F jury imposes additional preparation on the candidate outside the 
purpose of the meeting (such as preparing snacks, etc.)” received a high average of 3.673 from students, despite 
being mentioned just once by advisors Similarly, “economic difficulties” emerged as the top-rated F2F threat with 
a student average of 3.796. As the most significant opportunity for online defense, advisors indicated “flexibility to 
appoint jury members” with a frequency of 10. Students supported this view, with an average of 3.857. Regarding 
weaknesses, advisors noted “communication limitations” most frequently (f=10), a concern also acknowledged by 
students, who gave it an average score of 3.592. 
Regarding face-to-face doctoral defenses, strong communication and dialogue emerged as the most prominent 
strength, with a high frequency of coded references in the qualitative analysis (f = 15). This finding was also 
supported by students’ survey responses, which yielded a high mean score (M = 3.959). However, students 
rated “Combining F2F and digital opportunities” as the strongest aspect of F2F defense (X=4.041), which 
was mentioned by advisors only once. Both advisors (11 times) and students (X=4.102) agreed that the 
theme “Authentic experiences” represented the most important opportunity associated with F2F defenses. 
Regarding weaknesses, both students (X=4.041) and advisors (f=6) considered the theme “temporal and 
spatial inflexibility” the most critical F2F weakness. This finding is consistent with the emergence of the 
theme “temporal and spatial flexibility,” which is the most robust aspect of online defense.
It is also possible to make a comparison across the eight categories of SWOT. The highest-scoring category 
in both the qualitative and quantitative stages was online threats (X=4.027, Xf=7). In this theme, the most 
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emphasized threat was “Technical Problems.” Following this, the highest-scoring categories were F2F 
Opportunities (X̄=3.776, Xf =5.5) and F2F Strengths (X̄=3.602, Xf =5.25). Next was Online Weakness 
(X̄=3.47, Xf =4.67), where technical support emerged as the most significant issue. These findings suggest 
that technical problems were seen as the most significant threat to online defense, and a lack of technical 
support was considered the most significant weakness.
In the quantitative stage of this exploratory sequential design research, students’ demographic characteristics, 
such as age, technology usage competency levels, and online meeting experience levels, were examined. 
SWOT categories were then compared based on these demographic characteristics. The findings indicated 
that students’ technology usage competencies and online meeting experiences had significant impacts on 
their preferences for F2F and online thesis defenses. Students with greater technology usage competency 
and online meeting experience were more likely to support the strengths of online thesis defense more, 
while students with lower technology usage competency and online meeting experience tended to favor the 
opportunities and strengths of F2F thesis defense. Additionally, age-based comparisons showed that students 
aged 40 and above leaned toward preferring online defenses, while younger students were more inclined 
to prefer F2F defenses. These observations are presented for descriptive purposes only and should not be 
interpreted as evidence of statistically significant relationships or differences. 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION
The findings revealed that online doctoral defenses primarily offer temporal and spatial flexibility, but 
technical issues were found to significantly undermine their overall effectiveness. In contrast, face-to-face 
defenses promote strong academic interaction and provide authentic academic experiences, yet they are 
accompanied by logistical, temporal, and economic challenges. When compared with existing literature on 
the strengths and limitations of online and F2F doctoral thesis defenses, the results of this study reveal both 
notable similarities and differences.  Based on the SWOT analysis found in related studies, the key strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats can be summarized as follows:
In the current literature, the strengths of online thesis defense include regular review, enhanced comprehensibility, 
