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Introduction 
Internationally, the Higher Education (HE) agenda is revealing a 

growing concern with the extension and impact of research at 

postgraduate level. Doctoral studies are acquiring a renewed 

conceptual understanding and are gaining a greater significance and 

value (Chambaz, Biaudet & Collonge, no date). Simultaneously, we 

are starting to assist to the rising of “epistemological questions” about 

the “nature of the doctorate” (McAlpine & Norton, 2006:4). These 

aspects highlight the necessity for continued research in this area, and 

particularly in engaging the academic community from diverse HE 

institutions around the world in deeper discussions and reflections. 

The international and particularly the European contexts emphasise 

the existence of an increasing number and a greater diversity of 

research students enrolling in postgraduate studies in general, and in 

doctoral programmes in particular, after finishing the master 

programmes (Harman, 2003; Pearson & Kayrooz, 2004). The ‘boom’ 

of doctoral programmes is promoting more discussions and enriching 

reflections within Academia. The growth of different forms of 

doctorates and the diversity in students’ profiles (full and part time 

students as well as mature students) reinforces the need to redefine and 

continue the discussion about the understanding of quality in the 

research supervision process at a doctoral level (Brew, 2001; Enders, 

2005; Park, 2005; EUA 2009 meeting in London; Frick, 2009). 

Consequently, a bigger effort and commitment from doctoral students 

and supervisors, as well as HE institutions, is required. Discussions 



about conceptions, practices and experiences regarding the 

optimisation of skills and competences involved in doctoral studies are 

essential. The supra-national character of this issue indicates that the 

quality of doctoral programmes is considered to be a highly relevant 

issue to most countries and HE institutions around the world, and in 

particular in the Portuguese context. 

This chapter aims to present the voices of supervisors regarding 

their conceptions about doctoral learning and supervision, and the 

competences students and supervisors should develop to enhance the 

quality of the research supervision process. This approach intends to 

contribute to the design of a reference framework about the quality of 

the research supervision process. In the mid-term, it will be important 

to support the design of an evaluation model and instruments that can 

be used for systematic and cyclic evaluation of practices regarding this 

process.  

This chapter starts by taking a theoretical approach to concepts like 

quality, research supervision and learning, as well as students and 

supervisors’ profiles and competences. This will be followed by a 

presentation of the design of the study, which was conducted at the 

University of Aveiro. Thereafter, a conceptual exploration and 

interpretation of the data collected in focus groups will be presented. 

Finally, we systematise supervisors’ conceptions as the first outputs 

that will contribute for the design of the reference framework about the 

quality of the research supervision process. 

 

Quality (and) evaluation of research supervision 
Quality is a “keyword, a goal, a horizon” (Pérez Serrano, 2000:9) 

which can be identified in the discourse of numerous disciplines. Even 

though it has been greatly explored, this concept is still understood as 

multi-dimensional, complex, multi-faceted and hard to define (Green, 

1994; Cheng & Tam, 1997; Mizikaci, 2006; Houston, 2008). The 

definition of conceptual borders is even more difficult to achieve, since 

societies and institutions are emerged in a complex, dynamic and 

changeable context (Barnett, 2000; Brew, 2007). However, attempts to 

conceptualise and define the factors, based on empirical studies, of 

research supervision quality are being internationally researched 

(Cullen et al., 1994; Pearson & Kayrooz, 2004; Green, 2005; Park, 

Hanbury & Kulej, 2007; Engebretson et al., 2008; Vilkinas, 2008). 

The educational discourse clearly highlights the importance that 

concepts such as evaluation and quality acquire nowadays. The 

discussions around concepts such as ‘quality evaluation’, ‘quality 



assurance’ and ‘quality standards’ related to several pedagogical 

processes and levels are increasing. Frazer (1994) reports that society 

and diverse stakeholders are asking for quality based-evidence 

regarding the work developed at HE institutions. The emphasis on 

quality has been reinforced by two reports from the European 

Universities Association (2010a, 2010b) as well as a study by Gibbs 

(2010). Research products and the research supervision process are 

considered relevant to be evaluated for formative and summative 

purposes (Henkel, 1998; Aspland et al., 1999).   

