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Supervision of theses can present challenges to both doctoral candidates 
and supervisors. Effective communication is vital if all parties are to ex-
perience this process as rewarding. Both the doctoral candidate and the 
supervisor may need support in finding their roles in the supervision re-
lationship so the resulting education and research will be as successful as 
possible.

Many different aspects affect the supervision of theses, however there are 
also many different opinions on what good supervision is. It is important 
that doctoral candidates, together with their supervisors, identify their 
own optimum situation. The purpose of this report is to illustrate these 
differences by highlighting good, inspiring examples.
The SULF doctoral candidate association (SDF) has commissioned nine 
doctoral candidates/recent graduates and four supervisors to reflect on 
the supervision relationship. We have also asked two representatives of 
the SULF Association of Professors (SPF) to comment on how they re-
gard this process. We wish to thank everyone who shared their thoughts 
with us.

We summarise by highlighting the nine points that we consider essential 
for good thesis supervision. Hopefully these will provide support when 
the individual doctoral candidate reflects on his/her supervision of thesis 
relationship, and will act as a basis for discussions between doctoral can-
didates and supervisors.
Finally there is some advice from SULF on supervision and individual 
study plans.

    Jeanette Lindberg
    Chair SDF, 2015 
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There are many different 
thoughts and preferences as 
concerns supervision, both from 
doctoral candidates and from 
supervisors. But what is good 
supervision? How are both par-
ties to achieve as much as pos-
sible? 

We do not believe in any single 
universal design for good super-
vision, however we do believe it 
is important for everyone to re-
flect on, and discuss, their own 
situations.

The points below should not be 
regarded as carved in stone but 
will hopefully provide ideas and 
inspiration for good supervision.

• A professional relationship 
between supervisor and doc-
toral candidate.

• Mutual respect for each 
other’s situations and skills.

• Early clarification of expec-
tations by both doctoral can-
didates and supervisors.

• Recurring discussions and 
planning of structure and 
organisation.

• Supervisors showing interest 
in, and assisting, doctoral 
candidates’ career building if 
so requested.

• Open dialogue as early as 
possible to resolve any pro-
blems that may arise.

• Supervisors creating the 
preconditions for valuable 
contacts and networks, both 
national and international, 
in the relevant field of re-
search - and paving the way 
for future career paths after 
graduation.

• A continuous dialogue on 
ethical principles and ac-
tions is crucial - if we are 
not prepared to act in an 
ethically responsible manner 
(in all parts of our research 
operations) we should not be 
working with research.

• Supervisors motivating and 
inspiring doctoral candida-
tes to be innovative, to take 
up new issues and solutions, 
to think outside the box - 
research must be enjoyable 
and creative if it is to suc-
ceed!
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Supervision of theses
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Supervision of theses is central 
to a doctoral programme. The 
Higher Education Ordinance 
stipulates that each doctoral 
candidate must have at least 
two supervisors, one of whom is 
to be appointed lead supervisor 
. There are no further central 
regulations that govern super-
visor duties or responsibilities, 
nor any that cover the scope and 
content of the supervision itself. 
However, there are local regula-
tions and recommendations at 
each university or college .

When it comes to defining the 
supervision of theses, the Swe-
dish National Encyclopaedia 
states that the supervisor is used 
as support for maintaining and 
further developing professional 
skills and supervision can be 
regarded as a way of introdu-
cing a prospective colleague into 
professional practice.   

A general definition of supervi-
sion is help from someone who 
already has education/expe-
rience in an area, to someone 
who is still learning or moving 
into the area via targeted direct 

instructions, information, reflec-
tion and/or feedback.  

It is thus the supervisors who 
guide the doctoral candidates 
though the thesis with the goal 
of them becoming independent 
researchers. Supervisors bear 
responsibility for their doctoral 
candidates’ education and fu-
ture. Poor supervision of thesis 
may crush a research career. 

The need for support may 
change over the period of the 
doctoral studies, so the relation-
ship must change accordingly. 

In general it can be said that su-
pervision of theses for doctoral 
candidates should include: 
• Support in the selection and 

formulation of the thesis 
subject.

• Support in the selection 
and application of research 
methods.

• Continuous review and 
feedback on manuscript and 
related materials.

• Support in selection of gra-
duate courses.

• Acting as a sounding board 
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for selection of literature, 
projects, field studies, etc.

• Acting as a role model re-
garding research ethics and 
good research practices.

• Helping to establish contact 
networks in academia.

• Discussions on career after 
graduation.

• Support and training on 
how to write research grant 
applications.

Supervisors are also responsible 
for providing feedback, support 
and assistance if the thesis does 
not develop as planned. 

These supervision discussions 
may therefore be challenging for 
both doctoral candidates and 
supervisors, and it is important 
to build up a relationship of 
trust in order to handle this.

Supervision may necessarily 
vary depending on factors such 
as thesis subject, doctoral can-
didate and supervisors. The fact 
that supervision can be adapted 
to the individuals involved as 
well as to the needs of the sci-
entific work setting is a definite 

strength that is worth preser-
ving.  

However, in principle, it can 
be stated that there is always 
great benefit to both sides from 
preparing discussions well. How 
often these discussions are held 
and using which structure is 
up to doctoral candidates and 
supervisors to determine to-
gether.  Similarly work should 
be structured and planned both 
in the long and short term, so 
that all parties involved can gain 
as much as possible from the 
process. 

The individual study plan is a 
vital document in the supervi-
sion process. Here all under-
takings by the doctoral candi-
date and the university must 
be documented. It is essential 
that all changes are promptly 
documented in these individual 
study plans.

The Doctorandspegeln survey 
shows that supervision of thesis 
works well for most doctoral 
candidates. However many feel 
that they are not maintaining 
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an effective dialogue with their 
supervisors. 

For example, around 60% of 
the doctoral candidates stated 
that they have discussed future 
plans with their supervisor to a 
limited extent only and nearly 
30% say they have not received 
adequate supervision of thesis. 
Nearly one in five women and 
one in ten men among docto-
ral candidates report that they 
found themselves in a depen-
dent relationship with their 
supervisors which felt awkward.

