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Abstract
Doctoral supervision involves an intensive, interpersonal one-to-one relationship between the supervisor and the
student. Supervisors have a responsibility to guide students when choosing their research topics and throughout the
research process until completion of their research projects. The purpose of this study is to explore the practices
and experiences of faculty members supervising doctoral nursing students in two selected universities in South
Africa. This qualitative and explorative study involves all faculty members supervising doctorate nursing students
at four South African Universities in Limpopo Province. A purposive sampling was used to select 15 participants
who met the inclusion criteria. Data collection was through a telephonic in-depth unstructured interview. Probing
was used to elicit more information from participants. Data were analysed through Tesch’s open coding method.
Findings reveal three themes as practices and experiences of supervision, namely: research supervisory role,
knowledge of models of supervision, and guiding principles towards doctorate supervision. There is a need for
orientation of research supervisors and doctoral students before they commence with their supervisory role.
Policies and procedures for doctorate supervision need to be communicated to all supervisors. There should be
continuous support for both supervisors and students during the process of supervision.
Keywords: supervision, practices, experiences, supervisors, doctoral students
1. Introduction
Supervision at the doctorate level involves an intensive, interpersonal one-to-one relationship between the
supervisor and the student. Research supervisors need to consciously engage with their students who are
contemplating academic careers. Supervisors have a responsibility to guide students in choosing research topics
and in navigating through the research process until completion of their research projects. Supervisors must offer
guidance and support and build capacity in students for developing presentations, writing for a range of audiences
and publishing their work (Jepsen, Verhagyi, & Edward, 2012; Greer, Cathcart, & Neale, 2016). It is therefore
expected that research supervisors must have the relevant skills to be able to execute their supervisory roles which
might assist students to overcome any obstacles during the research process (Parnell, 2006). The execution of the
relevant research supervisory role should ultimately result in the realisation of the students’ aim, which is to
complete their degrees. This would contribute to the university students’ throughput (Abiddin, Hassan & Ahmad,
2009). The supervision process entails a one-to-one relationship between supervisor and student. The relationship
of the student and the supervisor is dependent on a number of variables which include the student-supervisor
relationship; the student’s commitment and the responsibility of the student to manage his/her own learning in
order to graduate (Abiddin, Hassan, & Ahmad, 2009).
James and Baldwin (1999) outline doctoral supervision practices to which supervisors and students should adhere.
Prior to the beginning of the supervision process, there is need to assess the student and to clarify roles and
responsibilities. This practice sets in motion the supervisory procedure. The supervisor motivates and assists the
student to overcome challenges during the research journey. However, conflicts might arise as students encounter
different expectations of conducting research and this might have a negative impact on the learning experience
(Guerin, Green, & Bastalich, 2011; Manathunga & Goozee, 2012; Lahenius & Ikavalko, 2014; Guerin & Green,
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2015).
Supervisors may choose from several models of supervision to assist students to complete their doctoral research
projects, bearing in mind the different needs and individual differences of the students. However, it should be noted
that students’ needs might change as their research progresses because it is envisaged that students develop into
independent researchers; as this occurs, supervisors should be willing to allow students greater autonomy. The
uni-dimensional model encompasses a list of expected traits. This model assists supervisors to understand and
practise their supervision in a liberal, humanistic manner as they exhibit transparency during engagement with the
doctoral students (Delany, 2010).
A study conducted in South Africa recommends training postgraduate supervisors on a continuous basis;
constantly collaborating with supervisors from other universities to share supervisory experiences. In addition, it
recommends the drafting of institutional guidelines on supervision which should be constantly referred to during
the supervision process to address the challenges of postgraduate supervision (Lessing & Schulze, 2003).
Furthermore, another study conducted in South Africa suggests that research supervisors need to deal with their
previous style of supervision so that is does not impact negatively on the current supervision process. The study
