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Abstract
Roles of PhD supervisors are diverse, ranging from providing in-depth discipline-specific Public Health 
knowledge and technical (e.g., methodological) support to the students, encouraging them towards pub-
lications or conference presentations, offering pastoral support for student wellbeing, and finally prepar-
ing them to defend their thesis by conducting a mock viva. Effective supervision plays a vital role in a 
PhD journey reflecting on the quality of the PhD work, positive PhD experience, and supervisor-student 
relationship. While some student-supervisors team may encounter conflicting and challenging relation-
ships, many relationships between PhD supervisor(s) and students progress into mentorship through 
joint publications and grant applications, career advice and support establishing wider collaborative 
networks. Drawing from the wider experiences of the authors, this article highlights the responsibilities, 
opportunities, and sometimes the challenging nature of being a PhD supervisor. This reflection will 
inform good practices for PhD supervisors in countries including Nepal, where the numbers of PhD 
students in the field of Public Health is steadily increasing.
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Introduction
Public Health is a truly multi and interdisciplinary [1] subject, which incorporates a wide range of disciplines, namely from Medicine, 
Statistics, Behavioural Science to Social Sciences and Ethics. Public Health is also a very practical discipline underpinned by research 
and education. While some work in professional practice as Public Health practitioners and officers or as nurses and doctors in disease 
control, others work as Public Health academics predominantly in research or education.  

Undertaking a PhD is the highest qualification in most disciplines, with a scholarly piece of research output that establishes a student 
as an independent researcher. Given the multidisciplinary nature of Public Health PhDs, it is usually supervised by two, occasionally 
three, PhD supervisors (also called advisors in North America). The authors of this paper cumulatively have supervised over 60 PhD stu-
dents at seven different universities in the UK (United Kingdom), where students are either from the UK or from other LMIC (Low- and 
Middle-Income Countries) studying at UK universities. They have also examined many Public Health doctoral theses in Europe (mainly 
the UK, but also Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Ireland), Australia and Nepal. While requirements regarding a PhD are 
universal, regulations concerning the format of the thesis, maximum word length, etc. vary between countries, universities and disci-
plines. Ultimately the key requirements for a PhD are that the research thesis is based on (a) original work which makes (b) a significant 
contribution to existing knowledge. This article highlights the responsibilities of a Public Health academic (university faculty) as a PhD 
supervisor to help the students achieve the key requirements, while highlighting the potential challenges and solutions. 

The multiple roles of a PhD supervisor
The key aim of the supervisors is to guide and motivate the PhD student to become a confident skilled researcher. To achieve this aim, 
a PhD supervisor has several overlapping tasks [2]. It is usually expected that a proposed supervisor has a PhD. However, this is not 
always a very strict requirement, especially if there is a team of supervisors. PhD students, typically, will have two or three supervisors.  
In several countries, but not everywhere, a dedicated member of staff will oversee the administrative and regulatory part of the research 
process called the ‘Director of Studies’. They are responsible for making sure the students have adequate resources and support to achieve 
the goal. Sometimes they take on the role of lead supervisors. The first or lead supervisor typically guides the student through the entire 
research process. The second supervisor provides the additional subject and/or methodological expertise. In some disciplines, such as 
Public Health or Arts-based disciplines, second (or third) supervisors are appointed because they bring a practice perspective, and they 
may not have their PhD.  

Supervisors are not only experts who have a strong understanding in the research field, but they also facilitate emotional processes 
when required or provide mentorship to guide a student throughout the developmental phase into becoming an independent researcher. 
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A good supervisor should be able to create and stimulate an appropriate intellectual climate for the PhD student. A good supervisory 
relationship with the postgraduate student is key to their success [3]. Consequently, the question is “What makes a good supervisor and 
how this can be sustained as a good supervisory relationship in Public Health?”

A study by Ali et al. [4] reported a consensus between students and supervisors highlighting the attributes of effective supervision.  
These attributes included the supervisor’s keen interest in the postgraduate research (PGR) student’s research, providing timely and 
constructive feedback, and help students to manage time effectively. They should help students where limitations and learning needs 
are identified [4]. Similarly, Tahir and colleagues [5] suggest three different key attributes of supervisors, where they should be friendly, 
approachable, and flexible; knowledgeable and resourceful; and encourage students to work and plan independently. 

Public Health PhDs usually lend themselves to a multidisciplinary supervisory team, where each supervisor may have a different role 
within different supervisory teams. For example, sometimes a supervisor may act as the country or context expert or the qualitative re-
search expert, yet on other supervisory teams, the same person may be the health service researcher, or the mixed-methods expert or the 
interdisciplinary expert. The specific role of a supervisor within a team has to suit the student’s needs, recognise their strengths, but also 
the strengths and weaknesses of co-supervisors on the team [6].

