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Abstract: This research considers the perceptions of doctoral supervisors relating to their experience
of supervising students within a single case study university in the United Kingdom (UK). A survey of
supervisors was undertaken that elicited quantitative and qualitative data, which were analysed and
compared with the responses from postgraduate research students from the same institution, obtained
through the annual national postgraduate research experience survey. This new understanding was
important to elicit as it provided us with valuable insights into various aspects of the doctoral
students’ experience from a supervisory viewpoint, highlighting both strengths and areas that require
improvement. By addressing the identified areas of concern, and building upon the areas of strength,
the university will be able to enhance the doctoral supervision process, and so create a more positive
and supportive postgraduate research environment in the future. One of the most interesting aspects
to emerge from this research is the gap in perception between the supervisors’ own views and those of
their doctoral students, for example regarding communication. To greater understand the identified
phenomena, it is recommended that this research should continue as a longitudinal study with the
survey being repeated on a biennial basis.

Keywords: postgraduate researcher; doctoral student; PhD; supervision; best practice; university;
higher education

1. Introduction

This research study considers the supervisory perception of the experience of doctoral
students within a single institution in the United Kingdom (UK) higher education context
as a case study. Doctoral students are those who are studying for a doctorate degree, which
is the highest tier of education offered by universities and is above both bachelor’s and
master’s degrees [1]. The most common variant of the degree is a Doctor of Philosophy, oth-
erwise often known as a PhD, which has evolved into a research-based course undertaken
over several years through a programme of individual study [2].

Unlike taught degrees, the required outcome of the PhD is to make an innovative and
original contribution to the body of knowledge for a particular discipline area. Whilst the
degree is largely self-managed, the assignment of supervisors to each doctoral student
is necessary. They are each therefore provided with a guide and mentor to assist them
in achieving a successful and timely completion [3-5]. There are some key aspects of the
environment for doctoral student supervision in the UK that need to be considered:

o In the UK, each doctoral student is assigned a supervisory team comprising one or
more supervisors who support them throughout their research journey [5-8]. The

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPIL Basel Switzerland. supervisor plays a crucial role in providing academic and pastoral support, assisting

the student in developing research skills, and ensuring timely progress towards
completion [9-12].

UK doctoral degrees are research-focused programmes in which students are expected
to make an original and innovative contribution to their respective fields [13,14].
The emphasis is on independent study and the production of a substantial thesis
40/). or dissertation.
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e  Doctoral students in the UK have a significant degree of autonomy in managing their
research projects [1,15-17]. They are responsible for setting research goals, designing
methodologies, and conducting investigations under the guidance of their supervi-
sors. This self-managed learning approach requires students to be self-motivated and
capable of independent thinking [5,9,18].

e  Higher education organisations in the UK higher education sector strive to provide
adequate support and resources to doctoral students [1,9,19]. This includes access to
library facilities, research funding opportunities, specialised training and workshops,
and opportunities for networking and collaborating with peers and experts in their
field [20-22].

e The environment for doctoral student supervision in the UK is subject to evolving
challenges. These may include changing funding models, the impact of technology
and digital learning [23,24], the need for interdisciplinary research, and the increas-
ing incidence of issues related to mental health and wellbeing amongst doctoral
students [25-29].

The UK provides a supportive and structured environment for doctoral student
supervision, with a focus on research excellence, academic guidance, and fostering a
positive and inclusive research culture. Institutions continuously strive to enhance the
supervision experience to ensure successful completion of doctoral degrees.

2. Postgraduate Research Experience Survey

Each year in the UK, Advance HE operates the Postgraduate Research Experience
Survey (PRES) [30] to monitor how the environment for research degrees is changing,
reveal the experiences of research students, and assist institutions in identifying areas for
improvement in the supervision process.

Research students, in this sense, include both masters and doctoral level students
undertaking research degrees (for example, Master by Research, Doctor of Philosophy,
Professional Doctorate). The data are collected at an institutional level and then combined
to provide a national picture. For example, based upon the PRES undertaken in 2022 [31],
overall student satisfaction across UK institutions rose to 80%, following a series of years in
which a decline had been reported. Non-UK based students reported the most significant
increase in satisfaction rating. Satisfaction rates for supervisory support being delivered on-
line dropped in comparison to that delivered by face-to-face or hybrid methods. In addition
to overall observations, students are asked to report against the following specific topics:
Supervision;

Resources;

Research culture;

Progress and assessment;
Responsibilities;

Support;

Research skills;
Professional development;
COVID-19 support.

For the PRES in 2022, a total of 62 institutions were involved and there were 19,922 rep-
resentative participating students, of which 72% were studying in a full-time mode and 28%
were in a part-time mode [31] (p. 7). Typically, students have reported 75-82% satisfaction
in most areas, with the exceptions being research culture with only 57% satisfaction and
research skills and supervision with 86% and 87% satisfaction, respectively [31] (p. 22). The
case of research culture provides an interesting perspective, as students did not feel that
they had access to a good range of supporting seminars (54% satisfaction), nor did they have
opportunities to discuss their own research with others (57% satisfaction). Furthermore,
students did not feel aware of the opportunities for involvement in the wider research
community (57% satisfaction), and they did not consider that the research community had
influenced their work (51% satisfaction). All of these are considered to be key aspects of
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an active and positive research community. As a wider point, it has been concluded that
students are using the PRES as a mechanism to report when they do not feel that their
feedback and views are being taken seriously by their institutions in the form of visible
tangible action [31]. PRES 2023 has now concluded, but sector results are not yet available.

Given the prevalence of student views, it was decided that a contemporaneous sur-
vey of supervisors would elucidate their perspectives and provide balance to the debate.
This research therefore reports on a programme of research undertaken to understand the
perspective of doctoral supervisors, and provides a unique insight into their thoughts and
views from which we can start to deduce how universities can improve the infrastruc-
ture and environment to support supervisors, thereby providing a more optimal level of
supervision to doctoral students [9,32].

3. Materials and Methods

The aim of this study is to explore and understand the perspectives of doctoral
supervisors within the UK higher education context, using one university as a case study,
with a focus on their experiences, challenges, and suggestions for improving the supervision
of doctoral students.

The study seeks to provide valuable insights into the infrastructure and environment
needed to support supervisors in delivering optimal supervision to doctoral students.
The findings will contribute to enhancing the overall quality of doctoral supervision and
potentially inform policy and practice at this case study university, and may inspire other
universities in the UK and elsewhere, using a similar supervision system, to replicate the
process. This study strives to answer the following research questions:

1.  How do doctoral supervisors perceive the existing infrastructure and support systems
for doctoral supervision in a UK university?

2. What do doctoral supervisors consider to be the key factors that contribute to a
positive postgraduate research environment for doctoral programmes?

These research questions were selected as they help us to explore the experiences,
perspectives, and recommendations of doctoral supervisors regarding doctoral supervision
in the UK higher education context, providing insights into areas that need improvement
and potential strategies for enhancing the overall supervision process.