suggests that supervisors use their knowledge and understanding of their roles in supervision to continually
improve their research supervision skills (Nsibande, 2007).
Madikizela-Madiya, Goba and Nkambule (2013) advocate creating a postgraduate supervision environment which
is non-coercive, whereby the supervisor does not necessarily control the student, but plays a liberal or moderating
role in the supervision process. It was further suggested that the supervision environment be seen as a sustainable
learning environment, with an empowering effect, promoting values of democracy and social justice for the
student to take a lead in their research projects. Anecdotally, faculty members, involved in the supervising of
doctorate nursing students in South African universities, have expressed varying supervisory practices and
experiences concerning their engagement with the students. Some supervisors indicate some students could not
differentiate between a researchable and a non-researchable topic. Given this kind of naivety, the supervisor ends
up suggesting a research topic for these students. Some students struggle to complete their research because of
academic, social and personal challenges, while others end up quitting. In some cases, the students are frustrated
by the supervisors because of a lack of cooperation or a hostile relationship. Faced with such situations,
supervisors and students alike adopt several measures to save the bad situation. However, these unempirical
narratives have seldom been investigated. The purpose of this study is to explore the practices and experiences of
faculty members supervising doctoral nursing students in two selected universities in South Africa.
2. Methods
The study used a qualitative and explorative approach to determine the practices and experiences of faculty
members concerning the supervising of doctorate nursing students in four selected universities in order to gain
more knowledge about doctoral supervision, based on the meaning outlined by the supervisors themselves. In
order to achieve the descriptive part of this study the supervisors were given an opportunity to describe and explore
their supervisory roles and experiences during the supervision process (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The
researchers explored the phenomenon by asking questions about doctoral supervision leading to explicit
information provided by the participants during the telephonic interview sessions (Babbie & Mouton, 2009; Brink,
2012).
2.1 Population and Sample
The population comprised all faculty members involved in the supervision of doctoral nursing students in the four
selected South African Universities in Limpopo Province. A purposive sampling was used to select participants
who met the inclusion criteria: those who hold a doctorate qualification supervised or co-supervised more than two
doctorate candidates and were willing to participate in the study. This method was used because researchers relied
on available participants with knowledge about the phenomenon studied (de Vos, Strydom, Fouché, & Delport,
2011; Babbie & Mouton, 2009).
2.2 Data Collection
Data were collected by the use of telephonic unstructured interviews. During the interview sessions, the
researchers asked one main question: “Can you please explain your experience in supervising a doctorate
candidate?” The question was followed by probing to elicit more information about the phenomenon studied (de
Vos, Strydom, Fouche, & Delport, 2011). A total of 15 supervisors voluntarily agreed to participate in the study.
However, only 12 participants were interviewed until data saturation was reached.
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2.3 Data Analysis
Data was analysed through Tesch’s open coding approach (Botma, Greeff, Mulaudzi, & Wright, 2010). The
interviews’ verbatim transcripts were systemically organised for each interview session, then the transcripts were
analysed which resulted in getting a sense of the whole of all the transcripts. The thoughts which emerged were
noted, similar topics were clustered and abbreviated into codes, and finally, the researchers established the themes
and sub-themes which reflected the practices and experiences of the doctorate supervisors.
2.4 Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was ensured throughout the study through the criteria of credibility, dependability and
transferability, as outlined by Babbie and Mouton (2009). The credibility, the truth value, was ensured by
developing a trusting relationship when setting appointments and during data collection from the supervisors. The
methodology used was exhaustively explained so that other researchers would be able to replicate the study.
2.5 Ethical Standards and Procedures
Participants were informed by email about the aim and purpose of the study, as well as all the processes to be
followed. The informed consent forms were sent to the participants to sign if they agreed to participate.
Confidentiality and anonymity of the participants were ensured by not using their names on any document of this
research project.
3. Results
Table 1. Demographic profile of doctoral supervisors recruited to the study
Midwives