Supervisors constantly have to negotiate the dual role of assessor and a guide [7], which potentially could cause tension between being 
the supportive supervisor, and ensuring the thesis reaches the required university standards. To keep up the academic standards, the role 
of a supervisor is to motivate the postgraduate research students to write for publication, encouraging students to get started early with 
drafting a paper [8] and/or an abstract for an academic conference [9]. It is important to treat students as independent adult learners, play 
to their strengths and help them overcome individual weaknesses. Not only is every student different, but also each PhD project is unique. 
Managing the academic expectations, while being supportive; allowing students to be curious to explore further afield but also to reign 
them in to keep the focus of the PhD is a delicate balance, which brings effective supervision to the fore.  However, students suggest that 
important positive characteristics of supervisors include being professional and pleasant and showing supportive behaviour [10]. Often 
students need very specific hands-on support, for example when they are preparing their research ethics application or draft conference 
abstract at the onset of their PhD journey.  Students doing fieldwork abroad need ethical approval from the university of study and an 
institution in the fieldwork country [11,12]. Most students will never have prepared a research ethics application or have faced an ethics 
panel and a supervisor’s task is to guide and support them through complicated and often bureaucratic procedures. 

Negotiating contextual challenges
Multidisciplinary Public Health PhDs, especially those that cross boundaries need to negotiate cultural and hierarchical sensitivities. 
Supervisors play a key role in helping students navigate these challenges. Generally, students from some cultural contexts (e.g. Nepal, 
India, China) have great respect for authority, which stops them from critiquing/challenging a supervisor and defending their work in 
supervisory meetings. This can be a cultural issue in large parts of South Asia. Reflecting on this, the role of the supervisor is to evoke 
curiosity by asking more qualitative questions such as: ‘What would you do to solve this?’ or ‘What do you think is the problem?’ or 
‘Where would you go from here?’ Using these open questions encourages the students to assess the motivation which had brought them 
to the point of applying to complete a PhD and have the confidence to express their ideas. This also helps them to gain confidence and 
realise the expertise on their country and culture and consequently develop research skills and expertise. PhDs can sometimes evolve 
and can unsettle students. Training students to be aware of the potentially changing reality within a PhD can be crucial in a supervisory 
role. Occasionally, supervisors could be drawn from different cultural and educational contexts and may approach the PhDs differently 
although within an overarching Public Health topic. Different approaches between supervisors can put students in a difficult situation. 
Being sensitive to these subtle differences will make supervising a pleasant experience. 

When things go wrong
PhD is a long journey and effective communication throughout is a key to successful supervision [6], especially when things are not going 
too well for the student. This ranges from listening to the students carefully and also communicating with the co-supervisors effectively. 
Most PhD students are mature and may have many burdens in their private lives or they may face changes in their everyday lives through-
out the PhD process due to events outwith their control. PhD students also come with different levels of research skills, as well as work 
experiences and communication styles, professional expertise, and personalities. Supervision can then become a delicate balance between 
teaching and guiding while retaining one’s respect for the student. Mutual respect in which the learning can happen can be achieved by 
effective communication. 

Despite most supervisors being well-motivated, sometimes they contribute too little, they may simply be too busy with other commit-
ments. Perhaps less common is the PhD supervisor who contributes ‘too much’, i.e. trying the make the student’s PhD research their own.  
Culture can be a barrier here. When things go wrong cultural factors may make it far more difficult for PhD students to express their 
concerns and anxieties. However, they may similarly make it more difficult for a supervisor to acknowledge their problems.    

Since doing a PhD takes at least three years, and occasionally much longer, supervisors may move to another institution while the stu-
dent continues the PhD at the original university. In many cases, supervisors wish to continue the supervision remotely. However, in some 
cases, host universities arrange a new supervisor or if there is a co-supervisor, roles can be swapped. Besides, relationships between PhD 
student and supervisor can be or become complex. In some cases, student-supervisor relationships break down due to conflicting per-
sonalities, working styles, unique supervisory style and expectations, or poor student-supervisor communications. It is thus very useful 
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to start a conversation early enough to understand working style or set out expectations. Universities may have different approaches  to 
resolving these issues when the student-supervisor relationship goes wrong. We recommend that when issues arise, students share these 
issues with their supervisors and relevant postgraduate colleagues (e.g. the university’s postgraduate research coordinator). As much as 
possible discuss issues to find an appropriate solution. 

