
Research supervision: 
Supervisor - Student Relationships, Supervision 

Styles and a Little Impulse Towards Self-Reflection

- Based on a workshop with Franciska Krings and Melanie 
Bosson (Academic Development Service UNIL)
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Why is it important to do reflections on research supervision?

• Supervisors can make or break a PhD student

(and a master thesis is often the entry level to a PhD thesis)

• Communication between supervisor and student is key to project and thesis success

• ‘Concept’ of research supervision and own experience as doctoral student are key 

influences on supervisors’ approaches to supervision

• Not all students need the same supervision style



Predominant problems of PhD (and master) students with supervision

• Learning experience very little organized

• Confusion in the messages transmitted by the supervisor

• Expactations often not explicitly verbalized

• Limited feedback from supervisor

• Difficult relation with supervisor, not enough interaction to discuss progress and 

competences to be developed

• Feelings of isolation and stress 

Austin 2009; Hermann et al. 2014 3



Which factors favor progress of PhD candidates

• Feeling of being integrated in research environment

• Good relation with supervisor (i.e. constructive feedback, respect, 

being recognized/ acknowledged, frequent meetings

• Discipline/ Rigor

• Stable financial support 

Hermann et al. 2014 4
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A map of the framework demonstrating interrelationships of research supervision 
styles (Lee 2012)

Functional

Enculturation

Critical Thinking

Emancipation

Relationship Development
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How do I know what kind of supervisor I am?

> Score sheet will give some idea of your priorities as a supervisor
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How do I know what approaches my student will find most helpful?

> Score sheet will give some idea of your priorities as a doctoral (but also as a master) student
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Maybe useful #1

Let the student define 
expectations on the role of 

the supervisor in the beginning 
of the common project
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Maybe useful #2

Work with a 
«Memorandum of Understanding
between student and supervisor»
(to be updated in case of changes 
in the project content and aims)
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Maybe useful #2

Work with a 
«Memorandum of Understanding
between student and supervisor»
(to be updated in case of changes 
in the project content and aims)
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Maybe useful #3

Work with a 
«Student Profile Proforma»

(to be updated in intervals of ~6months)
detailing student’s and supervisor’s 

opinions on 

• Student’s Expertise
• Administrative matters and 

work environment
• Guidance and 

interpersonal communication
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In an ideal world, your PhD supervisor would 
• be an expert in (all of) the area(s) of your research;
• give you as much of his/her time as you need;
• provide detailed and legible feedback on a draft chapter the following day;
• calm your anxieties;
• invite you to co-author papers;
• make sure you know about important conferences in your field;
• care as much about your project as you do.

Reality check: 
• It is unlikely that your supervisor is an expert in every aspect of your

research.
• Your supervisor has a demanding job and supervising your PhD, while

important, is only one (small?) aspect of it.
• Your supervisor is not your therapist or your life coach.
• Your supervisor is not your publicist.
• No one else will (or should) care as much about your research as you do.

Extrait de: http://100thousandwords.wordpress.com/2012/03/28/phd-supervision-a-reality-checkand-some-good-
news/ 

Source = Workshop: A little reminder for PhD candidates 
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