This research employs a case study method to understand the viewpoint of doctoral
supervisors working in the UK higher education sector who are currently supervising
doctoral students undertaking a programme of research that leads to the student being
awarded a PhD. The case study is focused upon a single UK university, but the findings
are indicative of issues that may be relatable to both similar cases (for example, other UK
universities) and dissimilar cases (for example, universities in other countries operating
a similar educational system). The case study university is a medium-sized, post-1992
modern university located in the south of England in the UK. The total student base
is approximately 17,000 students, of which 600 are undertaking postgraduate research
degrees, among whom 200 are staff and 400 are students funded through a variety of
mechanisms, including research council grants, student finance grants, and self-funding
from personal savings. Whilst the university offers professional doctorates, e.g., engineering
and educational doctorates, the majority of the 400 non-staff research degree students are
following the full-time PhD route.

The philosophical position taken for this research is that of realism [33], the approach
is abductive [34], and the study has a cross-sectional time horizon as there were no previous
supervisor data for the purposes of direct year-on-year comparison. All active doctoral
supervisors at the case study institution were contacted and invited to contribute. With
only a few exceptions, all invited staff were qualified to doctorate level themselves, and
regularly engaged in both teaching and research activities at the university. Participants
who engaged with the research study did so on a voluntary basis, and so, the sample size
for this small-scale pilot study is too small for generalisation, making this a non-probability
mixed-method study [34].
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Where possible, the questions asked mirrored many of the issues being investigated
in the PRES so that a direct comparison will be possible in the future when the PRES
2023 results are subsequently released. In the meantime, and taken in isolation, the data
collected from supervisors reported in this study provide an alternative and valuable
perspective on doctoral supervision. The data collected were quantitative in nature and
based upon a 5-stage Likert-style [35] series of response options, ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree.

Questions asked were aligned to the following PRES-related topic areas, each of which
is detailed in the analysis section:

Supervision;

Research culture;

Progress and assessment;
Responsibilities;

Support (including resources);
Research skills;

Professional development;

N L=

A single additional open-ended free-text question was also asked to enable participants
to share their own personal thoughts and views. The qualitative data collected were
analysed using the recursive abstraction method [36,37]. Recursive abstraction is known to
be useful when applied to the analysis of qualitative data from a wide range of sources,
including interviews, focus groups, reports, and open-ended free-text questions. The
process itself involved a series of steps in which the data were paraphrased and then
repeatedly collapsed by grouping into themes/codes, so that patterns and trends could
emerge [38].

Data were collected from the university’s doctoral supervisors during the period of
May to June 2023, using an online survey tool managed by the JISC system [39]. JISC
(Joint Information Systems Committee) is a UK-based agency that provides digital and
technology services to higher education.

The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and ap-
proved by the Ethics Committee of Bournemouth University (Reference Identification
49756, 2 May 2023).

4. Results

In this analysis, responses are presented as the percentage agreeing or strongly agree-
ing with the statement in relation to the total responses. The results are based upon
supervisors of postgraduate researchers (PGRs). The PGR grouping includes doctoral
students but also a minority of master’s level students undertaking research degrees.
This corresponds to the PRES, which includes both doctoral students and master’s level
research students.

A total of 59 responses were received from a university survey population of 415 doc-
toral supervisors, giving a response rate of 14.3%. Details of the respondent demographics
and the results are provided in the following sections.

4.1. Respondent Demographics

The university has four faculties within which research is undertaken in 20 depart-
ments across a range of science, social science, and humanity disciplines. Doctoral supervi-
sion is embedded in all disciplines and contributes to the exciting and thriving research
culture across the institution.

Responses to the survey were analysed by faculty and Table 1 therefore provides an
overview of the principal disciplines in each faculty.

The numbers of responses from each faculty were evenly split, as shown in Figure 1,
with the institutional response rate being 14.3%. However, based on total supervisor
numbers, the response rate by faculty varied from 23.1% in Faculty B to 9.1% in Faculty D.
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Table 1. Faculty key disciplines.

Faculty Disciplines
Faculty A Social Sciences
Faculty B Social Sciences, Humanities, Science
Faculty C Social Sciences, Humanities, Computer Science
Faculty D Science, Technology, Engineering, Social Sciences, Humanities

m Faculty A = Faculty B = Faculty C Faculty D

16, 27.1%

Figure 1. Response rate by faculty (number of responses, percentage of total responses). Source: authors’
own work.

Of the respondents, by gender, 54.2% were female, 40.7% were male, and 5.1% pre-
ferred not to say. Similarly, by nationality, 83.1% of respondents were UK nationals, 11.9%
were international, and 3.4% preferred not to say.

4.2. Quantitative Results

Supervisors (respondents) were asked to select a response from the range strongly
disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, or strongly agree to each statement presented.

4.2.1. Overall Satisfaction

Supervisors were asked to respond to the statement “Ouverall, my PGRs are satisfied with
the experience of their research degree programme.” At institutional level, 84.7% of supervisors
agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. By faculty, however, there were mixed results,
as highlighted in Table 2.

Figure 2 compares the responses to this statement from supervisors in this survey and
those from PGRs in PRES 2021 and PRES 2022. At the institutional level, the responses
indicated that supervisors” perception of PGRs’ satisfaction in their overall experience
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was higher than the actual responses from PGRs. This was mirrored in all faculties, apart
from Faculty A, where PGRs rated their overall experience higher than the perception of
their supervisors.

Table 2. Overall, my PGRs are satisfied with the experience of their research degree programme—
Supervisor Responses.

Faculty % Agree/Strongly Agree
Faculty A 75.0%
Faculty B 83.3%
Faculty C 84.6%
Faculty D 93.8%
Overall 84.7%

PGR Responses 2021  m PGR Responses 2022 Supervisors Responses 2023

100.0%
90.0%

80.0%
70.0%
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
30.0%
20.0%
10.0%

0.0%

Faculty A Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D Overall

Figure 2. Scores for “Overall Satisfaction” from supervisors (2023) and PGRs (PRES 2021 and PRES
2022). Source: authors” own work.

Figure 2 also shows that, from a PGR perspective in PRES 2022, in terms of overall
satisfaction, Faculty A was the best performing faculty with an average score (agree and
strongly agree) of 88.0%, whereas Faculty B was the lowest at 70.8%. It is worth noting that
the university was 2.2% above the sector average in 2022. These scores also show that PGRs’
overall satisfaction improved between PRES 2021 and PRES 2022 across the institution,
apart from Faculty B where it decreased by 1%.

4.2.2. Supervision
Respondents were asked to respond to four statements about “Supervision”:

I'have the skills and subject knowledge to support my PGRs’ research;

I'have regular contact with my PGRs, appropriate for their needs;

I provide feedback that helps my PGRs to direct their research activities;

I'help my PGRs to identify their training and development needs as a researcher.

Ll o

Overall, the average score to all Supervision statements was 95.8% across all four
faculties. The highest performance was 98.4% in Faculty D, whilst Faculty A’s performance
was lowest at 93.8%.

This highest scores were for Statement 1 (I have the skills and subject knowledge to support
my PGRs’ research) and Statement 3 (I provide feedback that helps my PGRs to direct their research
activities), with both having an average score of 98.3%. Statement 2 (I have regular contact
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with my PGRs, appropriate for their needs) was the next highest with an average score of
96.6%, whilst Statement 4 (I help my PGRs to identify their training and development needs as a
researcher) had the lowest score with 89.8%. These results are illustrated in Figure 3.