Number

Percentage

Male

-

-

Female

15

100

PhD

9

60

D Cur

4

27

2-4

8

54

5-6

5

33

>7

2

13

0-2

13

87

2-4

2

13

5-6

-

-

0-2

13

87

2-4

2

13

Gender

Qualifications

Duration of PhD qualification in years

Number of PhD students supervised

Number of completed PhD students
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Table 2. Representation of the themes and sub-themes reflecting the practices and experiences of doctoral
supervisors
Themes

Sub-themes

Views related to research supervisory •
role
•
•

Research supervisory role viewed as mentorship
Provision of support to candidates a necessity
Supervisory role viewed as a teaching role

Knowledge related to models of •
supervision
•

Lack of knowledge versus knowledge existence related to models of supervision

Guiding principles towards doctoral •
supervision
•

Knowledge related to University’s supervision policies and procedures

•

Description of supervision models used
Circumstances of the time dictates the type of supervision
Explanation of supervisory role a necessity

Views related to research supervisory role
The descriptions given by the participants during the telephonic interview sessions revealed the views related to
research supervisory roles for doctoral supervisors. The results indicate that the supervisors view their role as that
of a mentor to their students. An excerpt from one participant states: “I also view myself as a mentor because I
have to guide the students throughout the research process and guide them towards the finishing line through
motivation.” Another participant with the same view said: “I was a mentor to my PhD students who completed
because I had to provide support to them until completion of their PhD programmes. My mentorship included
providing them with guidance throughout the process and being a teacher when they were stuck and they didn’t
have knowledge with some of the aspects and supporting them when they needed it.”
Provision of support to candidates a necessity
It is evident from the study findings that doctoral students need support from their supervisors through the research
which is the key to completion of their research projects. The participant who indicated that support is important
outlined that: “My role as supervisor as being that of a leader in the project, and I support my students throughout
the time of the project in order for them to complete.” Another participant with the same opinion said: “I support
my students throughout being under my supervision because if you don’t provide that support you will not have
PhD students completing under your supervision. PhD is quite frustrating it needs a supervisor who can be able to
support his/her students during the supervision process.”
Supervisory role viewed as a teaching role
Supervisors should see their role as intertwining with teaching research concepts to students. In areas where the
student does not understand, the supervisor needs to teach difficult and unclear research concepts and aspects to
clear those research ambiguities. The following excerpt highlights this: “I perceive my role as supervisor to be that
of providing the student with guidance regarding the research process. The process starts with the development of
a proposal and ends with the writing of the research report. My role is also to educate the student about the
research process so that there is logical coherence between the purpose of the study and the research process”.
Knowledge related to models of supervision
The study findings reveal that some supervisors have knowledge related to supervision models, while some do not
possess the required knowledge. Two sub-themes emerged under this theme: lack of knowledge versus knowledge
related to models of supervision and descriptions of supervision models used. Some doctoral supervisors have
knowledge related to models of supervision that they need to use during the supervision of students’ research
projects. A participant expressed his lack of knowledge about supervision models as follows: “Yes, the model is
based on reviewing the student’s work, make suggestions, and refer the student to literature where I realise there is
lack of understanding of the research process and the content of what the student is researching. I expect the
student to implement all the suggested corrections and if there are differences between myself and the student, the
student is free to argue and not take my recommendations.” Another participant who has knowledge about the
models of supervision said: “I use Co-supervision model and for few students I used individual supervision. I used
most of my time one-on-one/individual supervision because most people by the time I supervised PhD’s people
didn’t have PhD’s in the department I am working in to can qualify to supervise a PhD. Therefore, it was
impossible to have a co-supervisor.”
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The participants described the various supervision models they applied in supervising students. These were
clarified by the participant who said: “There are three supervision models that I know and they are amongst the one
I use. I use co-supervision model, the other one that I know is individual supervision but I don’t like it because
when this supervisor has a problem it will mean that the student will suffer. The last one that I know is group
supervision whereby a group of students are supervised by a group of supervisors. This [last mentioned model]
supervision method is in big funded projects where several objectives are to be achieved in one project.”
Guiding principles for doctoral supervision