Doctoral candidates and super-
visors need to check the pro-
gress of the thesis projects on 
a regular basis. However, how 
the supervision works and other 
environmental factors also have 
impact. 

This report provides reflections 
on the supervision of thesis rela-
tionship by doctoral candidates/
recent graduates and supervi-
sors. Similar reflections on your 
own situation are encouraged, 
both on an individual and a 
group basis.
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Reflections from 
doctoral candidates
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What is most important to you 
in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
Personally, I think that commit-
ment, openness and accessibility 
are important characteristics for 
a supervisor. As a doctoral can-
didate, it is important to know 
that your supervisor cares and 
thinks that what you are doing 
is important.

The relationship between super-
visors and doctoral candidates 
must be open and honest. In a 
situation where much of your 
dialogue includes evaluation, 
feedback and criticism of your 
work,  it is vital that you know 
you can speak up when you 
think something is not OK. Of 
course this applies in both direc-
tions. 

Accessibility is also very im-
portant especially when you are 

a new doctoral candidate and 
need a lot of guidance. In my 
case, this was solved by us sche-
duling supervision meetings 
every two weeks. Prior to each 
meeting, I prepared a memo 
on what had been done since 
last time and what needed to be 
discussed. After the meetings, a 
summary of what was discussed 
and what should be done for the 
next meeting was produced. 

One standing item on the 
agenda was any problems or 
obstacles linked to transparency 
in my relationship with my 
supervisor. 

However, I think this is very 
dependent on the student and 
it is important that a supervisor 
is able to detect what types of 
needs the doctoral candidate in 
question has when it comes to 
supervision of thesis. The way 
my doctoral studies are struc-
tured may certainly not suit eve-
ryone. For me, though, it works 
very well. 

’

Technical Science, 
fourth year as 
doctoral candidate



What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
In an ideal situation, your 
supervisor would possess the 
above-mentioned characteristics 
and the personal chemistry bet-
ween the doctoral candidate and 
the supervisor would work well. 

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
I feel that conflicts and difficult 
situations are best resolved by 
talking about them directly with 
the person concerned. 

My experience is that problems 
are usually pretty easy to solve 
if you grasp the nettle as soon 
as possible and are open about 
what you think. This, of course, 
requires that the supervisor in 
question is receptive but I do 
think that this is the first ac-
tion you should take to resolve 
the situation. If this does not 
work, perhaps seek support and 
help from any suitable external 
person.

What is most important to you 
in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
I think the most important 
thing is that the person concer-
ned has the right skills to guide 
you forward. On my part, I had 
a supervisor with a technical 
background, which has been 
both difficult and challenging 
as different disciplines have 
different views both on what 
research is and how it should be 
written up. I often feel that I am 
not learning how things are ac-
tually done in my discipline and 
my supervisors do not have the 
right skills to critically examine 
my work.

It is also vital that supervisors 
show interest in, and commit-
ment to, what they are doing. 
Also, I think it is important 
that supervisors understand 
that all doctoral candidates do 
not work in exactly the same 

Economics, third 
year as doctoral 
candidate
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way. Just as the manager of a 
company needs to lead and deal 
with employees who have dif-
ferent needs for support and 
encouragement, supervisors 
must consider the needs of the 
different doctoral candidates in 
the doctoral process. Some need 
more support in the beginning 
or during different parts of the 
process, while others like to be 
able to work independently. 
However, independence is not 
necessarily a sign that supervi-
sors should not support doctoral 
candidates and work to help 
them move forward.

It is also essential to understand 
that this is an educational 
programme i.e. that doctoral 
candidates are there to learn, 
not grope around in the dark 
on their own. You do learn, of 
course, but I feel that the road is 
perceived as increasingly bum-
py, lonely and confusing if this is 
the case.

What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
Regular meetings at certain in-

tervals. This reduces the risk of 
getting stuck or bogged down. I 
think many doctoral candidates 
rarely meet their supervisors. 
Frequently, contact is only made 
when they are experiencing pro-
blems. I think it would be nice 
to have contact (perhaps every 
two weeks) to minimise the risk 
of getting stuck. 

It also strengthens your self-
confidence if you can get to-
gether and talk about something 
other than problems. Make lists 
of things to be done for the next 
meeting together.

Then I believe that supervisors 
should be more involved at the 
beginning of the doctoral pro-
cess. Ensure that the doctoral 
candidate develops a good, 
thorough research plan. Help 
to co-author, encourage atten-
dance at seminars and guide/
help the doctoral candidate in 
the right direction early in the 
process. If supervisors do this, 
doctoral candidates will have 
greater opportunities to com-
plete in time and work indepen-
dently later in on their program-
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mes. I believe that the more 
time supervisors give doctoral 
candidates at the beginning, the 
less time they will need by the 
end.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
Regular meetings also provide 
the opportunity to solve pro-
blems along the way so that the 
situation does not become too 
awkward. 

However, I believe that honest 
communication is the best. That 
you turn to your supervisor 
with the perceived problem. In 
my case, however, this has not 
worked out particularly well. I 
have communicated with both 
my head of division and my su-
pervisor to say that I need more 
support but have not received 
the support I feel that I need. 
This has resulted, unfortunately, 
in me taking out my licentiate 
and no longer being a doctoral 
candidate. So I have no good 
answer to this question.

What is most important to you 
in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
Not being micromanaged, and 
receiving support to explore the 
topic I am working on. I would 
not like to be stood over and 
criticised for every wrong move, 
or “that’s not the way I would 
do it!” I cannot do everything 
exactly the same, but I can learn 
from suggestions. Mostly I am 
on my own, but I know if I need 
help I can ask. 

I know my supervisor has my 
back and would not let people 
gossip about me, or participate 
in gossip, and that is important 
to me. I would not stay in a 
relationship with ANYONE 
who did not respect my personal 
integrity, so it is not acceptable 
in the workplace either.