and trackability (Suparman, 2021), as well as a closer monitoring process, and the opportunity to receive more 
support from advisors (Borgeson et al., 2021), Additionally, lower anxiety levels and greater self-confidence 
have been reported as benefits (Bandarsyah et al., 2022). These strengths seem to be aligned with the “temporal 
and spatial flexibility” and “recording meeting” themes that was identified in our study.
The weaknesses identified in the literature include an insufficient review process (Handoyono & Suparmin, 
2020), a challenging data collection process (Djatmika et al., 2022), a lack of active participation from 
advisors (Djatmika et al., 2022), ineffective communication (Djatmika et al., 2022), and advisor reluctance 
toward remote education post-pandemic (Peuteman et al., 2021). These weaknesses partially correspond to 
the “Technical Problems” and “Technical Support” threats and weaknesses in this study.
In the literature, opportunities related to online thesis defense include increased motivation (Handoyono 
& Suparmin, 2020), effective guidance and communication anytime and anywhere (Superman, 2021), 
access to recorded course sessions (Peuteman et al., 2021), and benefits such as expert heterogeneity, easy 
mobility of participants, revision with presentation records, and objectivity of the objection process (de 
Simon-Martin et al., 2018). These opportunities appear to be consistent with the “Flexibility to Appoint 
Jury Members” theme in this study.
In the literature, threats related to online thesis defense include poor Internet connections (Handoyono 
& Suparmin, 2020), technical barriers (Handoyono & Suparmin, 2020), access restrictions (Djatmika 
et al., 2022), delays in the defense process (Taufik, 2020), time loss (Taufik, 2020), systematic errors in 
scoring (Peuteman et al., 2021), ineffective online communication (Gray & Crosta, 2019), and paper waste 
(Taufik, 2020). These threats overlap with the “Technical Problems” and “Waste of Time Due to Connection 
Problems” threats in our study.
Compared with the existing literature, this study reveals several distinctive findings. While previous research 
often emphasizes reduced anxiety and improved advisor–student interaction as key advantages of online 
doctoral defenses, our results indicate that technical problems and communication limitations are more 
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prominent concerns in practice. Additionally, unlike earlier studies that primarily highlight cost and time 
constraints in face-to-face defenses, our findings identify jury scheduling difficulties as the most salient threat. 
Furthermore, whereas prior research generally treats doctoral candidates as a homogeneous group, this study 
descriptively demonstrates observable differences in perceptions across age groups and levels of technological 
competency. Finally, the use of a comparative SWOT framework within an explanatory sequential mixed-
methods design provides an integrated perspective that has been largely absent from previous studies.
Technical problems and the lack of technical support have emerged as significant weaknesses and threats to 
online defense in both this study and the existing literature. To enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of 
online thesis defenses, it is crucial to improve technical infrastructure and ensure adequate technical support. 
Furthermore, averaging the opportunities and strengths identified in both this study and the literature can 
help doctoral students complete their thesis processes more successfully and efficiently. Ultimately, selecting 
the most suitable model by considering the advantages and disadvantages of both face-to-face and online 
thesis defenses will better meet the needs and expectations of doctoral students and their advisors. 
From a theoretical perspective, the identified advantage of temporal and spatial flexibility in online defenses 
aligns closely with Moore’s (20133) theory of transactional distance, which suggests that reducing structural 
constraints can enhance learner autonomy and self-directed engagement. On the other hand, the strengths 
observed in face-to-face defenses are consistent with Vygotsky’s social constructivism (Vygotsky & Cole, 
2018), which underscores the critical role of direct interpersonal interactions and social presence in fostering 
deep academic discourse and meaningful learning experiences.