=@—TFaculty A ==@=TFaculty B Faculty C Faculty D «=@==Overall

100.0%

=
95.0%

90.0%

85.0%

80.0%

75.0%

70.0%
I have the skillsand  Ihave regular I provide feedback Ihelp my PGRs to
subject knowledge  contact with my  that helps my PGRs identify their
to support my PGRs, appropriate to direct their training and
PGRs’ research for their needs research activities development needs
as a researcher

Figure 3. Scores for “Supervision” statements by faculty. (NB: Faculties A and D scored 100% in
Statements 1, 2, and 3; Faculty C scored 100% in Statements 1 and 3). Source: authors” own work.

Statement 4 (I help my PGRs to identify their training and development needs as a researcher)
saw the lowest average score with 89.8% of supervisors agreeing and strongly agreeing
across all four faculties. This was particularly impacted by Faculty A, where only 75.0% of
supervisors agreed or strongly agreed that they assisted their PGRs in identifying training
needs. This suggests that further guidance is needed for supervisors so they can better
understand the range of institutional training available for PGRs and their role in helping
their PGRs to identify their training and development needs.

Whilst the scores from PGRs for PRES 2023 are not available at this time, the scores
from PRES 2022 and PRES 2021 can be compared to the supervisors’ scores presented in
this paper.

Overall, the scores from supervisors to the Supervision statements in this survey were
more favourable than the perceptions of PGRs as highlighted in the responses to PRES 2022.
The average score for all supervision statements from supervisors was 95.8% across all four
faculties, which was 7.4% higher than the average score for all Supervision statements from
PGRs, at 88.3%.

The differences, by faculty, between the scores to the Supervisor statements from
supervisors from those of PGRs are shown in Figure 4. Only Faculty A had an average
score from PGRs higher than the score from supervisors (+3.3%). For all other faculties,
the average score from PGRs was lower than the score from supervisors: Faculty D—6.2%;
Faculty C—9.4%; Faculty B—14.4%.

The scores for the individual Supervisor statements from PGRs (PRES 2022) are shown
in Figure 5. These exhibited a similar pattern to the supervisor scores shown in Figure 3.
This strengthens the need to improve the support offered by supervisors to PGRs in
identifying their training and development needs.
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W PGR Responses 2021 ® PGR Responses 2022  ® Supervisors Responses 2023

100.0%

90.0%
80.0%
70.0%
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
30.0%

Faculty A Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D

Figure 4. Scores for “Supervision” statements from supervisors (2023) and PGRs (PRES 2021 and
PRES 2022). Source: authors’ own work.

=e—Faculty A =e=Faculty B =@=—Faculty C —@—Faculty D =@=Overall

100.0% /.

95.0%
@
90.0% \
85.0% \
80.0%
75.0%
70.0%
I'have the skills I have regular I provide feedback I help my PGRs to
and subject contact withmy  that helps my identify their
knowledge to  PGRs, appropriate  PGRs to direct training and
support my PGRs”  for their needs their research development
research activities needs as a
researcher

Figure 5. PGR scores for “Supervision” statements by faculty (PRES 2022). Source: authors’
own work.

4.2.3. Research Culture and Community

Respondents were asked to respond to two statements about “Research Culture

and Community”:

1. My PGRs have access to a good range of seminars in their research area and frequent
opportunities to discuss their research with other researchers;

2. My PGRs are aware of opportunities to become involved in the wider research com-
munity beyond their department.
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Overall, the average score for all Research Culture and Community statements was
66.9% across all four faculties. The highest score was 88.4% in Faculty D, whilst Faculty A’s
score was lowest at 50.0%.

Statement 1 (My PGRs have access to a good range of seminars in their research area and
frequent opportunities to discuss their research with other researchers) had an average score of
71.2%. Faculty scores varied from 87.5% in Faculty D to 58.3% in Faculty A.

Similarly, Statement 2 (My PGRs are aware of opportunities to become involved in the wider
research community beyond their department) had an average score of 62.7%. Faculty scores
varied from 81.3% in Faculty D to 41.7% in Faculty A. This is illustrated in Figure 6.

=@=—TFaculty A ==@==Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D ==@==Overall

100.0%
90.0%
80.0%

70.0%

60.0%
50.0%

40.0%
My PGRs have access to a good range of My PGRs are aware of opportunities to
seminars in their research area and become involved in the wider research
frequent opportunities to discuss their =~ community beyond their department
research with other researchers

Figure 6. Scores for “Research Culture and Community” statements by faculty. Source: authors’
own work.

In line with the supervisors’ scores highlighted above, the scores from PGRs in PRES
2022 to questions about Research Culture and Community were equally low. However, it
should be noted that this pattern was reflected across the sector and that the university
improved within this statement area from PRES 2021 to PRES 2022, increasing 5.6% to an
average of 58.1% of PGRs agreeing or strongly agreeing to the statements.

4.2.4. Progress and Assessment

Respondents were asked to respond to three statements about “Progress and Assessment”:

—_

My PGRs received an appropriate induction to their research degree programme;

2. My PGRs understand the requirements and deadlines for formal monitoring of
their progress;

3. My PGRs understand the required standard for their thesis and are clear about the

final assessment procedures for their degree.

Overall, the average score for all Progress and Assessment questions was 88.7% across
all four faculties. All faculties performed well in this area, ranging from 94.4% in Faculty A
to 81.5% in Faculty B.

Statement 1 (My PGRs received an appropriate induction to their research degree programme)
had an average score of 88.1%. Faculty scores varied from 91.7% in Faculty B to 84.6%
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in Faculty C. Statement 2 (My PGRs understand the requirements and deadlines for formal
monitoring of their progress) had an average score of 93.2%. Faculty scores varied from
100.0% in Faculty A to 88.9% in Faculty B. Statement 3 (My PGRs understand the required
standard for their thesis and are clear about the final assessment procedures for their degree) had an
average score of 84.7%. Faculty scores varied from 93.8% in Faculty D to 66.7% in Faculty B.
This is further illustrated in Figure 7.

—@—TFaculty A ==@=TFaculty B Faculty C Faculty D «=@=Overall
100.0%
95.0%
N
v
90.0%
85.0%
80.0%
75.0%
70.0%
65.0%
60.0%
My PGRs received an My PGRs understand the My PGRs understand the
appropriate induction to requirements and required standard for
their research degree deadlines for formal their thesis and are clear
programme monitoring of their ~ about the final assessment
progress procedures for their
degree

Figure 7. Scores for “Progress and Assessment” statements by faculty. Source: authors” own work.

In line with the supervisors’ scores highlighted above, the PGRs’ scores in PRES 2022
to statements about Progress and Assessment were equally high. The university’s average
score for Progress and Assessment increased from 85.8% in PRES 2021 to 87.0% in PRES
2022 (+1.2%). Furthermore, in this area, the university outperformed the sector by 7.1% in
PRES 2022, above the sector on average for all statements 87.0% vs 79.9%.