Geography, 
third year as 
doctoral candidate
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What is most important in the 
supervision relationship?
Good communications are 
essential.  Honesty about ex-
pectations, and not sitting on 
issues until they become huge 
problems. I am having difficul-
ties with my project that are not 
related to my supervisor and I 
know she is concerned, together 
we are trying to establish a plan 
for me to finish on time regard-
less of not having all the data.  
Adjusting the parameters and 
having a Plan B that is not a 
“failure” keeps expectations rea-
listic, and stress levels lower for 
both or us! Meet the real goal!

What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
As far as the actual meetings are 
concerned, I would say that they 
should be open and without ne-
gative feelings going in. I prefer 
to update my supervisor and 
then discuss what is working, 
and where the problems are. 

I try to have my data organised 
and show what I am working 
on and what I need assistance 

with. We don’t always agree and 
sometimes she has to remind 
me that I can’t do EVERYTH-
ING. It is good to have someone 
who is supportive but can help 
set limits too.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
Try to not let a situation become 
so sensitive that it stops you 
from being able to work. You are 
both people, and (most) people 
want to have a successfully-
completed PhD project. 

Keep an eye on the big picture 
and try to see if the situation is 
actually a major problem or not. 
There is good support at SU if 
you need an outside ear, and 
I really can’t say enough good 
things about having a mentor to 
use as a sounding board. 

Your doctoral studies mean ba-
sically entering into a relation-
ship with someone who helps 
you and should transition from 
a “parent” role to a more “equal” 
role. There are going to be some 
issues, probably on both sides. 



If you can agree to respect the 
other person and their opinions, 
and realise it’s OK to disagree, 
you will be much more success-
ful! 

What is most important to you 
in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
For me in my relationship with 
my supervisor it is important 
(from both sides): to be transpa-
rent, to be open to new ideas, to 
be open to learning new things, 
to be able to discuss things, to 
understand each other’s situa-
tion, to respect private life, to 
respect legislation and ethics, 
to be honest, to treat each other 
equally.

What is most important in the 
supervision relationship? 
To follow things/projects/work 
up, to have well-structured 

supervision (regular discus-
sions), to try to solve problems 
that might come up together, 
to balance the workload, to be 
flexible and understandable 

What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
Ideal supervision is where both 
the supervisor and doctoral can-
didate can talk about projects or 
problems or life with understan-
ding, openness and transparen-
cy. The supervisor does not need 
to know everything and nor 
does the candidate, so the rela-
tionship should be transparent 
and honest, with support and 
teaching and simply accepting 
that you do not know everything 
and other people might have 
that knowledge. 

Also, the supervisor should 
identify the student’s abilities 
in advance before starting a 
project so that the student can 
handle it and really contribute 
knowledge based on his/her 
previous experience and educa-
tion. A realistic, well-structured 
study plan is also crucial, I 

Epidemiology, 
three years 
since gradua-
tion
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think, for successful supervision 
of a doctoral project. 

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
As I said before, there should be 
openness, transparency, under-
standing, support and honesty, 
from both sides. If something 
feels problematic, both parties 
should be able to talk about it 
and try to solve it. 

Two examples: my child beco-
mes ill and I have to go home. 
My supervisor should un-
derstand that this is just part 
of life and allow me go home to 
take care of him and if there is 
a good relationship I should be 
able to openly go and tell that 
I have to go home and he/she 
should understand that. Well, 
this simply does not happen 
sometimes and instead you gets 
answers like “But you have to 
work, can’t your partner go and 
pick up your child?”.

Another example: my project 
means travelling to an African 
country where I have never been 

before, and collecting samples 
which also implies ethical per-
mission, carrying heavy bagga-
ge, travelling around in isolated 
towns. I realise this and suggest 
travelling with someone else in 
order to get support and help 
which will, in the end, contribu-
te to higher-quality fieldwork, as 
well as for safety reasons (don’t 
want to get robbed or raped).  

In a normal situation, the super-
visor should see this in advance 
and try to plan the fieldwork 
with several others involved. I 
could at least point out that an 
additional person is necessary 
and that I could find them. If 
there is openness this discussion 
should be smooth and end up in 
a solution. 

In some cases where the rela-
tionship is not the best, super-
visors just say “You have to go 
alone, you should have thought 
about this before becoming a 
doctoral candidate”.
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What is most important to you 
in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
Getting support, feedback, com-
ments, guidance, and recom-
mendations. The relationship 
is open, i.e. you can say almost 
anything. Honesty. You feel that 
it’s okay to show your efforts 
in whatever part of the process 
they are at and that you still 
receive constructive criticism.

What is most important in the 
supervision relationship?
Agree on responsibilities early 
on and decide who is respon-
sible for what. Supervisors must 
tell doctoral candidates that 
they are valuable resources that 
the candidates must manage 
properly. Doctoral candidates 
must know what they want from 
their supervisors.

What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
A dedicated supervisor who has 
the time to read your work, who 
comments and who is knowled-
geable in your field.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
That depends on the seriousness 
of the situation. If it is serious, 
it can be solved by means of dis-
cussions in the Doctoral Candi-
date Council and by the parties 
talking to the postgraduate 
education director or supervisor 
collegiate. 

If the conflict/situation persists, 
I think the Doctoral Candi-
date Council should contact the 
union. If this turns out to be a 
common situation, discussing it 
in the Council can help doctoral 
candidates and they can get tips 
from colleagues on how to deal 
with the issue

Geography, 
second year as 
doctoral 
candidate



18

My relationship with my super-
visors is good and we have met 
quite often. Usually this is in 
the form of personal meetings 
where we sit down for one to 
two hours to discuss the texts 
I have written or, for example, 
theoretical problems I am 
wrestling with.   

It’s hard to pick out one thing 
that is absolutely the most im-
portant thing for me in terms of 
this relationship, but I can men-
tion a few things that I really 
appreciate.  

The first is that I feel safe sho-
wing my ignorance to my su-
pervisor, I am able to ask stupid 
questions and actually honestly 
able to ask for help in certain 
areas. I do not need to keep face 
with my supervisor, I can actu-
ally converse with her on equal 
terms, without having to feel at 
a disadvantage because I do not 

have as much experience. 