Within this broader context, it is considered that, even though 

complex, quality evaluation on research supervision process 

(particularly at a doctoral level) is an essential task. In Portugal, 

several authors have already worked on the concept of supervision 

(Alarcão, 1996; Vieira, 2002; Vieira, 2006; Sá-Chaves, 2007). The 

conceptual borders of these studies are, however, focused on 

pedagogical, curricular, institutional, and professional supervision. 

This evidence leads us to observe the absence of both theoretical and 

empirical research regarding the quality of postgraduate research 

supervision in the Portuguese context. 

At the international context we can find isolated questionnaires to 

assess the quality of research supervision that are not always supported 

by an integrated model of evaluation nor an understanding about the 

construct of quality when referring this complex phenomenon. We 

consider that research must be designed which takes account of the 

variables, their weights, and the characteristics involved in the 

construct of quality of doctoral supervision. After the design of such a 

holistic and integrative reference framework it is then essential to 

design proper and suitable evaluation models that integrate validated 

perspectives based on theoretical and empirical findings. These models 

can then be used for systematic and cyclic evaluation, so that the 

process can be further enhanced. This framework will incorporate 

different factors that may influence the quality of the doctoral 

supervision process, and will promote an “interaction of a 

constellation of dynamic factors” (McAlpine & Norton, 2006:5) so we 

can better understand this complex phenomenon, not only in Portugal 

but also abroad. 

  

Doctoral students and supervisors’ profiles 
Several authors (Brew & Peseta, 2004; Vilkinas, 2008; see in this book 

the chapter by Picard & Warner) emphasise the necessity for 

discussions on the development of a different set of skills and 



competences of doctoral students and supervisors, which will be 

essential to improve the quality and effectiveness of research 

supervision practices. We consider the definition and understanding 

regarding the skills, responsibilities and profiles that both doctoral 

student and supervisor must develop as absolutely necessary to be 

discussed and clarified. This student-supervisor (dyadic) relationship 

must be integrated in a broader dynamic which is constituted by (i) the 

HE institution, the policy and institutional culture (Hon Kam, 1997; 

Nulty et al., 2009), and (ii) the research group (Kiley, 2009; Trafford 

& Leshem, 2009).  The research supervision activity needs then to be 

understood through the lens of an integrated, contextual and dynamic 

approach (Figure 1) where all those aspects must contribute to the 

optimisation of research supervision quality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Integrated and dynamic perspective about the research 

supervision process 

 

It is essential to highlight that, even though visually organised, the 

interdependence of those aspects, as well as the flexibility of those 

borders, are inevitable. This may lead, many times, to a difficulty in 

isolating and identifying the variables or characteristics that belong to 

each ‘sphere’. However, when theoretically and empirically 

understanding what is involved in quality of the research supervision 

process, the interconnected perspective must be assumed, so that the 

complexity of this issue continues to be observed. 

The dyadic relationship between the student and the supervisor is 

still considered as the most important factor of success for the 

supervision process (Brew & Peseta, 2004; Wisker, 2005; Murphy et 

al., 2007; Eley & Murray, 2009). Even though in this chapter we 

present and focus on supervisors’ voices (who participated in focus 



groups), it is clear that we must assume a dynamic perspective when 

discussing the profiles that each actor in the dyad need to enhance (see 

in this book the chapter by Friedrich-Nel). The holistic nature of this 

relationship will have to take into account the close link established 

between the interpersonal and communicative dimension, the 

intrapersonal dimension, and the academic and research dimension. 

Consequently, a complex and interconnected perspective will be 

considered throughout this study.  
 

Design of the study 
The research approach chosen to this research is the case study, which   

Yin (1994:8) defines as “a contemporary event that cannot be 

manipulated” (Yin, 1994:8). Our research questions are centred on the 

‘how’ and ‘what’ of a contemporary reality: 

• What are doctoral supervisors’ conceptions about the concepts 

of doctoral learning and supervision? 

• How do doctoral supervisors experience the supervision 

process? 

• What are doctoral supervisors’ conceptions about the 

competences that both students and supervisors should develop 

to enhance the quality of research supervision process? 

• What are the first indicators to be considered in order to build 

the reference framework about the quality of doctoral 

supervision process? 

