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Purpose: A PhD degree involves both structured and independent learning. It will allow the student to gain expertise and research 
skills. The supervisor is critical to this educational journey and can ultimately serve as a deciding factor as to whether the process is 
successful. There are a lack of studies synthesising evidence on what contributes to success. The aim of this narrative review was to 
identify and summarise the key elements contribute to successful doctoral supervision.
Methods: A comprehensive but non-systematic search was undertaken to identify relevant studies across all disciplines, with a focus 
on medical and health sciences. Search terms included (but were not limited to) `PhD´, ´success´ and ´supervision´. Findings have been 
presented in a narrative format in three main sections: student-specific factors, supervisor-specific factors and shared themes.
Results: Key student attributes that influenced successful supervision included intrinsic motivation, commitment to the research topic, 
self-management, and adaptation to cultural and personal change. Supervisory influences encompassed supervision style, level of 
training, institutional support, and research culture. Shared elements of the relationship involved the establishment of mutual 
expectations, open and regular communication, appropriate contact frequency, professional conduct, and respect.
Conclusion: PhD supervision is a complex and evolving partnership requiring mutual engagement and reflection. Early clarification 
of roles and expectations, coupled with ongoing dialogue and professionalism, is essential to creating a positive supervisory 
environment and promoting doctoral success.
Keywords: education, PhD, supervision, doctorate, medical

Introduction
A PhD degree involves structured and independent learning, which will help the student to develop expertise and 
research skills. Upon completion of the degree, they will be in a position to pursue further research independently should 
they wish to. New challenges arise when taking on a PhD and although the individual will have already completed many 
years already as a student prior to commencement, the learning model for a PhD is different, in so far as they will be 
expected to learn a lot more on their own.1,2 To this end, it has even been described as a lonely process.3

In the health and clinical sciences, PhD training holds unique characteristics compared to other doctoral programmes. 
Students are often required to integrate their research training alongside ongoing clinical duties. At the same time, they 
aim to apply their research findings directly to real-world healthcare settings.4,5 The supervisor–student relationship must 
therefore accommodate these dual demands, balancing scientific rigor with the practical realities of clinical work.

For persons taking up a PhD, they will have a main supervisor and co supervisor(s). This supervision is recognised to 
be a core part of the candidate’s educational journey and can ultimately serve as a key contributor to whether it is 
successful. This is especially the case given, the journey is quite long. In a Dutch study, Van de Schoot et al reported that 
only 10% finished within the planned 4 years allocated.6 Indeed, the average time from starting a PhD to the public 
defence in Norway, in the field of Health and medical sciences was recorded at 5.8 years in 2024.7 In a study by Glorieux 
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et al, the authors found good support to be protective against dropping out from the programme.3 In a study of PHD 
candidates in Australia, 20% were dissatisfied with their supervision.8

While those who take on the role of supervisor will have completed a PhD themselves and likely have an interest in 
teaching, they do not necessarily have a background in teaching and may begin as newcomers to this themselves. Indeed, 
as Madan et al state, PhD supervision is often learned ´on the job´.9 At the same time, the requirements in term of 
responsibility, depth and range are highlighted by Olmos-Lopez et al as being much heavier than for undergraduate or 
even masters level.10

Even if the supervisor has great knowledge and potential as a researcher in the field, translating this to a supervisory 
and teaching role, is really a separate skill in itself. Having an understanding of what can enhance this educational 
relationship and help it to flourish in a healthy and effective way is therefore of great importance. Yet, the literature 
remains limited in terms of articles that summarise these elements.

The aim of this narrative review was to address this gap and to explore the scientific literature on this topic in order to 
identify the key factors associated with successful PhD supervision and to address the overarching research question of 
what determines success in this context.

Materials and Methods
Comprehensive but non-systematic search was performed to identify relevant articles. Bibliographic databases searched 
included Pubmed/Medline and Google Scholar. Search terms included, but were not limited to, “PhD”, “success”, and 
“supervision. All article and study types were considered as long as written in the English language. Literature from all 
disciplinary fields was considered, and the review was not limited to the context of medical and health sciences, although 
these were prioritised. Reference lists from identified articles were also checked for possible additional studies.