Another important thing that 
I value very much is that my 
supervisor makes me feel that 
the she has time for me. I never 
hear that she is stressed out, 
I’m asking too much, etc. but I 
always experience a willingness 
from my supervisor’s side. She 
shows sincere interest in my 
thesis and can be just as lyrical 
as I am at an exciting insight.  

In some situations I feel that the 
relationship between me and my 
supervisor is very close to the 
ideal, at least I think that other 
doctoral candidates, who have 
not had the same luck, can per-
ceive it as so. Myself, I must also 
say that I am very pleased with 
my situation. The ideal supervi-
sion of thesis situation is, in my 
opinion,  when the supervisor 
and doctoral candidate main-
tain an open discussion, that 
there is generosity of spirit and 
it becomes a proper dialogue.  

The supervisor must be familiar 
with the subject of the thesis 
and give good advice but also 

Linguistics, 
fourth year as 
doctoral 
candidate
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ask critical questions that can 
get doctoral candidates to think 
and solve problems on their 
own. Doctoral candidates then 
feel that they are being taken 
seriously and appreciated as an 
important asset to academia, 
in spite of their lack of research 
experience.

I have rarely felt frustrated in 
my relationship with my su-
pervisor, but just a couple of 
times there have been minor 
problems. For example, I went 
through a period when my su-
pervisor cancelled our meetings 
at short notice several times in 
a row, partly because of double 
bookings. I took this up with 
her and it immediately became 
much better. I find it best to be 
honest and take up things that 
I feel are problematic; that way 
I don’t have to walk around fee-
ling frustrated. In the same way, 
I have been open and honest if 
I have not really achieved my 
best. A couple of times lately 
I felt a bit stressed out about 
everything that has to be written 
into the thesis and this stress 
was expressed in the form of a 

general frustration that made 
me less tolerant and I got angry 
over trifles.

I may have sounded a bit ungra-
teful and grumpy during su-
pervision meetings when I was 
criticised for some of my ideas, 
even though I really know my 
supervisor has good intentions 
and just wants to improve my 
thesis. In these situations I have 
apologised at the end of the 
meeting for appearing misera-
ble or depressed and explained 
that I am very grateful, but I 
also stressed and therefore a bit 
more sensitive than usual. This 
has been received very well by 
my supervisor.

What is most important to you 
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in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
Mutual respect for each other 
and each other’s knowledge in 
order to be able to discuss the 
project together, and that both 
are involved in the planning on 
how to proceed with the re-
search. 

What is most important in the 
supervision relationship?
That the supervisor is respon-
sive and available for discussion 
and provides advice on how to 
proceed with the research. It is 
important not to get stuck at 
certain points. 

What would an ideal super-
vision of thesis situation look 
like?
Supervisors must be available. 
They must possess good know-
ledge of the research field in or-
der to be able to give the proper 
advice and support in all parts 

of the research project (applica-
tion for ethical approval, plan-
ning of studies, applications for 
funds for research/travel, writ-
ing of articles, teaching, etc.). If 
the supervisors themselves do 
not possess sufficient knowledge 
in the relevant field of research, 
it is important that they can 
propose contacts in order to be 
able to get help. 

It is vital for candidates to be 
able to trust their supervisors 
and their supervisors’ skills in 
order to be able to learn from 
them. Supervisors must be re-
sponsive and able to discuss the 
research and allow doctoral can-
didates to take more and more 
responsibility for their own 
work. It is not fruitful if super-
visors dictate all the precondi-
tions and do not allow doctoral 
candidates to help shape their 
own research. 

Supervisors should be able to 
provide feedback on doctoral 
candidates’ work so they know 
if they are on the right track. 
Supervisors must encourage 
doctoral candidates and also 

Biomedicine, 
first year as 
doctoral 
candidate
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push them to undertake vari-
ous projects, go to conferences, 
create their own networks and 
teach. Supervisors must also 
ensure that doctoral candidates 
do not get too much to do and 
overload their work situation.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
It is important to dare to take 
up issues with your supervisor, 
for example if you feel that your 
workload is too heavy. Most 
situations can be resolved by 
communicating with each other 
and listening to each other’s 
views on the issue. 

You need to take the time to sit 
down and discuss it. It’s very 
important to respect one an-
other, that you are honest in 
your communications and listen 
to the other party. If you still 
cannot come to an agreement, 
it may help to bring in an inde-
pendent person who can help to 
mediate.

What is most important to you 

in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
You should be able to rely on 
your supervisor. The relations-
hip should not be perceived as 
manipulative. Supervisors must 
listen and respect candidates as 
human beings. Tips and advice 
should be either transparent in 
their intention, or focus on the 
success of the doctoral candi-
dates and their research i.e. not 
thinking too strategically, about 
what is good in the long term 
for the department, financiers, 
supervisor, etc. without stating 
this clearly. 

Otherwise, it’s good if supervi-
sors show interest in research 
in general and in the project, 
research ideas, results, etc. in 
particular. 

It is best if supervisors think 
more about the quality of their 
supervisory role, and not allow 

Technical Science
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their managerial role and its 
quantity thinking impact too 
much.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
Awkward is a fuzzy concept. I 
tend to think like this: is this 
situation something I have to 
endure, or shall I attempt to 
change it? How much energy do 
these two options cost? Some-
times you don’t know, but a 
preliminary assessment can be 
made. 

If you decide to change the 
situation, proceed as described 
below - you can also get help 
with endurance strategies from 
the list below. First step - check 
with colleagues, friends, and ac-
quaintances. Next step - talk to 
the manager at the appropriate 
level. Next step - contact your 
union. If you cannot get help 
locally, check with your central 
union or check with the doctoral 
candidate representative on how 
they view the situation.

What is most important to you 

in your relationship with your 
supervisor?
Reliability, competence, mutual 
trust, openness and honesty 
about your strengths and weak-
nesses (i.e. like every other love 
or friendship relationship). 