To answer the above-mentioned questions, the research was 

conducted at the University of Aveiro (UA). This is a Public 

Foundation since 2009 that has defined its major goal to be the 

achievement of excellence in postgraduate studies. This research was 

carried out in this Portuguese institution, because (i) this is a research-

intensive university, (ii) doctoral programmes and research are the 

cornerstone of the mid- and long-term objectives, and (iii) it will be 

important to control factors such as institutional policy and culture, 

that could influence the first data analysis and results. 

The data was collected through focus groups with doctoral 

supervisors (n=25) of all academic domains. This allows us to answer 

the research questions that guide the investigation. This strategy of 

data collection was adopted, because it stimulates interaction, 

discussion, self- and meta-reflection among the participants, 

particularly regarding the quality of research supervision. Also, 

conceptions about the understanding of doctoral quality are shared, and 

learning and supervision concepts emerge as interconnected. Due to 



“the dynamic nature of the process” (Greenbaum, 2000:13), the 

research benefits from this qualitative research technique which 

enriches the research findings, enabling and encouraging participants 

to be actively involved and ‘think conceptually’ (Greenbaum, 2000).  

Heterogeneity of each group was considered a factor that needed to 

be assured. Therefore, six focus groups were carried out. The 

discussion in each group had the duration of approximately two hours. 

Each group was constituted by supervisors with diverse experiences at 

different stages of their academic and professional career. The focus 

groups did not have the same number of participants: two groups were 

constituted by five supervisors, three groups with four supervisors, and 

one group with three supervisors.  

From the content analysis we can highlight the emergence of four 

categories, which will be explored in the next section (‘data analysis 

and discussion’): 

(i) Conceptions on doctoral supervision; 

(ii) Conceptions on learning at a doctoral level;  

(iii) Conceptions on students’ profiles;  

(iv) Conceptions on supervisors’ profiles. 

A CAQDAS (Computer Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software 

– NVivo 7) was used to support the content analysis and to organise 

data, promoting better organisation and systematisation, search of 

patterns and data relationships across categories (Richards, 2002; 

Johnston, 2006).  

 

Data analysis and discussion: supervisors’ perspectives 
Initial remarks  
After analysing supervisors’ responses and discussion within the focus 

groups, we become aware of the importance in reflecting about the 

categories already mentioned. Even though the dynamics established 

within each group was different from one another, it must be 

emphasised that the findings we present in this chapter reveal 

supervisors’ common perspectives. 

In addition, the categories and findings we highlight are 

interconnected and it is therefore difficult to isolate and understand the 

value of each category per se. The texture of the data is semantically 

rich and consistent, contributing to the understanding and design of the 

construct of supervision quality. However, to explore the quality of 

this process it is essential to try to isolate each category, so that we can 

better understand and contextualise not only its particularities, but also 

the generic construct. Therefore, when presenting our data analysis, 



that semantic dialogue and interrelations will be explored, since the 

complex nature of this concept must be assured. 

 

Conceptions on doctoral supervision 
It is consensual that doctoral supervision is closely related to the 

conceptions supervisors have regarding the roles, responsibilities and 

profiles that both themselves and the students have to assume in the 

process. Other factors, such as the research environment, and the 

institutional culture, vision and lines of action are evident. 

Supervisors’ conceptions on doctoral supervision are then linked to the 

categories explored further on: conceptions on learning, on students 

and supervisors’ profiles. Perhaps this difficulty shown by supervisors 

in conceptually defining ‘doctoral supervision’ is closely related to (i) 

the lack of discussions regarding this subject either in formal meetings 

or informal conversations with colleagues, and (ii) the absence of 

systematised workshops or courses, training or development 

programmes directed to new and/or senior doctoral supervisors. 

Nevertheless, supervision is understood as a path of shared 

responsibilities and a common goal: to develop and grow, not only 

from scientific and cognitive points of view, but also from personal 

and social perspectives. In this line, the metaphor of a path towards 

knowledge and the journey through intense personal and cognitive 

development and knowledge suits itself of a deeper significance and 

understanding (see in this book the chapter by Rensburg).  

One supervisor emphasises that the student-supervisor relationship 

is quite challenging for both of them: there is not an absolute formula 

that, when followed and applied, assures that the relationship will be 

successful. Also, it is highlighted that the supervision process is 

understood as a relationship at several levels: social, intrapersonal, 

cognitive, professional, and academic. Consequently, this process is 

made of unpredictable moments. This supervisor reinforces that the 

supervision process is made of a joint perspective, where students and 

supervisors are (must be) fully involved in learning and growing.  