4.2.5. Responsibilities
Respondents were asked to respond to three statements about “Responsibilities”:

1.  The university values and responds to feedback from PGRs;

My PGRs understand our respective responsibilities;

3. My PGRs know who to approach if they are concerned about any aspect of their
degree programme.

N

Opverall, the average score for all Responsibilities statements was 80.8% across all four
faculties. All faculties performed well in this area, ranging from 85.2% in Faculty B to 74.4%
in Faculty C.

Statement 1 (the university values and responds to feedback from PGRs) had an average
score of 64.4%. Faculty responses varied from 72.2% in Faculty B to 53.8% in Faculty C.
Statement 2 (My PGRs understand our respective responsibilities) had an average score of 89.8%
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with scores by faculty varying from 94.4% in Faculty B to 83.3% in Faculty A. Statement 3
(My PGRs know who to approach if they are concerned about any aspect of their degree programme)
had an average score of 88.1%. Faculty scores varied from 91.7% in Faculty A to 76.9% in
Faculty C. This is further illustrated in Figure 8.

=@=—TFaculty A ==@=Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D ==@=Overall

100.0%
95.0%
90.0%
85.0%
80.0%
75.0% 4
70.0%
65.0%
60.0%
55.0%

50.0%
BU values and responds to My PGRs understand our ~ My PGRs know who to
feedback from PGRs respective responsibilities approach if they are
concerned about any aspect
of their degree programme

Figure 8. Scores for “Responsibilities” statements by Faculty. Source: authors” own work.

In line with the supervisors’ scores highlighted above, the scores from PGRs in PRES
2022 to statements about Responsibilities were equally mixed. PRES 2022 highlighted
that statements in this section have seen a decrease in average score, falling from 80.5% in
PRES 2021 to 79.5% in PRES 2022 (—1.1%). Nevertheless, ensuring that supervisors and
PGRs understand the various mechanisms for PGR feedback is a priority and further work
should be undertaken to articulate how feedback from PGRs has been used to improve
their support.

4.2.6. Support, including Resources

Respondents were asked to respond to four statements about “Support, including
Resources”:

1. My PGRs have appropriate access to physical and online library, IT and specialist
resources and facilities necessary for their research;

2. The support for academic skills offered by the university meets my PGRs’ needs;

3. The support for my PGRs health and wellbeing meets their needs (for example,
student support and counselling services);

4. My PGRs receive appropriate support from wider the university’s services.

Overall, the average score for all Support, including Resources statements was 66.9%
across all four faculties. This section is related to support that is wider than that from only
the faculties, but supervisors demonstrated varying perceptions of PGR support at the
institutional level, ranging from 73.4% in Faculty D to 60.4% in Faculty A.
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Statement 1 (My PGRs have appropriate access to physical and online library, IT and specialist
resources and facilities necessary for their research) had an average score of 81.4%. Scores at
the faculty level varied from 83.3% in Faculties A and B to 76.9% in Faculty C. Statement 2
(The support for academic skills offered by the university meets my PGRs’ needs) had an average
score of 71.2%. Faculty responses varied from 77.8% in Faculty B to 58.3% in Faculty A.
Statement 3 (The support for my PGRs health and wellbeing meets their needs) had an average
score of 59.3%. By faculty, scores varied from 68.8% in Faculty A to 41.7% in Faculty C.
Finally, Statement 4 (My PGRs receive appropriate support from wider university services) had
an average score of 55.9%. Again, faculty responses varied from 68.8% in Faculty D to
46.2% in Faculty C. This is further illustrated in Figure 9.

=@—Faculty A ==@=Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D «=@=Overall
100.0%
90.0%
80.0%
70.0% \
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
My PGRs have The support for The support for my My PGRs receive
appropriate access  academicskills ~ PGRs health and appropriate
to physical and offered by BU wellbeing meets support from
online library, IT meets my PGRs’ their needs wider BU services
and specialist needs
resources and
facilities

Figure 9. Scores for “Support, including Resources” statements by faculty. Source: authors” own work.

In line with the supervisors’ scores highlighted above, the scores from PGRs in PRES
2022 to statements about Support, including Resources were equally mixed. However, PRES
2022 highlighted that the university’s average score for this question area increased from
72.2% in 2021 to 76.8% for 2022. When compared to the sector, the university performed
better in both questions.

The low supervisors’ score for Statement 3 about support for PGRs” health and wellbe-
ing meeting their needs, particularly in Faculty A, mirrored the low score from PGRs in
PRES 2022. This is particularly concerning and warrants targeted communications to PGRs
and supervisors about the mental health and wellbeing support available to PGRs.

4.2.7. Research Skills
Respondents were asked to respond to two statements about “Research Skills”:

1. My PGRs’ research skills developed during their programme (for example, applying
appropriate research methodologies, critical analysis and evaluation);

2. My PGRs’ understanding of ‘research integrity” developed during their programme
(e.g., rigor, ethics, transparency, attributing the contribution of others).
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Overall, the average score for Research Skills questions was 91.5% across all four
faculties. All faculties performed well in this area, ranging from 100.0% in Faculty A to
88.5% in Faculty C.

Statement 1 (My PGRs’ research skills developed during their programme) had an average
score of 94.9%. Scores by faculty varied from 100.0% in Faculties A and D to 88.9% in
Faculty B. Statement 2 (My PGRs’ understanding of ‘research integrity’ developed during their
programme) had an average score of 88.1%. Faculty scores varied from 100.0% in Faculty A
to 81.3% in Faculty D. This is further illustrated in Figure 10.

=@—TFaculty A ==@=Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D ==@==Overall
100.0% 0
95.0%

90.0%
85.0%
80.0%
75.0%
70.0%
My PGRs’ research skills developed =~ My PGRs’ understanding of 'research
during their programme integrity' developed during their
programme

Figure 10. Scores for “Research Skills” statements by faculty. Source: authors” own work.

In line with the supervisors’ scores highlighted above, the scores from PGRs in PRES
2022 to statements about Research Skills were similar. Scores of statements about Research
Skills also saw an improvement, increasing 1.1% from 86.5% (PRES 2021) to 87.7% (PRES
2022). When compared to the sector, the university performed better in both questions.

4.2.8. Professional Development
Respondents were asked to respond to four statements about “Professional Development”:

1. My PGRs are confident to manage their own professional development;

My PGRs’ professional skills have improved over the course of their programme;

3. My PGRs received formal training to support their teaching (e.g., training courses,
mentorship, etc);

4. Asaresult of their research degree programme, my PGRs are better prepared for their
future careers.

N

Overall, the average score for all Professional Development statements was 69.5%
across all four faculties. However, there were mixed scores by faculty in this area, ranging
from 81.3% in Faculty D to 51.9% in Faculty C.

Statement 1 (My PGRs are confident to manage their own professional development) had an
average score of 64.4%. Faculty scores varied from 81.3% in Faculty D to 38.5% in Faculty
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C. Statement 2 (My PGRs’ professional skills have improved over the course of their programme)
had an average score of 78.0%, with faculty scores varying from 83.3% in Faculty A to
69.2% in Faculty C. Statement 3 (My PGRs received formal training to support their teaching
(e.g., Introduction to Education Practice for PGRs, mentorship, etc.)) had an average score of
49.2%, with faculty scores ranging from 75.0% in Faculty A to 23.1% in Faculty C. Finally,
Statement 4 (As a result of their research degree programme, my PGRs are better prepared for their
future careers) had an average score of 86.4%. Again, scores by faculty ranged from 93.8% in
Faculty D to 76.9% in Faculty C. This is further illustrated in Figure 11.