As a doctoral candidate I want 
a supervisor who can give me 
good advice, both on issues that 
concern doctoral studies as such 
(for example, the latest tips on 
writing articles; ways to deal 
with reviewer comments; theo-
retical and practical knowledge 
of value before, during and after 
the implementation of studies; 
and to act as a sounding board 
and guide through the process 
of being a newly-employed 
doctoral candidate in terms of 
courses, teaching and research) 
and in matters concerning the 
period after graduation (for ex-
ample suggestions and possible 
career paths, help in writing 
research applications, etc.).
What would an ideal super-

Social sciences, 
fifth year as 
doctoral 
candidate
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vision of thesis situation look 
like?
Generosity of spirit! Doctoral 
candidates should not be afraid 
to ask their supervisors about 
anything, however trivial it may 
seem. Supervisors should lis-
ten to doctoral candidates with 
respect, even in cases when their 
opinions and thoughts differ 
from the supervisor’s own ideas. 
It should be possible to conduct 
a constructive dialogue between 
both parties, where they listen 
to each other, and are inspired 
by each other’s (sometimes) 
different ideas and thus become 
wiser together.

If a situation feels a little awk-
ward, how is it best resolved? 
Please give an example!
Difficult to answer generally. It 
probably depends a lot on the 
source of the problem. Unfortu-
nately, it is sometimes difficult 
to find good solutions, as certain 
academics are very hung up on 
prestige. 

Once at the beginning of my 
time as a doctoral candidate, I 
pointed out an alternative way 

to analyse the data to one of my 
supervisors (a renowned profes-
sor). Instead of being delighted 
about this new input, which 
later proved to be important, 
the individual in question be-
came very offended and totally 
dismissed my suggestion in an 
extremely sarcastic tone and 
then chose to ignore me for a 
month.

In another case, I was promised 
a position in a group of authors 
for a study for which I had been 
collecting data and developing 
the questionnaire that was used 
for data collection. I then find 
out that, unfortunately, I was 
not allowed to join because an-
other of the department’s pro-
fessors had taken my place.

As a doctoral candidate, you 
are hugely dependent on your 
supervisor, but it is sometimes 
difficult and problematic to do 
what feels to be the right thing, 
such as changing supervisor, 
submitting a negative report on 
them etc.
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supervisor 
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What is most important in 
your role as supervisor?
To ensure that the doctoral 
candidates believe in their own 
ability to make a contribution 
and that they build up an inde-
pendent position within their 
academic profession. 

What is most important in this 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 
relationship?
Mutual confidence.

What is the ideal supervision 
situation?
The lead and assistant supervi-
sors complement each other in 
terms of knowledge and super-
vise jointly. There is a cordial, 
supportive atmosphere, mutual 
confidence in each other. Via the 
supervision of thesis, a dialogue 
is undertaken that breeds new 
ideas from creative interaction. 
There is a text to discuss, the 
content and nature of which 

has been planned at an earlier 
meeting and that has arrived 
as agreed in advance of the su-
pervision meeting. The doctoral 
candidate is happy and inspired 
at the end of the meeting.

If a supervision situation is 
problematic, how are the pro-
blems best solved? Give prac-
tical examples.
I cannot see that there would be 
a general answer to this ques-
tion, it depends on what the 
problem is. However, I can give 
an example of a difficult situa-
tion and how I tried to solve it 
in the best possible way.

I was the lead supervisor for 
a candidate (with a licentiate 
degree as objective) whose as-
sistant supervisor became ill. He 
was away long-term so I was the 
only supervisor for the first year. 
Then, a new assistant supervisor 
was appointed. As the require-
ments for a licentiate thesis are 
fairly punishing and include the 
publishing, printing and licenti-
ate examination in the same way 
as for a doctorate at the univer-
sity, time is short and very tight 

Pedagogical ope-
rations, 
now four doctoral 
candidates, pre-
viously nine doc-
toral candidates



for licentiate candidates to meet 
educational demands within 
the stipulated time period, in 
this case two and a half years. 
The licentiate candidate worked 
outside the university one day a 
week which was an added load 
relative to the normal situation.

The new assistant supervisor 
took what I experienced as a less 
supporting role and behaved in 
a manner that made the candi-
date uncertain and it was also 
difficult for me to advise when 
the assistant supervisor was the-
re. The assistant supervisor also 
took meetings on his own. After 
these meets the candidate was 
often discouraged and it took a 
lot of time and energy trying to 
get the candidate back on track 
and willing to see opportunities 
and to regain the joy of the wor-
king on his thesis.

I also understood that the can-
didate did not want to criticise 
or expose the new supervisor as 
he took the blame and felt it was 
due to his lack of capacity. This 
particular candidate had quite 
a poor educational foundation 

and his self-confidence was not 
strong, consequently he was 
specially in need of good super-
vision.

Since it was difficult to imme-
diately understand and see the 
patterns that were linked to the 
new supervisor, it took several 
months before it was clear what 
the situation was, and time was 
getting short. 

It was not possible to speak ab-
solutely frankly to the assistant 
supervisor for reasons that are 
hard to explain here. I tried, 
however, to get the person to 
understand that the candidate 
needed a lot of backing and 
encouragement and also spoke 
about how difficult it is to re-
ceive a lot of critical comments 
and the importance of being 
constructive. 

In addition to these conversa-
tions, I steered the supervision 
of theses so that I had more 
frequent contact with the can-
didate and suggested a clearer 
separation of the various super-
vision tasks between me and the 
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assistant supervisor in a way 
that also allowed his skills to be 
utilised. 

The result, as I understood it, 
was that the candidate got more 
out of the supervision and as 
there were far fewer personal 
meetings with the assistant su-
pervisor and the negative effects 
of their encounters decreased. 
My discussion with the supervi-
sor also gave some effect.

One consequence of the situa-
tion was that I, as lead super-
visor, did not have the support 
of being in a team of two which 
would have been desirable and 
it became more difficult to have 
a assistant supervisor than to be 
without. However the candidate 
did, in summary, profit from the 
situation.

What is most important in 
your role as supervisor?
To ensure that doctoral candida-
tes keep up their enthusiasm for 
their research.

What is most important in this 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 
relationship?
Just that - supervision of thesis. 
The doctoral candidate is the 
one who is getting an educa-
tion and writing the thesis. The 
supervisor’s task is to be an ex-
tremely competent guide and 
supporter, but not to take over 
from the doctoral candidate.