 

“It [the supervision process] must be constituted by a supportive, 

enriching and positive relationship where conditions to transfer 

and understand knowledge are created, as well as conditions for 

professional, academic and personal development. It is a 

dialogic relationship that requires joint discussions, reflections 

and critical analysis. It is also characterised by joint stimulating 

relationships with mutual growing as well as curiosity, desire of 



knowing and engagement. This is considered a relationship 

which is not always deliberately designed: this relationship and 

growing happen in the moment”. 

 

Considering this statement and the overall discussion within the focus 

groups we may stress that most supervisors agree with the idea that 

doctoral supervision is not an ‘easy task’. It is challenging and it 

always involves a collective project to which supervisors and students 

need to be deeply connected with. This connection allows them to 

grow academically, professionally and emotionally.  

 

Conceptions on learning at a doctoral level 
Closely linked to the previous category are supervisors’ conceptions 

on learning at a doctoral level. The supervisors in this study agree with 

the idea that research and learning need to be understood holistically in 

terms of space and time - a space of intra, interpersonal, ethical and 

scientific development. This space and time provided by doctoral 

research may be considered an enriching context to be stimulated 

(Figure 1) where (i) meta-reflection and growing in several spheres can 

occur; (ii) creation, innovation and development must happen; and (iii) 

individuals can optimise their own attributes, particularly creativity, 

criticality, openness to newness and unpredictability, and proactivity. 

One supervisor emphasises that learning, at a doctoral level, should be 

understood as a process developed within a context that promotes the 

enhancement of Science that must have a great impact on society and 

generic well-being: 

 

“Learning and research at a doctoral level mean to develop high 

level knowledge in a certain area and be able to transfer that to 

innovation and subsequently to well-being”. 

 

In this sense, Science, ‘scientific products or outputs’ and its impact is 

not only a feature of the so-called hard sciences or engineering. Most 

supervisors agree that doctorates in Arts and Humanities give an 

essential contribution to social well-being and identity. Consequently, 

when analysing supervisors’ perspectives, it seems that the concept of 

learning is clearly interconnected with the concept of research, as well 

as with the pedagogical dynamics that is involved in the entire process 

of doing a doctorate. The conceptual and semantic link among those 

concepts leads us to conclude that the doctorate is culturally, socially, 

economically, professionally and academically embedded. Therefore, 



learning is not only understood through a personal and cognitive 

perspective (which is particularly intense to doctoral students), but also 

through a social engaged point of view. 

Thus, research, learning and supervision at this level are seen as a 

social activity, where networks and synergies developed among senior 

and junior researchers optimise all the process in which doctoral 

students and supervisors are involved. Hence, supervisors’ 

understanding about the concept of learning, research and doctoral 

supervision (as process and product) needs to take into account both 

social and personal processes. As a supervisor clearly stated:  

 

“Nowadays, a doctorate is (…) a privileged place (…) to 

intensively create, construct and develop intelligent, reflective, 

critical and engaged people, who consciously intervene in social 

issues, (…) who have defined goals, and are actively involved in 

constructing our world”. 

 

Doctoral students and supervisors’ profiles, as we have mentioned, are 

considered to be dialogic and dynamic, since intellectual and ethical 

respect, mutual enrichment and growing, effort and mutual 

commitment, as well as empathy are essential characteristics that both 

have to enhance. Therefore, not only academic, scientific and technical 

competences emerge as essential, but also intra and interpersonal 

(social) ones are considered extremely relevant to be developed:  

 

“Research at a doctoral level is a social activity. Even though 

one must be able to handle a problem, it is even more important 

to know how to deal with people who are around. (…) I may be 

perfectly competent from a technical and scientific point of view, 

but if I am unable to deal and contact with other colleagues, (…) 

I would say that it wouldn’t result at all (…)”. 

 

As a consequence, the discussion around the high quality profiles that 

doctoral students and supervisors must demonstrate and enhance, 

acquire a more important perspective. 