=@—TFaculty A ==@=Faculty B Faculty C Faculty D ==@==Overall
100.0%
90.0%
80.0%
70.0%
60.0%
50.0%
40.0%
30.0%
20.0%
My PGRs are My PGRs’ My PGRs received  As a result of their
confident to manage professional skills ~ formal training to research degree
their own have improved over support their programme, my
professional the course of their teaching PGRs are better
development programme prepared for their

future careers

Figure 11. Scores for “Professional Development” statements by faculty. Source: authors” own work.

The PGRs’ scores in PRES 2022 for Professional Development showed that the univer-
sity was above the sector in all statements. The lowest score was related to PGRs receiving
formal training to support their teaching, but this was significantly affected by low scores
in Faculties B and C.

4.3. Qualitative Comments—Thematic Analysis
4.3.1. Overview

In addition to the quantitative data, survey respondents were invited to provide
additional comments. Some remarks were extensive and wide-ranging in their scope,
whilst others were short, but not to say terse. Inevitably, there were many observations
on specific situations that are probably unique to the structure of the programmes at
this university, or that may result from the way in which processes have been aligned to
overarching academic regulations, policies, and procedures.

Nevertheless, many comments were reflective of the current zeitgeist of the postgrad-
uate research sector. The mood was influenced by a broad concern for the cost of living
and the impact this is having on both postgraduate research students and academic staff
(supervisors). But there was also a lingering memory of the stress and uncertainty into
which all were pitched, to a lesser or greater extent, by the recent pandemic.

The comments have been analysed using recursive abstraction [37-39] and grouped
into codes and then into themes. These central themes reflect the key concerns of those
who completed the survey and offered their views.
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4.3.2. Theme 1: Experience of Supervision

Since the survey was aimed at doctoral supervisors, who were asked for their opinion
of aspects underpinning supervision, the theme of ‘Supervision” was interwoven through-
out almost all of the comments in some form. However, there were many observations
relating specifically to the experience of being a supervisor and these have therefore been
given a theme of their own. A recurring reflection was how supervision is regarded by the
wider institution:

“I feel supervisors are not given adequate credit for PGR research, progress or success.
The University is very quick to contact supervisors if PGRs are not performing . .. but
we are rarely credited for the work we put in, and I wonder if this also results in a lack of
value and respect for supervisors from the PGRs”

Supervisor, Faculty D

“My role as a supervisor was much better acknowledged at other Institutions before
coming to [the institution]”

Supervisor, Faculty D

However, the idea was also considered whether, in fact, value could be added for both
supervisors and PGRs if there was a greater focus on quality assurance and more emphasis
given to the oversight of supervisory teams by their faculties:

“There needs to be greater supervision of the supervisory team to ensure that they are
working appropriately and effectively”

Supervisor, Faculty A

Most respondents felt that they had a clear understanding of their role and appreciated
their responsibilities as supervisors, agreeing that it was their task to guide PGRs through
the associated administrative processes, in addition to providing academic guidance. The
reaction to the statement relating to whether their PGRs knew the process elicited the
response that, to a large extent:

“This is the supervisor’s job”
Supervisor, Faculty B
There was also general agreement of the need for supervisors to work together cohe-
sively as a team, but this aspiration came with a recognition of the inherent difficulties this
may present:
“Different supervisors understand research standards differently and create confusion”
Supervisor, Faculty A
The need for cohesion, working effectively together and providing an inclusive en-

vironment within which PGRs could engage, was considered to be another responsibility
of supervisors:

“The best experiences PGRs have is when they feel like they belong and are part of
the department . .. Every academic should know who the PhD candidates are in their
department whether they supervise them or not!”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“There’s still limited interaction between academics and PGRs beyond supervision team
in my faculty. Academics don’t seem to value the contact unless they supervise someone
and there are few opportunities being made available by the PGR dept leads for meaningful
discussion and interactions”

Supervisor, Faculty A
This recurring theme of cohesion was developed with multiple potential benefits de-

rived from supervisors demonstrating a more collegiate attitude being referenced: it would
help to build PGRs’ identity, enhance the sense of community, assist in the development of
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strong supervisory teams, and even foster a more academically challenging environment.
Another thread that could be identified running through many comments was a desire
for a more structured approach, particularly within individual departments, which could
be further enhanced if only academics were more forthcoming in presenting their own
research to PGRs:

“Every academic in the department [should] have to present their work, or a specialism,
to the PhD candidates. This will also build further support systems”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“The quality of our research seminars ... and the typology and quality of the seminar
offer to our PGRs (i.e., doctoral college) could be enhanced so as to lead them to a further
upgrading in their research capacity”

Supervisor, Faculty A

Similarly, there was a prevailing view on a related statement, which was the extent
to which academics were engaged, at all levels of experience and seniority, with the PGR
community, noting that there was a lack of:

“Willingness of our professors to deliver open research seminars to staff and PGRs (pretty
uncommon)”

Supervisor, Faculty A

Another advantage to academic staff sharing their experience with PGRs was reinforc-
ing key messages, relevant to all research. Supervisors felt that sometimes they were a lone
voice to their PGRs, and, while there were some PGRs who could be receptive to advice
and made themselves aware of appropriate policies and procedures, there were still others
with whom it was harder to communicate:

“I give them information—for example about plagiarism and I know of one who doesn’t
take it in as he should and yet others do follow the advice and [follow the] rules”

Supervisor, Faculty C

The desire for a stronger connection between those leading in the research environ-
ment and the rest of the community was also articulated. It was also acknowledged that
postgraduate research represents a significant component of this, an important point for
institutions to consider as they work towards REF2028:

“I think a more collegiate, academic tone, with elected positions, would foster the quality
of the research in our institution, and most of it is done in the PGR environment”

Supervisor, Faculty D

A sub-theme within ‘Experience of Supervision” was represented by a discussion
about the time allocation allowed for the supervision of research degree students in the in-
stitutional workload planning model. This attracted a lot of comments, with the consensus
being that the time allocation was inadequate and did not come close to reflecting the real
time it takes to supervise to successful completion:

“As with research generally, more hours are needed to be an effective supervisor. PhD
students need a lot of time, care, scholarly attention, and emotional labour. 1 give this
to my students, but it goes way beyond the hours I am given. But this means that my
students do well and complete on time!”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“I feel that greater consideration needs to be given to the hours allocated for PGR supervi-
sion. These hours do not truly reflect/represent the time we currently give to supporting
PGRs through to successful completion”

Supervisor, Faculty D
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“The time allocated . .. does not reflect the actual work put into providing feedback and
attending meetings”

Supervisor, Faculty A

4.3.3. Theme 2: Research Culture and Environment

‘Research culture and environment” was another cross-cutting theme that forms both
the backdrop and context of the experience of supervising and being supervised. Inevitably,
there was discussion of the persistent impact of the pandemic on both individual PGRs
and their research design.