Data/Findings
The findings from the literature search have been presented and summarised in a narrative format. Studies identified 
through the search were reviewed for recurring concepts and patterns related to factors influencing PhD supervision and 
success. The extracted data were then grouped into the following three main categories: student-specific factors, 
supervisor-specific factors, and shared themes concerning the student–supervisor relationship (Table 1).

Table 1 Summary of Factors, Themes, and Key Findings Related to PhD Supervision

Main Category Theme Key Findings

Student-Specific 

Factors

Core skills and attributes Top student attributes are time management, independent learning, passion for the topic, 

and long-term planning.

Cultural and personal 
transitions

International students face adaptation challenges. 
There is a key importance of faculty and peer support.

Supervisor-Specific 
Factors

Supervisory approach and style Range from hands-on to hands-off. 
More supervisor engagement linked to completion and study progress

Supervisor skills and training Need for structured training 
Key areas that are currently lacking include feedback literacy, emotional intelligence, and 

intercultural competence 

Reflective practice is very valuable

Challenges for supervisors Increased workload, resource constraints, and expectations for research output.

(Continued)
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Results and Discussion
The following sections present and discuss the findings from the literature that has been reviewed.

Student-Specific Factors
Core Skills and Attributes
A number of studies have sought to determine what skills pertaining to the candidate can ultimately contribute to success. 
These are not in any particular order but there appear to be a common set of attributes that are considered to be highly 
relevant when supervisors have been asked.11 These include good time management and the ability to set both short- and 
long-term plans. In this higher level of learning, the student is often expected to show independence and not be spoon fed 
what to do. Passion for a topic seems to be seen as one of the most important, for example, as well as enjoying the work 
and holding on to their curiosity for the subject.

Cultural and Personal Transitions
A topic that appears to have gained increased attention in the literature, is the impact of cultural differences on the PhD 
process. An example of this is in the setting of the international student. As well as the student needing to adapt to life in 
a new country, there may be differences in terms of academic expectations, communications styles and hierarchy. All of 
these can have knock on effects on PhD supervision. While institutions will typically have guidelines for this group, Cree 
et al argue that such frameworks are insufficient.12 Faculty and peer support is greatly important here.13 Ryan et al 
highlight that this group do often need additional time and this can even lead to unintentional resentment from the 
supervisor.14

Supervisor-Specific Factors
Supervisory Approach and Style
Gruzdev et al performed an institutional survey in an attempt to categorise the different styles of PhD supervision and 
also to see what impact this had on the outcomes of the PhD.15 The authors concluded there were 6 main types, primarily 
based on the level of hands-on involvement and range from close involvement and lots of contribution to every aspect to 
a complete hands-off approach. There was a relatively even distribution of all types. Those students with highest level of 
engagement from their supervisor were most likely to complete their PhD in the specified time. Interestingly, two thirds 
of those with complete hands-off supervisors, did not wish to change their current supervisor. Li et al further examined 
supervisory styles and identified eight types representing a continuum from supportive to controlling approaches: 
leadership, helping/friendly, understanding, student freedom/responsibility, uncertain, dissatisfied, admonishing, and 
strict.16 More empowering styles were associated with greater student motivation and progress. Importantly, these 
approaches were not fixed; supervisors often adopted hybrid or overlapping styles. How much assistance a supervisor 

Table 1 (Continued). 

Main Category Theme Key Findings

Shared Themes Establishing clear expectations Early alignment on roles, responsibilities, and project scope; promotes trust and 

efficiency.

Communication and contact Frequent meetings reduce burnout 

Digital and artificial intelligence applications are useful but cannot replace in-person 
engagement.

Boundaries and professional 
relationship

Clear communication and respect for work-life balance support a healthy student- 
supervisor relationship.