 

Conceptions on students’ profiles 
Regarding students’ profiles, all supervisors from the six focus groups 

mention as essential the existence of several interrelated characteristics 

and competences – a holistic mixture of instrumental, interpersonal 

and systemic competences (Tuning project, 2002). As expected, they 



emphasise how important it is for students to demonstrate basic 

theoretical and disciplinary competences to support both personal and 

scientific advancement towards the unknown, creativity, newness and 

unpredictability in a certain area of knowledge. Additionally, they 

underline the importance of management and organisation skills, a 

certain level of independence and autonomy, making decisions, 

solving problems, demonstrating initiative, critical and reflective 

perspectives, as well as linguistic skills. According to supervisors’ 

voices, these are the basic skills which will be intensively developed 

along the doctoral process. 

Even though deeply associated with those aspects, supervisors 

emphasise the greater relevance of the following aspects: 

• “Intrinsic motivation” and “pleasure for discovery”; 

• “Personal and intellectual availability” as well as an intense 

curiosity, since a profound dedication to the process will be 

asked; 

• A great will and determination; 

• “Passion”: “a sparkling light in their eyes”; 

• Joy and involvement about the research topic and also the 

entire process.  

The supervision and research process, as well as the relationship 

with new and unpredictable things, the development of knowledge and 

cognitive and personal transformation can be a hard and demanding 

process. Supervisors underline the importance of students’ intrinsic 

and intrapersonal characteristics to face both good and bad moments, 

successes and problems, desirable and undesirable things and 

transformations. Supervisors also consider this relationship with 

knowledge and research as a transformative process, both at cognitive 

and emotional levels, not easy for unprepared students to deal with. 

They mention that students have to demonstrate, since the beginning, 

an intrinsic and personal “strength”, as well as a deep “passion” and 

curiosity (asking “naïve” and also “the right” questions) regarding the 

entire process, otherwise they may fail or have a negative learning 

experience. Thus, students’ “personal and academic identification 

with the research project and the subject” is essential and acquires a 

greater importance when contextualised with the previous conclusions. 

Supervisors also point out the importance of social skills, such as 

team-work and also ethical commitment, and “intellectual honesty” 

(regarding other colleagues, knowledge and intellectual property). 

Both research and supervision are considered socially embedded, not 

only the process, but also the output: the contribution to knowledge 



and to society is essential, even though in some areas (such as 

Literature, Culture, and Arts, for example) there are not visibly direct 

implications and consequences. The understanding and theorisation 

over certain aspects of the reality, at a doctoral level, must be 

considered indispensable for the advancement of knowledge, society, 

criticality and Science. One supervisor highlighted: 

 

“I think that the doctorate is clearly engaged with a ‘new’ 

perspective about Science: (…) Science as a common good, (…) 

with an intense social engagement. (…) And this epistemological 

meaning is common to all scientific domains. (…) Therefore, 

within this framework people must broaden their understanding 

about Science that must be reflected in the social well-being 

(…)”. 

 

This last statement emphasises the interconnection and dialogic 

perspective already explored between the concept of learning at 

doctoral level and the profile that students must enhance.  

 

Conceptions on supervisors’ profiles 
When supervisors analyse their own desirable profile it is underlined 

as an essential feature to scientifically dominate a certain area, so the 

negotiation and feedback process as well as students’ support may 

achieve a high quality level. Moreover, they highlight the need of 

guiding the student through the research process, helping them to 

overcome difficulties involved in this demanding process. 

Nevertheless, they consider that the student must be able to deal with 

‘stuck-unstuck’ (Kiley, 2009; Trafford & Leshem, 2009) and other 

challenging and difficult moments, so they have the opportunity to 

develop their own competences and personal experience and strength. 

However, supervisors see themselves as guiding students in the 

doctoral journey, developing a proper “intellectual and emotional 

climate” (Conrad, 2007) and helping students to experience the 

research and doctoral process by themselves. One supervisor stated: 

 

“(…) there is at least one phase, and not only when the student is 

writing the thesis, when the doctorate is a solitary process. The 

student must have time to think, to reflect, to make decisions 

based on his/her criticality. (…) So, I believe it is very important 

to create a space devoted to thinking and reflection, because the 

doctoral process asks for it”. 