There was recognition that the university had been strong in its individualised support
of PGRs during this difficult period, although there was also criticism of the way in which
some groups of PGRs had not necessarily been given adequate support:

“My neutral responses chiefly reflect support for international PGRs and during COVID
in particular”

Supervisor, Faculty A

Even where support had been excellent, there was concern that this had potentially
raised expectations that were not necessarily being met when processes returned to ‘normal’,
specifically regarding the availability of funding for specific PGR research-related activities:

“Despite the great approach and generosity during the pandemic in extending their budget”
Supervisor, Faculty D

Comments on this subject tended to relate specifically to the funding available to
PGRs to publish the results of their research and tension between the fact that this research
was necessarily emergent but still represented an original contribution to the body of
knowledge, gathered and honed over a number of years:

“Of course, a paper produced by someone doing the PhD won'’t really be ground-breaking,
this is physically impossible and only happens by exception in most cases. 1 feel essential
that none of us fears a journal submission just because is too expensive, because this is
‘the blood of the system’, more than anything else like corporate skills etc. and sometimes
the result of years of work”

Supervisor, Faculty D

“PGRs must be encouraged to publish in top academic journals as part of their training”
Supervisor, Faculty A
The transformative impact of the pandemic, and the resulting closures of the campus,
was acknowledged for students and staff alike. As has been recognised by post-pandemic
research [40,41], the reaction of individuals varied depending on personal and unique
circumstances and preferences. This lack of consensus and a feeling that hybrid models still
do not quite work mean that it is difficult for an institution to meet all of the expectations,
needs, and requirements of the various stakeholder groups:

“Clearly some PGRs want to be on campus and benefit from this, others need to be on
campus to access resources, and some have no interest in being on campus, and so miss
out on the potential benefits without even realising it”

Supervisor, Faculty A
“I don’t think running hybrid sessions works”
Supervisor, Faculty C

“However, the important aspect is that they have the resources to go to conferences and
publish papers”
Supervisor, Faculty D

Presenting at seminars and conferences has long been considered an important aspect
of a PGR’s development, while also being essential to their ability to successfully undertake
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a viva voce examination. Accordingly, careful consideration was given as to whether PGRs
were being afforded appropriate opportunities (and potentially funding) to allow them to
develop the requisite skills:

“To give opportunities to present for the PGR internally is great, I just think that they
indeed have already a lot, they just may not know that or other reasons, but is so easy to
arrange a talk if they want to, so I do not think that is a problem”

Supervisor, Faculty D

“My other PhD students have been able to participate in many of the development
opportunities, including conference presentations, afforded them”

Supervisor, Faculty B

There was also discussion about whether supervisors could contribute to a research
environment that was more challenging, in a way that would be useful for PGRs in devel-
oping their skills. It was also suggested that it would be beneficial if experts with particular
specialisms could be brought into departmental events:

“The research environment could offer more opportunities and be more challenging
for our students ... The first would require a more suitable budget to invite excellent
external speakers”

Supervisor, Faculty A

The consideration of whether there was the budget available to support desirable
activities was another cross-cutting theme.

4.3.4. Theme 3: PGR Personal and Professional Development

The discussion about the opportunities being offered across the university that con-
tribute to ‘PGR Personal and Professional Development” was a theme closely related to
that of ‘Research Culture and Environment’. It was recognised that this support should
be considered in the context of it being cross-institutional; it encompasses the central pro-
gramme of support managed by the Doctoral College, that provided by faculties, and also
training and events delivered at the departmental level. The model of PGRs undertaking
master’s modules as uncredited and discrete courses operates in various departments and
the closure of one of these courses was recognised as being likely to have a detrimental
impact on research methods training:

“Recent closure of the ... [course] has greatly depleted research methods training for
PGRs in our faculty. The impact will be evidenced in:—more external courses being paid
for—return to failures or major rewrites in the future”

Supervisor, Faculty B

The advantages of some training for PGRs being mandatory was considered, par-
ticularly in the first year, to be supplemented by wider departmental group work and
underpinned by a central development programme:

“There should be a mandatory taught programme for two or three semesters during the
first year in the faculties, per department, in addition to reading groups, presentation
groups and any other centralised training”

Supervisor, Faculty C
Even while attendance at the majority of the sessions was not mandatory, the central
development programme offered to PGRs via the Doctoral College attracted considerable

interest and it was generally felt to be highly advantageous to have such a range of materials
and facilitated workshops available:

“The new skills development program is so appealing that I would take these courses
myself if I would have time, and I am not new at this”

Supervisor, Faculty D
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However, concern was voiced as to whether PGRs (and sometimes supervisors) were
sufficiently aware of what was on offer to them:

“I think that the researcher development programme offers some amazing training and
development opportunities, but I'm not convinced that all PGRs are aware of this. They
should be, but are they?”

Supervisor, Faculty A

There was some consideration of the range of training offered, particularly regarding
discipline-specific needs. Understandably, there were different suggestions depending on
the individual requirements and perceived needs of PGRs:

“It would be helpful to have more PhD training in humanities and arts subjects which
have different methodological approaches to those on the social sciences”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“Statistics support for PGRs seems to be a real gap”
Supervisor, Faculty B

“[We] require a wider offer of advanced methodological seminars to PGRs”
Supervisor, Faculty A

A more universally acknowledged consideration, however, were the difficulties of
PGRs whose programme of research, and therefore their experience, was non-standard:

“[These PGRs] miss out quite a lot on the PGR development sessions, lunchtime semi-
nars, etc.”

Supervisor, Faculty B

“One the students who struggles to engage with workshops, development and networking
sessions because they are completing their PhD alongside a busy, responsible post in the
NHS. Most of the opportunities occur on days when they are working; very few occur on
their research-focused day unfortunately and this is presenting an issue for them, as well
as feelings of isolation and not belonging”

Supervisor, Faculty B

The difficulties of supporting PGRs who are undertaking their research alongside their
careers was not unique to any one faculty. There are various programmes and specific
situations, which can mean PGRs are unable to access the opportunities designed to assist
them in their personal and professional development. While the library of materials that
are accessible online, including recorded sessions, online courses, videos, etc., is being
increased, the correlating issue of isolation and not feeling part of the culture is not easily
overcome. The subject of support for the mental health and wellbeing of PGRs is considered
under the next theme.