What is the ideal supervision 
situation?
When both (or all) of them sit 
down to solve a common pro-
blem, then understand what the 
problem is about and then are 
able to distinguish a way of mo-
ving forward.

General linguistics, 
now six doctoral 
candidates, pre-
viously 25 docto-
ral candidates



If a supervision situation is 
problematic, how are the pro-
blems best solved? Give prac-
tical examples.
Through consultation between 
the doctoral candidate and the 
supervisor. It is important that 
doctoral candidates know their 
rights (for example the opp-
ortunity to change supervisor) 
and operate in an environment 
where it is self-evident that they 
can use them. 

It is also important that there is 
support from the Doctoral Can-
didate Council and supervisory 
collegiate and the institution 
has well-functioning occupa-
tional health services which can 
provide coaching or counselling 
when necessary.

What is most important in 
your role as supervisor?
Support and encourage, but do 
not take over. Get doctoral can-
didates to think scientifically - 
not only do what must be done. 
Ensure that doctoral candidates 
gradually increase their inde-
pendence but do not run ahead 
too fast and waste time on 
things that are unproductive.

What is most important in this 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 
relationship?
Mutual confidence. Giving criti-
cism in a positive manner even 
if the message is tough. Keeping 
your word and keeping deadli-
nes - doing what you promised 
- both sides!

What is the ideal supervision 
situation?
A personal relationship but not 
in the private sphere. Important 
not to become ”friends” with 
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doctoral candidates. Do not take 
on a position as supervisor if the 
candidate is an old friend.

If a supervision situation is 
problematic, how are the pro-
blems best solved? Give prac-
tical examples.
Through dialogue, that is self-
evident. Preferably together 
with a third person if they can-
not arrive at a solution on their 
own. Important to refer to 
formal structure - both parties 
have rights and obligations. 

Important to lay prestige to one 
side. If a problem cannot be sol-
ved, this may be cause to change 
supervisor. I have twice transfer-
red doctoral candidates to other 
supervisors with good results 
(both graduated). 

What is most important in 
your role as supervisor?
That doctoral candidates achie-
ve results they are satisfied with.

What is most important in this 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 
relationship?
Mutual confidence.

What is the ideal supervision 
situation?
That the supervisors and docto-
ral candidates succeed in buil-
ding up confidence in each other 
and that the doctoral candidates 
succeed in their tasks.

If a supervision situation is 
problematic, how are the pro-
blems best solved? Give prac-
tical examples.
Depends on what. Purely sci-
entific problems are solved, for 
example, by breaking down the 
task into sub-steps and/or more 
directly helping the doctoral 

Chemistry, now 
six doctoral can-
didates, previous-
ly six plus assis-
tant supervisor 
for up to ten
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candidate with the most difficult 
parts.

Other difficult problems are 
taken up for discussion. If this 
does not help, ask a mentor or 
another outsider to help. I have 
not experienced this situation. 

What is most important in 
your role as supervisor?
Create the preconditions for my 
doctoral candidates to get the 
best possible education, and 
that we enjoy our work together.

What is most important in this 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 
relationship?
Mutual respect for each other 
but that we both know our roles 
and that we work well together 
and can enjoy the research.

What is the ideal supervision 
situation?
That doctoral candidates and 
supervisors maintain a live dia-
logue and are both able to give 
and take criticism. 

We work closely together within 
our area, which means we must 
be able to talk to each other, 
both on matters pertaining to 
our work but also in the private 

IImmunology, 
no doctoral can-
didates now, 
previously two as 
lead supervisor
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sphere as this will affect our 
joint efforts.

If a supervision situation is 
problematic, how are the pro-
blems best solved? Give prac-
tical examples.
The important thing is that we 
talk to each other and do not 
keep back negative things. The 
quicker we can sort out any pro-
blems, the sooner we can move 
forward, but the key words are 
dialogue, dialogue and dialogue!



Reflections by the SULF 
association of professors 
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Research and doctoral studies 
have grown significantly in 
both volume and importance in 
recent decades - the numbers of 
doctoral candidates increasing 
as the importance of having a 
PhD grows. 

As a result, the approach to doc-
toral programmes has changed: 
from being regarded as a set of 
skills that the individual docto-
ral candidates should acquire 
themselves to modern doctoral 
studies which are considerably 
more structured. 

Doctoral candidates must have 
two supervisors (or more), the 
supervisor must complete spe-
cialist training, doctoral studies 
are usually led by a dean of post-
graduate studies. The admission 
of a doctoral candidate is today 
a far-reaching commitment that 
ties up significant resources and 
creates considerable expecta-
tions over a long period of time. 

Doctoral studies must be good 
quality and successful, as con-
cerns each individual thesis pro-
ject and also in activities in ge-

neral. At the same time doctoral 
studies are still - and will likely 
always be - characterised by the 
fact that they are an elite acti-
vity. You have to do something 
new, something original and be 
able to demonstrate and convey 
this successfully. The meeting 
between these two forces - 
structure and originality - is our 
greatest, common challenge, 
equally important to doctoral 
candidates and supervisors.

Consequently it is vital to talk 
about how we are ”doing docto-
ral studies”, its various elements 
and stages. This report covers 
a part of the doctoral studies 
programme, perhaps its most 
complex element, namely the 
supervision of theses. In the 
supervision of theses, respon-
sibilities and independence 
meet - accountability from the 
university side and also inde-
pendence, which is the very pur-
pose of the doctoral programme. 
Supervision of theses that is 
dedicated solely to control will 
stifle independence. Supervision 
of theses that is dedicated solely 
to independence risks becoming 
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unsystematic and discretionary. 
We need everyone - supervisors, 
doctoral candidates and society 
at large - to find ways to super-
vise theses that can achieve the 
goals of accountability, indepen-
dence and tenacity at the same 
time.