Contribution to Mixed Methods Research
By framing the SWOT analysis within an exploratory sequential mixed methods research design, this study 
provides an innovative methodological approach to conducting a SWOT analysis. This study makes a 
unique contribution to mixed-methods research by integrating qualitative and quantitative phases. through 
this sequential mixed methods approach, this study identified the nuanced SWOT elements of online and 
in-person defenses and qualitatively assessed these components to provide a comprehensive comparison 
between the two formats
The exploratory phase offered a detailed narrative understanding of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
and threats associated with each defense mode based on qualitative data from dissertation advisors. This 
phase was crucial in developing a contextually rich framework, which was then tested and quantified in the 
subsequent phase. In the quantitative phase, these findings were validated and expanded upon with a larger 
participant sample, providing statistical evidence to support the initial qualitative results.
This study highlights the importance of methodological flexibility and responsiveness in the context of 
mixed-methods research (Mayoh and Onwuegbuzie, 2015). By adapting SWOT analysis to a mixed methods 
framework, researchers have demonstrated how complex educational phenomena can be more effectively 
understood when multiple data sources and perspectives are integrated into the analysis. This approach is 
particularly valuable in educational research, where the multifaceted nature of learning environments and 
experiences often demands a combination of methods for a comprehensive investigation. 

Conclusion and Recommendations
Unlike previous studies that often explored online or face-to-face doctoral defenses in isolation, this research 
offers a unique comparative SWOT analysis through a mixed-methods approach, thereby enriching the 
existing literature with comprehensive and nuanced insights. The findings from this mixed-methods study, 
which included responses from 49 doctoral students and 10 academic advisors, highlighted key aspects of 
doctoral thesis defenses. Both advisors and students identified time and space flexibility as the primary strengths 
of online defense. Students perceived the ability to record meetings as the most significant benefit of online 
defense. However, both groups emphasized that technical problems pose the greatest threat to online defense. 
Both advisors and students identified strong communication and dialogue as the most significant strengths 
of F2F defense Additionally, both groups regarded the issue of authentic experiences as the most important 
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opportunity in F2F defense. In contrast, the lack of time and space flexibility was perceived as the most critical 
F2F weakness by both students and advisors. Comparisons based on the SWOT analysis categories showed 
that online threats received the highest scores. Technical problems were perceived as the most significant 
threat to online defenses, while a lack of technical support was seen as the most significant weakness.
Student demographics were found to have a significant impact on thesis defense modes, as well as perceptions 
of their strengths and weaknesses. Students with higher levels of technology literacy and online meeting 
experience tended to favor the strengths of online thesis defenses, while those with lower levels of literacy 
were more inclined to support the opportunities and strengths of F2F thesis defenses.
In conclusion, this study offers valuable insights that doctoral programs and universities should consider 
when making decisions about organizing dissertation defenses or adjusting their regulations. Considering 
the preferences and perceptions of both students and advisors, stakeholders can better assess the advantages 
and disadvantages of each defense method, leading to more effective and efficient thesis defense sessions. 
Based on the literature and the findings of this study, the following recommendations are offered.

•	 Preventing technical issues and ensuring adequate technical support in online thesis defense are essential 
for enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of online thesis defenses Universities and institutions 
responsible for organizing thesis defenses should invest in appropriate technical infrastructure and 
offer reliable support services.

•	 To address communication limitations in online thesis defense, the platforms and technologies used 
should be regularly updated and improved. Furthermore, consistent and scheduled meetings should 
be organized to facilitate effective communication between students and their advisors.

•	 To enhance time and space flexibility in F2F thesis defenses, universities should consider offering 
more flexible scheduling options and a wider range of venue choices.  

•	 In both online and F2F thesis defenses, selecting the most appropriate jury model is essential, 
considering the preferences and needs of students and advisors. For this purpose, such factors as 
students’ technology usage competencies, online meeting experiences, and age should be considered.

•	 Consistent feedback should be provided to students and advisors during both online and F2F thesis 
defenses. This ongoing feedback helps students track their progress and make timely improvements.

•	 To boost motivation during online thesis defenses, incorporating social activities and interactive 
meetings can be beneficial. These initiatives foster stronger relationships between students and advisors 
and support a more engaging and productive thesis process. A flexible hybrid model combining online 
and face-to-face thesis defenses can be developed This approach would allow students and advisors to 
select the most suitable format at different stages of the thesis process. 

•	 To reduce anxiety and increase self-confidence, students should engage in more frequent communication 
with their advisors and receive consistent support throughout the thesis writing and defense phases.

•	 Given that online thesis defense is more environmentally friendly by reducing paper use, efforts 
should be made to promote digitalization in F2F defense as well.

•	 To broaden the scope of the research, future studies could collect more comprehensive data from 
students and advisors across different universities and disciplines, which enables a more detailed 
comparison between online and face-to-face thesis defenses.

In light of these recommendations, universities and relevant institutions can better assess the advantages and 
disadvantages of online and F2F thesis defenses and make doctoral thesis processes more effective and efficient. 
Implementing these improvements can increase the success and satisfaction levels of doctoral students, while 
also reduce the workload of thesis advisors and enhance the overall quality of the thesis defense process. 
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by the Anadolu University Scientific Research and Publication Ethics Committee. This 
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