4.3.5. Theme 4: Institutional Support for PGRs

There are several sub-themes within that of ‘Institutional Support for PGRs’. First,
as mentioned above, whilst it was acknowledged that the institution has supports for the
mental health and wellbeing of all of its students in place, there were concerns about its
efficacy, mostly due to its sheer demand amongst students:

“The reason I have said that I disagree for the question about access to wellbeing services,
is that there is very high demand, and the waiting times appear to be overly lengthy”
Supervisor, Faculty B
“Where health, particularly mental health, problems have occurred, my PGR would not
use the university’s services as they didn’t value them or find them useful in any way”
Supervisor, Faculty A
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The financial support that the institution offers PGRs was another sub-theme that was
identified. The issue was not necessarily that the university should make more funding
available, or have a more generous attitude to exceptional circumstances, but rather that
the departments dealing with fees should be more empathetic, particularly in the tone of
their communications:

“I feel that my PGR’s could be better supported by wider financial teams—especially
those from international backgrounds. The tone of this communication is often hostile
and sends our students into panic”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“Many have experienced emails which are inappropriately worded”

Supervisor, Faculty C

The subject of PGRs undertaking part-time hourly paid teaching of undergraduates
was a subject that provoked various observations. The consensus view was that PGRs
should be offered the opportunity to teach—some even considering it should be a manda-
tory requirement—but that supervisors should be part of the discussion before PGRs were
issued with a contract:

“Would be helpful if [managers] consult supervisors before asking our PGRs to teach”

Supervisor, Faculty C

It was generally accepted that the UKRI model of PGRs not being allowed, or even
expected, to teach for more than 6 h a week was appropriate, and the valuable experience
this would give them was acknowledged. However, the perceived advantages extended
beyond the professional development of the individual PGR and also formed a good basis
for the departmental teaching dynamic:

“We need a teaching expectation that PhDs can teach up to 6 h a week for three years and
none in their fourth year (writing up). It provides stable teaching cover in a department,
gives the PhDs experience, but also within boundaries. PhDs should have to apply
for teaching each term and present what they are will achieve in their PhD alongside
the teaching”

Supervisor, Faculty C

However, there were some cautionary comments too, and it was recognised that
supervisors had a role to play in protecting their PGRs from being persuaded to undertake
too much teaching. It was also suggested that the university should ensure PGRs received
appropriate training:

“[PGRs] can be thrown in the deep end last minute for teaching”
Supervisor, Faculty C

The statement about whether the university provided adequate support more generally
for PGRs met with mixed responses. There were a number of positive comments about
some central, professional, and support services, including the Doctoral College. However,
there were also some more critical observations about software and hardware issues,
response times to dealing with problems, and whether PGRs were as high up the list of
university priorities as, it was suggested, they should be. Some issues related specifically
to the difficulties in undertaking research, with PGRs often working away from central
facilities and sometimes in remote places with poor signals and connections.

Again, the cross-theme of budgets, corporate approaches to resources, and maximising
expensive access to facilities came under discussion. Several programme-specific issues
were raised, and various suggestions were made as to how individual processes could be
improved to enhance support for PGRs in their research programmes.
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4.3.6. Theme 6: Critiques of the Survey Itself

One of the notable features of the survey was that, in asking academics about their
views of the supervisory experience, it was perhaps inevitable that some of their comments
would be meta in nature, and they would offer their observations on the survey itself:

“Some of the questions assume knowledge of aspects that I do not have knowledge of . . .
the survey could be better designed”

Supervisor, Faculty B

“I also think is convenient to be a little bit cautious on the feedback because one comment
does not make the statement statistically significant (that of course applies to me too
in these comments, which is why I think these surveys you do ... are important, to
pulse this)”

Supervisor, Faculty D

“For some answers 1 feel like answering, yes for some or most students, but notable exceptions”
Supervisor, Faculty B

“Future review would be good to gain feedback about supervisors’ own experiences of
support—processes etc.”

Supervisor, Faculty B

“I have several PhD students—they all different and so out is hard to answer some of the
questions with a definitive answer”

Supervisor, Faculty C

“If I was only responding according to my experiences of supervising them, I would
mostly have answered ‘Agree’/Strongly Agree’”

Supervisor, Faculty B

But perhaps the most interesting question was how the responses provided by super-
visors compared with those given by PGRs when asked some very similar questions:

“A lot of my comments are based on my assumptions and perceptions—this does not
necessarily reflect what the PGRs themselves feel”

Supervisor, Faculty B

5. Discussion

This study aimed to understand how doctoral supervisors perceive the existing in-
frastructure and support systems for doctoral supervision in a single case study at a UK
university. It also sought to identify the key factors that contribute to a positive postgradu-
ate research environment within doctoral programmes, from the supervisors’ perspectives.

In terms of quantitative data analysis, the survey assessed how supervisors perceived
various aspects of the PGR experience, including overall satisfaction, supervision, research
culture and community, progress and assessment, responsibilities, support including re-
sources, and research skills. Regarding overall satisfaction, 84.7% of supervisors agreed
or strongly agreed that their PGRs were satisfied with their research degree programme.
However, there were variations in satisfaction levels across different faculties, and there-
fore across different disciplines, with higher levels of satisfaction being related to STEM
subjects (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) compared to lower levels of
satisfaction for social sciences and humanities (SSH)-based research programmes.

Supervision was generally rated highly, with an average score of 95.8% across all
faculties. The highest scores were for statements related to supervisors having the neces-
sary skills and subject knowledge to support PGRs’ research and providing feedback to
direct their research activities. The lowest score was for the statement related to helping
PGRs identify their training and development needs. The importance of training and
development from a funders’ perspective should also not be underestimated This finding
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is supported by established thinking regarding the importance of training for PGRs [42-44],
but also links to the ongoing need to train doctoral supervisors [4,45].

Research culture and community received an average score of 66.9% across all faculties.
This category assessed access to seminars, opportunities for research discussion, and
awareness of involvement in the wider research community. Faculty D scored the highest,
whilst Faculty A had the lowest score. Once again, this reflected higher levels of satisfaction
related to STEM subjects compared to SSH-based research programmes. It is widely agreed
across the UK higher education sector that research culture is pivotal in developing a strong
and well-balanced learning environment for PGRs, but the debate continues regarding how
to achieve this utopia in practice [45-48]

Progress and assessment received an average score of 88.7% across all faculties. This
category assessed aspects such as induction, understanding of requirements and deadlines,
and clarity about final assessment procedures. Faculty A scored the highest, while Faculty
B had the lowest score. Further research is required to understand the underlying context
and to explore the issues impacting upon progress [14,15], for which existing research
studies have already put in place groundwork from which we can start to build [49-52].

Responsibilities, which included aspects such as valuing and responding to PGRs’
feedback, understanding respective responsibilities, and knowing whom to approach
with concerns, received an average score of 80.8% across all faculties. Faculty B scored
the highest, whilst Faculty C had the lowest score. Again, further research is required
to understand the underlying context, but also to explore how to encourage PGRs to
provide high-quality constructive feedback that considers the greater good of the wider
PGR community and is not only related to their own individual needs [48,52].

Support, which assessed access to resources, support for academic skills, health, and
wellbeing, and wider university services, received an average score of 66.9% across all
faculties. Faculty D scored the highest, while Faculty A had the lowest score. Whilst
further research would elucidate the contextual factors, the authors recognise that further
signposting of support already in place would be beneficial. In particular, there is already
growing concern across the UK higher education sector regarding the mental health of
PGRs [19,25] and increasing pressure to find better ways to support them when issues
arise [26,28]. This is related to modifying the learning environment to encourage resilience
and thereby reduce the likelihood of occurrences [53,54]. Ensuring that PGRs use the
support services that do exist is therefore pivotal.