We have come a long way but, 
judging from what is described 
in this report, supervision of 
theses still varies greatly. There 
is a common understanding 
of what supervision of theses 
should be - support in the de-
velopment of originality and 
solidity in the role of researcher 
- but practice differs. Sweden 
and Swedish doctoral studies 
show a very great flexibility in 
the perception of what a thesis 
project is, and how it should be 
supervised. 

Some thesis projects are joint 
projects, where the supervisor 
and doctoral candidate work 
side by side in a kind of daily 
workplace. Other doctoral pro-
jects are carried out by the doc-
toral candidate and the super-
visor acts as a flexible resource. 

Again some are something in 
between - where there are the-
matic groups but a looser rela-
tionship between supervisors 
and doctoral candidates.

Probably a more systematic 
form for how doctoral candida-
tes are to work is necessary, also 
concerning the nature of their 
relationship with their supervi-
sors. As it is now, considerable 
latitude is allowed within which 
situation-specific solutions, 
variation between universities/
university colleges, influence 
from the funding situation, net-
works around the supervisor, 
faculty affiliation, institution (or 
equivalent) size and resource 
wealth all combine.

This variation is specious and 
not fully effective. Supervisors 
could be interested in expanding 
responsibility for supervision of 
theses - for example, by working 
with the type of thesis commit-
tees that exist in the US and 
UK, or graduate schools of the 
Danish or Dutch models. 
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This may also concern separa-
ting funding responsibility and 
supervision of thesis responsibi-
lity so that doctoral studies are 
no longer funded by supervisor 
projects/external funding, but 
by the universities’ basic allo-
cations. Both of these changes 
would reduce pressure on the 
supervisor, broaden respon-
sibility for doctoral candidate 
projects and create a safer and 
more secure funding situation 
around them.

Another assumed effect would 
be that doctoral thesis projects 
would be less ”top-down” and 
controlled by already-formu-
lated issues and mission state-
ments, thus creating space for 
more innovative experiments 
and solutions within the fram-
ework of the thesis.



Guidance from SULF 
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The Higher Education Ordinan-
ce provides entitlement to super-
vision during doctoral studies. 
Universities have an obligation 
to appoint at least two supervi-
sors, one of which must be lead 
supervisor. 

Scientifically active 
researchers
All supervisors, but especially 
lead supervisors, must be scien-
tifically active researchers. Their 
knowledge and contacts are im-
portant instruments to be used 
for candidate education.

Assistant supervisor
In addition to lead supervisors, 
universities must appoint one 
or more assistant supervisors. 
These may be located in the 
home department but may also 
work at other departments or 
universities. Depending on the 
expertise necessary for the thesis 
topic, assistant supervisors at 
overseas universities may also be 
appointed.

In addition to the supervisor 
and assistant supervisor, other 
resources may be necessary in 

order to complete the thesis. 
Colleagues on the doctoral pro-
gramme, and others too, may 
form a source of support and 
help.

The tasks of the supervisor
There are no ordinances that 
stipulate the tasks or responsibi-
lities of supervisors. The content 
of the role varies between diffe-
rent people and faculties. Gene-
rally, however, it can be said that 
supervision of doctoral candida-
tes should include:

• Support in the selection and 
formulation of thesis topic.

• Continuous review and feed-
back on manuscript/related 
material.

• Support in the selection of 
graduate courses.

• Acting as a sounding board 
for literature/projects /field 
studies /etc.

• Acting as a source of ethical 
standards and good research 
methods.

• Helping to establish relevant 
contacts in the academic 
world.
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Supervision may also include 
help in participating in acade-
mic conferences (inside and out-
side Sweden), information on 
where to apply for funding and 
lots more.

Different traditions and styles 
of supervision
In the 2000s, it became increa-
singly common for universities 
to require new supervisors to 
undergo relevant training before 
being assigned candidates at 
doctoral level. 

The objective of this supervisor 
training is to create a common 
base for supervisors, but with or 
without training it is difficult to 
ignore the fact that supervisors 
have different supervision styles. 
Similarly, there are long tradi-
tions concerning thesis work 
and supervision within certain 
subject areas/faculties.

Whatever your faculty tradition 
or supervisor’s style, supervision 
must be implemented in a pro-
fessional manner that provides 
good support for thesis work.

Supervision
Depending on the thesis topic, 
the supervisor and many other 
factors, supervision may differ 
considerably between students. 
There is great benefit in regular 
(how often is determined by the 
candidate and the supervisor), 
well-prepared (from both sides) 
meetings.

Both the doctoral candidate and 
the supervisors need to check off 
the development of the thesis 
project. This not only concerns 
the thesis but also how well the 
supervision is working and the 
factors affecting the situation, 
for example the balance bet-
ween the time devoted to teach-
ing and to research.

The work should be structu-
red in both the long and the 
short term and all important 
changes documented in the in-
dividual study plan. In certain 
cases clearly-stated targets to be 
checked at the next supervision 
session are appropriate.

It is the supervisor’s task to 
guide the candidate through the 
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thesis. This also means that it 
is the supervisor’s responsibility 
to provide feedback but also 
support and help if the thesis 
schedule is slipping. Supervi-
sion meetings can sometimes 
be challenging both for doctoral 
candidates and supervisors and 
it is important to build a rela-
tionship characterised as much 
as possible by mutual confiden-
ce in order to achieve this.

The relationship
The relationship between su-
pervisor and doctoral candidate 
is often intense and it is vital 
that it be founded on trust. It is 
essential to maintain the rela-
tionship on a professional basis. 
If an emotional relationship 
between doctoral candidate and 
supervisor develops, a change 
of supervisor is recommended. 
If this does not occur and the 
relationship ends, there is a risk 
that major problems will occur 
for the doctoral candidate.

Sexual harassment is never ac-
ceptable and should never occur 
within the framework of the 
supervisor/doctoral candidate 

relationship. If you experience 
sexual harassment, contact 
SULF, your departmental HR 
section or the health and safety 
representative.

Right to change supervisor
Doctoral candidates are entitled 
to change supervisor. There may 
be different reasons for wanting 
to change supervisors during a 
doctoral programme. There are, 
for example, changes in respon-
se the reorientation of the thesis 
as well as due to cooperation 
problems between supervisors 
and doctoral candidates.