Well-being and mentorship Recognising individual needs and offering supportive mentorship enhance student well- 
being and satisfaction.
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should give and finding the balance between freedom and neglect is argued by Eley et al to be the greatest challenge to 
the supervisor.17

Supervisor Skills and Training
A main supervisor may be recommended to adopt a role of co-supervisor in the first instance. This allows experience to 
be gained. It has been debated, whether all supervisors should have equal academic experience, what is referred to as 
a ´horizontal team´ by Fragouli et al, or whether a more hierarchical set up is preferable.18 Both appear to have their own 
advantages and disadvantages. It may also be dependent on the research subject of the thesis. For example, if it is 
interdisciplinary, an expert in more than one field is of benefit– for example, surgeon and pathologist for PhD on renal 
cancer. Supervisor insight into their own abilities or areas for development and so engaging in courses and further 
education is to be encouraged.19 Karampelias et al examined such courses across 17 academic institutions in Sweden and 
found three areas to be commonly lacking: feedback literacy, emotional intelligence, and intercultural competence.20 

Adding to this, Jacobsen et al highlighted value of supervisors undergoing reflexive training to self-reflect on their 
personal supervisor experiences and practices.21

Having more than one supervisor is arguably an advantage as it allows more perspectives but also less strain on 2-way 
relationship. However, it is important that all supervisors also maintain professional relationship and avoid arguing or 
generating disharmony.

Challenges for Supervisors
There are additional pressures on academic staff that were less present before.22 These include greater budgetary 
constraints and greater expectations on research output. Bøgelund et al noted that this is compounded further by the 
fact that, for example, in Denmark, the number of students each supervisor has has increased. These have greatly affected 
the working conditions for academic community. It also carries a negative impact on student learning although they may 
be less aware of these system pressures. It could be hypothesised that experience helps being a PhD supervisor, 
particularly when they actively reflect on each student upon completion.

Delamont et al found that supervisors often aim to improve on the experiences they had with their own PhD 
supervisor.23

Shared Themes: Student–Supervisor Interaction
Establishing Clear Expectations
PhD is often described as a 2-way process, with considerable input required from both student and supervisor. It is 
therefore recommended to establish expectations early. Having an in-person interview has been put forward. Here too 
responsibilities can be outlined, for example, that supervisor takes ownership for project funding and ethical approval of 
project. The supervisor also needs to have developed a project that is feasible within specified time frame and is high 
enough quality for the level of PhD. In this regard, the student is placing quite a lot of trust in the supervisor. One method 
is to trial a pilot project first before formally embarking on a formal PhD. In the medical setting, students will also vary in 
terms of whether the degree is being pursued in a full-time role with a stipend or scholarship or alongside clinical duties. 
For those in the latter group, it is important for the supervisor to adjust expectations and ensure the student is not 
overwhelmed.

Communication and Contact
Regular contact is frequently recommended feature in the literature. Lack of frequent supervision was associated with 
higher chance of burnout in a study of 248 doctoral students in Finland.24 In a study of 355 PhD students across a wide 
range of disciplines in Queensland, Australia, increased contact was observed at the beginning and then towards the end 
of the degree.25 Sixty-seven percent had a formal meeting at least every 2 weeks in the early stages. Keeping a written 
log, or minutes, is also recommended.

In response to students finding their supervisors lacked sufficient time to support student skills, for example, writing, 
at Walter Sisulu University in South Africa, Grossman et al described setting up one on one consultancy sessions to 
support students for one hour periods on a weekly basis as required.26 They refer to these as ´informal learning spaces´ as 
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a means to complement formal supervision. The development of Zoom and other online tools seems to have facilitated 
the ability to converse with the supervisor when in different locations. However, Torka et al found in their study 
recording supervision sessions online and in person that while one to one supervision is not really affected by this set up, 
the quality of group supervision appears to be more compromised.27

While platforms like ZoomTM and Microsoft TeamsTM have also offered a means to supervise and communicate 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, Krumsvik et al highlight that, over time, this format alone was insufficient to follow up 
their students and that in person meetings really are pivotal.28

Jensen et al explored the role that generative artificial intelligence (AI), in the form of chatbots, can play in doctoral 
supervision.29 The authors found that these tools can serve a practical purpose by supporting task-focused activities and 
providing direct feedback on assignments; however, they lack the depth necessary to foster the student’s overall academic 
growth. They can therefore complement, but not replace, the developmental feedback provided through human super
vision. Henderson et al surveyed more than 6000 students across Australian universities and found that trust in feedback 
provided by AI applications was lower than that placed in feedback from human supervisors; however, students rated the 
ease of access and rapid response time of AI tools highly.30

In some settings, the project will already have been decided by the supervisor, but in other situations, the general area 
may have been agreed upon, but the specifics of the thesis have not been decided. In the latter scenario, it can arise that 
the project the student may envisage as ideal may not be what the supervisor feels is most suitable or achievable. The 
expectations need to be managed accordingly. While the supervisor may not be able to accommodate all their wishes, 
efforts to address these early on are recommended. Clear thinking.