Research skills were rated highly, with an average score of 91.5% across all faculties.
These statements assessed the development of research skills and understanding of re-
search integrity. The centrally provided researcher development programme was received
positively by doctoral supervisors and PGRs alike; however, it was noted in the qualitative
comments that more specialised training, in both STEM and SSH disciplines, would be
advantageous. The reality is that PGRs do need such training [55], but there is also a need
for doctoral supervisors to be trained [56,57], not only in how to supervise, but often also
in associated research skills, communication skills, and leadership [1].

It is worth noting that the supervisors’ scores generally rated the PGRs’ experience
more favourably compared to the scores from the PGRs themselves in the PRES from
previous years. However, there were some discrepancies between the supervisors” and
PGRs’ scores, particularly in the areas of support including resources and research culture
and community, and this requires further investigation.

A review of the qualitative comments revealed themes relating to the experience of su-
pervision, research culture and environment, PGR personal and professional development,
institutional support for PGRs, and critiques of the survey itself.

Supervisors expressed concerns about not receiving adequate credit for their work of
supervision. The importance of creating an inclusive environment and fostering strong
supervisory teams was emphasised. One way to do this may be to have a more structured
approach to supervision, with increased levels of interaction between the wider academic
research community and PGRs. Another way that this could be accomplished is for
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professors and senior academics to present their own work to the PGR community. This will
both inspire them, demonstrate good practice, and foster an inclusive research community,
which links to the best practice identified by Polkinghorne et al. [1].

The availability and effectiveness of opportunities for personal and professional devel-
opment were highlighted. Whilst the importance of cross-institutional support, mandatory
training, and discipline-specific training was raised, different preferences and expectations
amongst PGRs make it challenging for institutions to meet everyone’s needs. These dif-
ferences are further extended with the various difficulties faced by PGRs in non-standard
programmes and/or with professional requirements. Further research is required to under-
stand how these nuanced challenges can be addressed.

Concerns were raised about the range and availability of mental health and wellbeing
support services. However, the university has significantly invested in these services and
further work is needed to ensure PGRs understand that these services are also available to
them. Suggestions were also made for more empathetic communication from departments
dealing with financial issues, as this issue can be quite emotive.

The topic of PGR teaching was discussed, including the need for supervisor consul-
tation and appropriate training for PGRs. It is important that PGRs are provided with
opportunities to undertake teaching and marking these activities as experience will develop
their transferable skills and enhance their future employability.

In summary, the survey results provided interesting insights into different aspects of
the PGR experience at the university, highlighting areas of strength (e.g., research skills
and supervisory expertise) and areas that may require improvement (e.g., research culture
and environment). The findings can be used to inform future initiatives and support
mechanisms for PGRs and supervisors at this case study university.

Developing an Action Plan

Based on the findings of this study, the authors identified the following institutional
actions to improve the doctoral supervision and postgraduate research environment:

1.  Acknowledge the concerns expressed by supervisors regarding inadequate recogni-
tion for their work and support for their supervision efforts.

2. Consider implementing a more structured approach to supervision that encourages
increased interaction between supervisors and PGRs, potentially through regular
presentations by supervisors to PGR cohorts. This approach can inspire PGRs, demon-
strate good practice, and foster a more inclusive community.

3.  Strengthen the opportunities for effective personal and professional development, par-
ticularly with a discipline-specific focus, including the provision of cross-institutional
support, elements of mandatory training, and discipline-specific training to cater to
the diverse preferences and expectations of PGRs. Additionally, consider the spe-
cific challenges faced by PGRs in non-standard programmes or with professional
requirements.

4. Address concerns regarding the accessibility of mental health and wellbeing services
to PGRs and ensure clear and empathetic communication to assure PGRs that these
services are available and accessible to them. Similarly, improve the communication
from departments handling tuition fees and bursaries, recognising the emotive nature
of this issue.

5. Recognise the importance of PGRs’ involvement in teaching and marking activities
for their transferable skills and future employability. Ensure appropriate training is in
place and supervisors are consulted when employing PGRs in this capacity.

These actions, informed by the study’s findings, can help to improve the doctoral
supervision process and create a more positive and supportive postgraduate research
environment. By addressing areas of strength and areas requiring improvement, the
university can enhance the overall experience of PGRs and supervisors and foster a thriving
research community.
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6. Conclusions

This study aimed to explore supervisors’ perceptions of the infrastructure and support
systems for supervision in a UK university. It sought to identify the key factors contributing
to a positive postgraduate research environment from the supervisors’ perspective at a
single case study university. The research findings encompassed both quantitative and
qualitative data analysis, shedding light on various aspects of the postgraduate research
(PGR) experience.

6.1. Considering the Research Question: How Do Doctoral Supervisors Perceive the Existing
Infrastructure and Support Systems for Doctoral Supervision in a UK University?

This research study has provided a comprehensive view concerning how doctoral
supervisors perceive various aspects of the existing infrastructure and support systems for
doctoral supervision in a UK university. It has identified key areas of strength, including the
provision of research skills training, and also areas that may require improvement, such as
ensuring that the need for strong supervisory teams is acknowledged and supported across
the institution. Most notably, there is a clear discrepancy between how PGRs perceive
the infrastructure and support systems for doctoral supervision and their supervisor’s
perception. The actions identified by this study will help to bridge this difference and
improve the experience of all those involved in the research degree process.

6.2. Considering the Research Question: What Do Doctoral Supervisors Consider to Be
the Key Factors That Contribute to a Positive Postgraduate Research Environment for
Doctoral Programmes?

This study has also provided new understanding by identifying key factors con-
tributing to a positive postgraduate research environment according to the perspective
of supervisors. These factors included PGR satisfaction, effective supervision, research
culture, support, and opportunities for development. It also acknowledges areas where
improvements may be needed, particularly in terms of the communications relating to
support services. Again, the actions arising from this study will, in this UK university,
help to strengthen all of the factors that contribute to a positive postgraduate research
environment. Most notably, for example, supervisors frequently support the notion that
PGRs are quasi staff members, which reinforces the misconception of many PGRs who
often feel that the wider support available to all students is not for them. A focus on
clear communication to all stakeholders will also ensure that this and other misnomers
are clarified.

6.3. Continual Improvement

The survey results provided valuable insights into various aspects of the PGR expe-
rience from a supervisory viewpoint, highlighting both strengths and areas that require
improvement. By addressing the identified areas of concern and building on the strengths,
the case study university can enhance the doctoral supervision process and create a more
positive and supportive postgraduate research environment as part of the continual im-
provement process.

Much of the discussion has focused upon student-centric activities necessary to con-
tribute to a vibrant research community. However, this study has also revealed that there
are a number of initiatives which, if undertaken by supervisors and the wider academic
community, would invigorate and inspire PGRs.

One of the most interesting aspects to emerge from this research is the apparent gap
in perception between supervisors and their PGRs. To better understand this identified
phenomenon, this research will be continued as a longitudinal study with the survey being
repeated on a biennial basis to build a larger dataset from which generalisation may be
possible. In the meantime, whilst it is not possible to generalise from this study due to
the small sample size, the authors encourage other establishments across the UK higher
education sector to undertake a similar data collection exercise so that they can understand
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the perspectives of their own doctoral supervisors” when developing future strategies
and policies.
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