This may sometimes cause prac-
tical problems, but the depart-
ment or university is obliged to 
provide another supervisor.

If cooperation issues mean the 
candidate wishes to change su-
pervisor, we recommend a seri-
ous discussion with the relevant 
supervisor. If this meeting does 
not result in constructive pro-
posals for change, discuss the 
situation with the department 
head or the Director of Postgra-
duate Education.
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Doctoral candidate colleagues 
as well as SULF or local Saco-S 
associations can provide sup-
port and offer a sounding board 
in these situations. It is always 
possible to call the SULF Mem-
bership Helpline.

Supervisor retires
Sometimes a supervisor retires 
before as a doctoral candidate 
has completed his/her course of 
study. In such cases the univer-
sity has an obligation to arrange 
a new supervisor.

Supervision withdrawn
If doctoral candidates neglect 
their agreed undertakings to, 
as is set out in the Ordinance, a 
”significant” degree, the depart-
ment may take a decision that 
they are no longer entitled to 
supervision and other resources. 
Universities do take such deci-
sions, but not very often. 

According to the Ordinance, the 
President/Vice-Chancellor of 
the university takes such exclu-
sion decisions, but universities 
may delegate this task to, for 
example, faculty boards.

Before a decision on exclusion 
from supervision is taken, can-
didates are given the opportu-
nity to express their views. Si-
milarly, the relevant supervisor 
is also given the opportunity 
to be heard. An examination 
will then be carried out based 
on these reports and any other 
evidence available. Whether the 
department has fulfilled its own 
commitments according to the 
individual study plan must also 
be taken into consideration. The 
decision must be written and 
reasoned.

Resources may not be with-
drawn for the period the person 
is employed as a doctoral candi-
date or receives a study grant.

Appeal of decision to 
withdraw supervision
If the university takes a deci-
sion to withdraw resources for a 
candidate’s education, he/she is 
entitled, upon application to the 
President/Vice-Chancellor of 
the university to regain super-
vision and other resources. In 
order to achieve this, the candi-
date must prove that he/she can 
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fulfil the remaining commit-
ments within the individual stu-
dy plan, for example by showing 
what the Ordinance describes as 
”additional study results of con-
siderable quality and scale”

Individual study plan
The individual study plan is 
the documentation of doctoral 
studies that the candidate and 
supervisor establish jointly. It 
is the framework against which 
performance is measured. It 
commits all parties but also 
protect the rights of the doctoral 
candidate.  

University obligations
According to the Higher Educa-
tion Ordinance, the university 
has an obligation to ensure that 
an individual study plan is es-
tablished for each doctoral can-
didate. This is then confirmed 
by the university after consul-
tations with the doctoral candi-
date and supervisor.

Content
The individual study plan is 
both a schedule of research 
studies and a description of 

the commitments made by the 
candidate and the university for 
the study period. It must also 
include information on other 
requirements for studies to be 
conducted effectively.

The schedule should specify 
the courses the doctoral can-
didates are to undertake and 
preliminary dates for planned 
manuscripts of articles and the 
thesis topic. It is natural that 
the schedule is more detailed for 
the immediate future than for 
the later years. As concerns the 
undertakings of the university, 
routines for supervision should 
be documented i.e. that candi-
date and supervisor meet every 
other week.

Commitments otherwise might 
involve attending seminars 
or conferences relevant to the 
subject or participation in a 
research project. It is reasona-
ble that the university agrees 
to provide doctoral candidates 
with a workplace and reasona-
ble studying conditions in other 
respects.
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Regular monitoring
The individual study plan 
should be followed up. If the 
situation changes, for example 
a candidate teaches more than 
planned, is ill or goes on paren-
tal leave or other circumstances 
occur, this must be documented 
and the individual study plan 
adjusted. If this is not done, 
the university will be unable to 
see reasons for, say, the delay of 
thesis work, and it may then su-
spect negligence.

The university will follow up the 
individual study plan on a regu-
lar basis which in many depart-
ments means annually. During 
follow-up the doctoral candi-
date and supervisor will provide 
information on how the docto-
ral studies are progressing. The 
university can then, when requi-
red, make the necessary changes 
in individual study plan. 

Before changes are made, the 
doctoral candidate and supervi-
sor are given the opportunity to 
be heard.

Universities vary as to who ma-
kes decisions on the individual 
study plan. For more informa-
tion on how this takes place at 
your university, please contact 
your supervisor or our local re-
presentatives.

Doctoral candidates and super-
visors should certify in writing 
that they have read and agreed 
the individual study plan and 
any changes made to it.

Circumstances that affect doc-
toral studies
There are many circumstances 
that could affect candidates’ abi-
lity to complete their studies to 
plan. Too much teaching, ancil-
lary activities, positive or nega-
tive events in the private sphere 
as well as setbacks in the thesis, 
working environment problems 
and supervision issues are just 
some of the circumstances that 
may have a negative impact on 
educational progress.

It is important to be mindful 
and deal with problems early 
if studies are affected. Contact 
your supervisor, department 
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head or SULF early on for ad-
vice and support.

Not all circumstances that occur 
provide entitlement to extension
of research time. The Higher 
Education Ordinance allows 
for the possibility of extended 
studies in special circumstances. 
Examples
of these special circumstances 
include sick and parental leave, 
military service or election to 
a position in unions or student 
organisations. There are also 
other circumstances that may be 
included in this group but there 
are no guarantees.

The individual study plan – 
your protection
If doctoral candidates neglect 
their agreed undertakings to, 
as set out in the Ordinance, a 
”significant” degree the depart-
ment may decide that they are 
no longer entitled to supervision 
and other resources. Conse-
quently, it is essential that the 
individual study plan is kept ac-
curate and up-to-date.

Advice and support from 
SULF
As a member of SULF, we offer 
you advice and support on is-
sues such as employment terms, 
working hours, research pro-
grammes, parental matters, ho-
lidays, pay and salary dialogues. 

The SULF helpline 08-505 836 
00 puts you in direct contact 
with the Association’s officers if 
you have any questions or need 
advice.
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