 

Supervisors mention the importance of being aware of both activities 

and the research stage in which the doctoral student is involved, in 

order to design proper strategies to optimise and help the student 

experience. Simultaneously, they consider fundamental to be available 

to engage in the entire process which is extremely challenging not only 

for the student, but also for themselves. One supervisor mentions that, 

interacting with doctoral students, allows him not only to learn about 

human relations, but also to grow at intellectual and cognitive levels: 

 

“Scientifically, doctoral students also guide us through different 

and new paths that we have never thought before. They force us 

to evolve and grow with them scientifically”. 

 

Supervisors emphasise that they have the essential role of creating an 

intellectually stimulating space and context where they must: 

• “Increase in the student a sense of belonging”, helping the 

student to develop his/her own (academic/researcher) 

identity; 

• “Stimulate a creative environment” or “a favourable 

environment of (research and questioning) radiation”; 

• “Spread (research and creative) ideas”; 

• “Promote a provocative, dynamic and dialectic 

environment”, where “joint and critical analysis and 

discussions” and “prompt and quality feedback” are 

inevitable, also to “challenge the student”. 

Therefore, openness and flexibility to the entire doctoral supervision 

process, dynamics and personal profiles are two important 

characteristics, as well as intellectual respect for the process and those 

who are involved. Considering all these aspects, supervisors also point 

out the existence of a cohesive research team to better and more 

supportively achieve all those previous aspects as important: “team 

work: this relationship is very important, since everyone learn a lot 

when contacting with others, even who are in different training 

levels”. Finally, supervisors underline that they see themselves as 

guides, facilitators, companions and moderators.  

 

First output to the reference framework 
The qualitative data from focus groups with supervisors give us 

preliminary information to start the design of the reference framework 

about the construct of quality of doctoral research supervision. Thus, 



we must recapture (i) the findings that emerged from the data analysis 

and discussion presented in this chapter, and (ii) the three 

interconnected dimensions referred in the theoretical discussion (topic 

‘doctoral students and supervisors’ profiles’). Figure 2 represents a 

first systematisation about the quality profile of doctoral students and 

supervisors. 

 

 
 

Figure 2: First semantic schema that will contribute to the design of 

the reference framework 

 

This figure gathers supervisors’ perspectives regarding the main 

indicators that both supervisors and students need to demonstrate and 

enhance along the research process. However, this first semantic 

schema needs to be enhanced as well as dynamically enriched and 

reviewed: doctoral students and university administrators’ voices must 

be considered and included in that schema in the near future. The 

dialogue between this research and international investigations needs 

also to be assured. We need to follow this interconnected and cyclic 

perspective, so a holistic framework can be designed. 
 

Final considerations 
The major objective underlining this research is the mapping of 

supervisors’ conceptions of the supervision process so the authors can 

start the design of a reference framework and an evaluation model to 



monitor and assess the quality of the research supervision process at a 

doctoral level. 

The results of this study highlight the interconnection of different 

dimensions (interpersonal & communicative, academic & research, 

and intrapersonal), depicted in Figure 2. In addition, the focus of 

supervisors’ voices stresses the importance put on the student-

supervisor relationship, as well as on the research group. Supervisors’ 

responses emphasise that the main challenge to achieve success in a 

doctoral supervision process (among other interrelated aspects) is to 

assure the quality of the supervision relationship by (i) reflecting about 

their actions, (ii) tailoring their approaches when guiding each student, 

(iii) being open and flexible to changes and challenges embedded in 

the nature of this relationship (Nulty et al., 2009; see in this book the 

chapter by Rensburg). Finally, from supervisors’ voices it is also clear 

that the doctoral supervision process must be considered a scientific 

and emotional process, where inter and intrapersonal phenomena 

occur, not only between the supervisor and the student, but also 

between those actors and the research process, knowledge (re)creation, 

growing, development and transformation. 

To conclude, we emphasise that this Portuguese investigation not 

only intends to provoke and encourage discussions at this specific HE 

context, where this subject still remains little discussed, but also to 

contribute to a broader reflection where national and international 

findings may dialogue. Conceptions of supervisors combined with the 

ones of students must be consciously analysed in further studies, so 

that an integrated perspective can be designed which may enlighten a 

holistic comprehension of the factors that influence the quality of the 

doctoral supervision process. Accordingly, we consider that the design 

of an integrative and systematic reference framework about quality not 

only will allow the design of grounded actions and research regarding 

this issue, but will also stimulate more discussions concerning the 

potential enhancement of quality of doctoral supervision from different 

perspectives. 
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