According to this theme, findings reveal that there should be written guidance for supervisors of postgraduate
students, including those who supervise doctoral students. Three sub-themes emerged from this theme (Table 2).
Participants indicated that in order to effectively supervise a doctoral student, supervisors need to be conversant
with the supervision policies of their institution. This is suggested in the following excerpt: “I think as a supervisor
I need to be guided by the university on several levels which include being given research supervision policies,
conducting briefing sessions whereby important supervision aspects are highlighted by the university research unit
and lastly being included in workshops or courses offered related to research supervision role.” Another
participant said, “It is unfortunate that as supervisors we don’t really know what the university expects from us but
there are few policies that we know but during the process of supervision you are also asked to submit or do other
things that don’t appear in the policies. It is better to be trained on all aspects related to supervision.”
The findings reveal that sometimes the supervisor finds him/herself in situations where he/she needs guidance. The
findings were confirmed by the participant who said: “Supervision is channelled by circumstances and situations
which you find yourself in during supervision. For example, as a supervisor you supervise according to the
students’ needs, level of knowledge and the personality.” Another participant confirms this notion saying: “If you
meet an unpleasant situation during your supervision that assist you develop a skill on how to handle that problem
at hand because sometimes you find that the university policy don’t address that aspect.”
The study reveals that there is a need to get a briefing about what the supervision role entails before starting the
process. This was highlighted by the participant who said: “I suggest in every department or faculty in a university
setting they explain the supervisory role to new supervisors before they allocate them students to supervise. This
must be done at all levels of supervision, which is undergraduate and postgraduate level.” Another participant of
the same view said: “Supervisors must be orientated what is expected from them to void simple mistakes to occur.”
4. Discussion
This present study explores the practices and experiences of faculty members supervising doctoral nursing
students in two selected universities in South Africa. Generally, the findings showed the faculty members have
varying supervisory practices and experiences concerning their engagement with the students. Madikizela-Madiya,
Goba and Nkambule (2013) outline that research supervision must be seen by the researcher supervisors as a way
of mentoring students towards gaining confidence in conference presentations and writing research papers for
publication. There is need for support when choosing the topic for doctorate research (Taylor & Beasley, 2005;
Kiley, 2009). Moses (1992) maintains that supervisors should act as mentors, and should strive for mutual respect
based on high academic standards, and regular contact, besides having solid background of research involvement
and publications. Supervisors should be able to mentor students towards presenting papers in conferences,
co-writing reports to funders and co-writing journal articles for publications for them to achieve their research
expectations and function independently (Madikizela-Madiya et al., 2013). In this regards, large academic research
projects could be utilised for mentoring up-and-coming academics in order to enhance their research skills and
academic career. As research progresses, the relationship of students and supervisors move from direction and
guidance towards the formation of a critical friendship (Connell, 1985).
Often, when students fail to complete their studies in the required period, they tend to blame their supervisors
(McClure, 2005; Terrell, Snyder & Dringus, 2009), and “failure” of not getting through a doctoral programme
could be devastating (Krauss & Ismail, 2010). Of course, the nature of supervision experienced by the student
under the supervisor has an influence on the success or otherwise of the student’s completion of the research work
in a reasonable time (Lahenius & Martinsuo, 2009; Felton, 2006). The research conducted by Donald, Saroyan and
Denison (1995) shows that constant availability and thoughtfulness during supervision was the key to successful
graduate completion. Spear (2000) concludes that complaints from research students concerned infrequent or
erratic contact with supervisors. His findings were that supervisors were viewed as too busy with administrative or
teaching responsibilities or as having too many students or as being away from the university too often. Therefore,
the supervisors should make equal information, time and energy available to all students (Brown & Krager, 1985)
and should meet regularly with students (Russell, 1996; Hockey, 1996). Lessing and Lessing (2004) outline factors
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that might facilitate the students’ completion of postgraduate research; one factor that was mentioned was the
provision of personal and collegial support. It was further indicated that students need support with the research
process and research techniques as a whole.
The findings indicate that the supervisory role in research also includes teaching. Bitzer (2010) concurs with these
findings by indicating that there is a need for research training during the supervision of postgraduate research