Boundaries and Professional Relationship
As well as establishing expectations, boundaries should also be framed. This can include methods of contact and when it 
is appropriate to communicate, or at least when they could reasonably expect a reply. A supervisor should also reflect on 
the fact that if they Email in the middle of the night on a weekend with new update on the project, they may be 
unwittingly sending a message to the student that they expect this level of commitment from them. It could also 
inadvertently lead to the student trying to mirror this activity and potentially developing what could be considered 
unhealthy habits. The latter could be considered also a boundary that the student must learn to set for themselves in 
general, a life skill perhaps, and one that is separate from the student–supervisor relationship.31

It is therefore worth being open about working styles and the format communication will take. Pearson et al highlight 
the need for a student counsellor-mentor role within the university.32 This role can serve to support these relationships 
and ultimately lead to higher student retention and satisfaction. Improving peer to peer support and student networks has 
been added as a means to support this also. This is especially important in the early stages of PhD life, when students can 
struggle with their new identity.32 This can be especially the case if the student has had a time away from studies, for 
example, after a professional career.33 Given the student is introduced to a new administrative system, the university can 
also help reduce stress, including on student–supervisor relationship, by having clear information and pathways for 
resources such as project funding.34 In a study by Cao et al, the authors found that greater institutional support was 
a stronger predictor of academic engagement among doctoral students compared with peer or family support.35

Well-Being and Mentorship
In a survey of PhD candidates at Maastricht University, The Netherlands, Woolderink et al identified that many students 
wished for their supervisor to be receptive to their personal life and seeing them as an individual.36 This does not mean 
that a supervisor should take a deep interest in their private life, rather that they support their mental well-being. Becerra 
et al identified that a good supervisor–candidate relationship can contribute to higher candidate well-being.37 Grevholm 
et al stress that the key element is about the supervisor respecting the different conditions of the student’s private life.38 

Benmore et al recognise that not only is managing boundaries a complex process, but supervisors also have to negotiate 
multiple roles such as mentor and counsellor.39 Orellana et al explored this further and determined that a supervisor has 
in fact at least 11 distinct sub roles, which also include examiner (for example having to assess their progress in reports), 
supporter (for example giving them encouragement they need) and teacher (eg research techniques).40 More recently, 
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Zhou et al explored these additional roles undertaken by supervisors and found the list to have expanded to a total of 18, 
including roles such as administrator, career mentor, and institutional representative.41

Wu et al characterised supervisor–student communication types in three categories: friend (open communication and 
mutual respect), stranger (poor contact), and subordinate (clear hierarchy).42 The friend approach was identified as the 
most beneficial for development. Supervisors can also assist their student in terms of career development and helping 
them make choices in terms of what they pursue once their degree is completed. Numerous studies report that the degree 
to which this occurs varies and in some areas, supervisors may be too negative on the potential benefits of choosing 
a path outside of academia.43

Limitations and Strengths
Limitations of this study include its design as a narrative review rather than a systematic review, which limits 
reproducibility, increases the risk of selection bias, and prevents a formal assessment of the strength or quality of the 
evidence. There is also considerable heterogeneity, as the review encompasses multiple academic disciplines. However, 
this breadth allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the factors contributing to successful supervision across 
diverse contexts and offers practical insights that may be transferable between disciplines.

Conclusion
PhD supervision is a complex and multifactorial process that requires a careful balance between fostering student 
autonomy and providing adequate support. Success depends not only on academic expertise but also on competencies 
related to communication, relationship building, and self-reflection. Strategies to enhance supervisor competence include 
structured training programmes and these should incorporate the development of emotional intelligence, reflexivity, and 
feedback literacy. While technologies such as AI can facilitate aspects of supervision such as practical tasks, they cannot 
replace the core human elements of mentorship in supervision. Academic institutions are encouraged to prioritise 
initiatives and frameworks aimed at advancing the quality of supervision and student support.
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