Preparing the student for the examination
Ultimately the role of the supervisor is to fine-tune the students’ research ability to the desired level to defend the scholarship which will 
establish them as independent researchers. The PhD examination is called a viva. PhD candidates may have odd preconceptions or unfor-
tunate expectations of what a viva constitutes [13]. Such confusion is understandable since the PhD examination differs in different coun-
tries.  In many Nordic countries, Belgium and the Netherlands the draft thesis is reviewed by a team of internal and external examiners 
before the viva.  The PhD student receives a set of written comments from each examiner and incorporates these suggestions in the final 
thesis.  The final thesis is printed before the final public examination which is more a celebratory event than a real examination.  In the 
UK, the PhD viva is very much a real exam, whereby the PhD student (called the candidate) is examined for several hours on all aspects 
of the research and the thesis.  In most cases, the PhD student is asked to rewrite some selected parts of the thesis, which might need more 
clarification.  Students may also be asked to do more fieldwork, more analysis, bring in specific theories, and/or update the literature. 

Therefore, the roles of the supervisors are to ensure that students have done a mock viva to prepare them. In a small study of UK PhD 
candidates, 90% found that mock viva was helpful [14]. Our experience is very similar to the experienced examiners interviewed by 
Mullins and Kiley [15] who argued that one or more published papers included in the thesis do affect the perceptions of the examiners. 
If the PhD student has published at least one peer-reviewed paper this is likely to influence the examiners into thinking “other academics 
have reviewed the study and accepted it for publication, therefore it can’t be too bad.” Many students (and academics) do not realise that 
writing a scientific paper for publication is different from writing a PhD chapter. 

Of course, some countries accept a PhD thesis comprising of already published articles. For example, in many Nordic countries, 
Belgium and the Netherlands the thesis includes an Introduction chapter, four or five published papers, and two chapters at the end; 
the Discussion and Conclusion. The papers will have been written in the style required by the individual academic journal and only the 
Introduction and Discussion and Conclusion are specifically written for the thesis.   

Working with PhD students, we see our role as a supervisor partly motiving the PGR students to write for publication and hence to 
get started with drafting a paper [8].

A ‘never-ending’ relationship?
Supervisors and their PhD students may never see or speak again after the PhD completion. In most cases, however, the relationship 
between supervisor and student after PhD continues. They become an academic friend and mentor for a lifetime. We have been working 
with many of our PhD students after their PhDs. Joint publications and grant applications are the most common platform to sustain an 
academic relationships. For example, EvT, PS, and PR between them have more than 50 publications and several joint grant applications. 
PR completed his PhD under the supervision of EvT and PS a decade ago. Clear email communication, regular participation in profes-
sional meetings or conferences, or staying in touch via research and social networking sites sustains the relationships. PhD supervisors 
often end up giving career advice to their former students, writing job/promotion references for them, inviting them on editorial boards 
of journals, and so on. For students, having a good working relationship with their supervisors can improve their chances of securing a 
postdoctoral job or an academic grant. 

Three of us are editors of academic journals in Nepal as well as international ones. We encourage our PhD students to act as a reviewer 
as a way of learning about the review process, what Green and colleagues called: ‘secrets of the trade’ [16]. The experience of being a 
reviewer helped the authors to understand how to assess the work of others and provide constructive criticism, whilst at the same time 
gain an understanding of how others (i.e. examiners) may assess a scientific paper.

Supervisor recognition  
Over the past three decades, universities have recognised that PhD students often need training over and above academic supervision 
[7,17]. The process of doing a PhD has become much more professionalised [18] as ‘transferrable skills programmes’ have been intro-
duced by universities to include, for example, presentation skills, preparation for job interviews, learning to apply for grants, and aca-
demic publishing. 

The UK has also recognised this need for supervisory training and support and established the UKCGE (UK Council for Graduate Ed-
ucation). Recently (2020), it established a Research Supervisors Network which is the world’s first national network for research supervi-
sors [https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/good-supervisory-practice-framework/]. EvT received the accolade 'UKCGE Recognised Research 
Supervisor' in early 2021. As far as the authors are aware, there is no such supervisory network with formal recognition in South Asia.

Conclusion
Effective doctoral supervision is a most important factor for determining the success of a quality PhD study, promoting a positive 
learning experience for the student and the enjoyment of doing a PhD. Roles of PhD supervisors are not only confined to offering PhD 
topic or methods-related guidance but also to provide wellbeing or mentoring support. Multiple roles of PhD supervisors are widely 
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acknowledged, and many factors influence supervisor-student relationships. To build a good relationship between PhD supervisors and 
students, together with good communication, understanding the working styles of supervisors and expectations of supervisors and stu-
dents should be established at the outset. With the growing number of Public Health PhD students in several countries, including Nepal, 
it is crucial that the training and the support needs of the PhD supervisors are recognised. The good practices, challenges, and potential 
solutions presented in this article could help universities in Nepal to build pedagogical leadership within the country. 
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