projects. Phillips and Pugh (2000) point out that the acquisition of skills by postgraduate students should be
professionally conducted under their own management. The authors emphasise the need for the students to take
responsibility in managing their own learning to complete their doctoral programmes by regularly keeping in touch
with their supervisors (Moses, 1992; Powles, 1989). Supervisors expect students to be diligent, hardworking,
energetic, keen, tenacious and conscientious and to demonstrate a sense of urgency (Moses, 1992). Students are
expected to display enthusiasm and to be motivated towards research work. They must be pleasant at their work
and should contribute to a good working environment. Supervision is a two-way process; students are expected to
give continual feedback so that the supervisor can give informed instruction. Generally, the experienced
supervisors were seen to use more teaching and sharing behaviours which encourage supervisees to be more active.
Good supervisors seemed to have qualities of good lecturers and good counsellors (Norhasni, Aminuddin, &
Abdul, 2009).
Lee (2007) outlines several models of research supervision. These include the functional model where effective
supervision is done guided by an instruction manual with information about research process and qualities of the
model. This identifies the qualities of a good supervisor which include emotional intelligence and flexibility, both
important in working with postgraduate students. Supervisors should possess the research knowledge and skills to
achieve effective supervision (Donald, Saroyan, & Denison, 1995; Sheehan, 1994; McQueeney, 1996; Powles,
1989), and provide counselling to students they supervise (Zuber-Skerrit, 1994). Since supervision is a two-way
process, students expect supervisors to possess the knowledge and the ability to supervise their research projects
effectively. Students also expect supervisors to be reasonable, approachable and supportive of their work at all
times (Moses, 1994).
During the supervision process, supervisors should provide timely feedback to students in order forestall
unnecessary delays. Constructive feedback is of benefit during supervision, since it builds students’ self-esteem.
However, if the feedback is negative, it may damage their confidence (Halse, 2011; Wang & Lee, 2011; Aichison
& Mowbray, 2013). Positive feedback should be given when appropriate, in clear messages, and be actionable for
the progress of the project (McAlpine, 2013).
Many challenges confront the supervisor in the process of supervising nursing doctoral students. According to
Strauss (2012), in order to minimise the challenges experienced during supervision, supervisors need to be
educated as to how they can communicate with their students during the supervision process. The study conducted
by Roets and Maritz (2013) finds that students who experienced problems during research supervision had to
create opportunities which could sustain them towards the completion of their degree when conducting research.
These included creating a constructive learning environment and developing affirmative personal attributes. The
Council on Higher Education (2009) states six factors associated with non-completion of postgraduate studies in
South African universities. These factors are: poor planning and management, methodological difficulties,
writing–up, isolation, personal problems outside research and inadequate or negligent supervision. The
non-completion of studies contributes to a low graduation rate. The Council on Higher Education (2009) reports
that the South African average annual growth of doctorate graduates is only 6%, approximately 45% of doctoral
students who enrol never complete their studies, and 29% drop out within the first two years.
Delamont, Atkinson and Parry (2004), Eley and Murray (2009) concur that to remedy the ugly situation of poor
supervision and dropout rates of doctoral studies, orientation sessions on supervision to support both supervisor
and student/s, are crucial and needed. In preparation for the session, the agenda should include clear objectives,
processes, outcomes and arrangements for supervision. Supervisors need to be trained about supervisory systems
and practices which will complement research and supervision needs for the supervisors to be effective. To further
ensure the effective supervision journey, supervisors are urged to create opportunities for supervisors to orientate
students as to available resources to help with undertaking their research projects, to prevent delay on research
progress. During supervision, students should be made aware of resources and sources of academic support,
including issues relating to research integrity.
5. Conclusion and Recommendations
It is evident from the study findings that faculty members, supervising doctorate nursing students, exhibit varying
practices at different levels of and understanding during the supervision process. This causes uncertainties during
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their supervisory role. There is a need to orientate research supervisors about their expected roles and
responsibilities, the supervisory model unique to the university, as well as about any anticipated challenges in the
course of the supervision process. Equally, the students need to know what their roles and expectations are, the
policies and procedures involved and the communication channels available. There should be continuous support
for both supervisors and students during the process of supervision.
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