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Introduction: This study aimed to explore the PhD student-supervisor relationship 
and its impacts on students and supervisors from a qualitative perspective.

Methods: A total of 50 PhD students and 11 supervisors from Hong Kong were 
approached using focus groups and individual interviews. Based on the interpersonal 
relationship model, this study conducted interviews with students to examine their 
perceptions of eight styles of relationships and their impact on students.

Results: The results highlighted that the PhD student-supervisor relationship 
affected student academic achievement, well-being, and career and social 
network development. The interviews with the supervisors showed the impact 
on supervisors related to well-being, reflection on coaching style, and selection 
for future students.

Discussion: Findings provide theoretical insights and conceptual and practical 
implications for understanding the eight styles of PhD student-supervisor 
relationships. This study also offers recommendations on university policies 
aiming to enhance the PhD student-supervisor relationship in order to boost 
positive impacts and hinder negative impacts.
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1 Introduction

The PhD student-supervisor relationship has drawn increasing attention (Kusurkar et al., 
2022) as doctoral enrolments have expanded rapidly worldwide (e.g., Gruzdev et al., 2020; Ryan 
et al., 2022; University Grants Committee, 2022). Research has found that the relationship 
between doctoral students and their supervisors is one of the most influential factors for their 
graduate school experiences (Sverdlik et al., 2018). More specifically, supportive supervision 
has been identified in the literature as the most important contributor to doctoral experience 
and students’ well-being (e.g., Byrom et al., 2022; Cowling, 2017). Despite its crucial significance, 
the status of the PhD student-supervisor relationship does not seem well investigated. Moreover, 
negative stereotypes have been reported in the limited evidence. For instance, over 19% of 
students ranked their relationship with supervisors among the top three most stressful aspects 
of their graduate school in Canada (Park et al., 2021). Likewise, Cardilini et al. (2022) found 
that 20% of candidates reported not being satisfied with their supervision in Australia.

Furthermore, despite the critical role of the PhD student-supervisor relationship, the 
existing literature has only focused on its impacts on students and from students, but left 
out the impacts on supervisors and supervisors’ voices. For example, most studies have 
examined PhD students’ perspectives on how student-supervisor relationships affect 
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well-being (e.g., Dhirasasna et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2022), study 
progress (e.g., Gill and Burnard, 2008; Gunnarsson et al., 2013), 
and performance (e.g., Cardilini et al., 2022; Elliot and Kobayashi, 
2019). The existing literature has largely overlooked its impacts 
relevant to the supervisor, a key stakeholder of the student-
supervisor relationship. However, along with an increase in the 
number of doctoral enrolments, there has been a corresponding 
increase in research supervisors, who face increasing complexities 
and research diversities with their PhD students (Gatfield, 2005; 
Gruzdev et al., 2020).

Indeed, existing studies of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship have key limitations. First, most studies related to the 
PhD student-supervisor relationship have been conducted in Western 
societies, and there is little research in Asia, particularly in the Hong 
Kong context. Second, as mentioned above, existing studies have 
mainly focused on interpersonal relationships from the student 
perspective (e.g., Gruzdev et al., 2020). Third, the majority of studies 
focused on the impacts of PhD student-supervisor relationships on 
students (e.g., Cardilini et al., 2022; Dhirasasna et al., 2021), but not 
on supervisors. However, in terms of the interactive and interpersonal 
nature of the student-supervisor relationship (Mainhard et al., 2009), 
excessive focus on or neglect of either party can lead to an imbalance 
in the relationship. Therefore, it is essential to explore and understand 
the relationship from a bidirectional perspective. Fourth, the 
downstream consequences of the relationship are not well 
understood. To address these gaps, this study aimed to examine the 
PhD student-supervisor relationship and its consequences on 
students and supervisors guided by the model of PhD student-
supervisor relationship (Mainhard et al., 2009) using a sample of both 
PhD students and supervisors from Hong Kong.

2 Theoretical framework and literature 
review

2.1 Theoretical framework: the model for 
PhD student-supervisor interpersonal 
behavior

The model of interpersonal supervisor behavior was utilized as the 
theoretical framework to investigate the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship in this study (Mainhard et  al., 2009). Leary (1957) 
originally constructed such a model, which described and measured 
specific human interpersonal behaviors. This model captured both 
normal and abnormal behavior on the same scale, and the relationship 
aspect of behavior is described using a two-dimensional matrix (see 
Figure 1). Derived from this model, Wubbels et al. (1993) framed an 
analysis of the interpersonal aspect of teacher behavior and labeled 
two dimensions, namely Proximity (Opposition-Cooperation) and 
Influence (Dominance-Submission). Based on adapting the Leary 
model (Wubbels et al., 1993), Mainhard et al. (2009) developed a 
relationship model that describes specific interpersonal behaviors 
between PhD students and supervisors. This two-dimensional model 
for the supervisor-doctoral student relationship, represented as two 
axes, proposes eight types of relationship: leadership, helping/friendly, 
understanding, student freedom and responsibility, uncertain, 
dissatisfied, admonishing, and strict (see Figure 2).

Leary’s model and its descendant models have been widely 
used in clinical and psychological settings for a long time (Goh, 
1994) before being transferred to education (i.e., Mainhard et al., 
2009; Wubbels et al., 2006). Mainhard et al. (2009) utilized the 
model to explore the relationship aspect of supervisor behavior 

FIGURE 1

The coordinate system of the Leary model (Goh, 1994, p. 33).
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(Figure 1). In more detail, Mainhard et al. (2009) proposed eight 
categories of student-supervisor relationships are: Leadership (e.g., 
the supervisor acts confidently and give clear guidance to PhD 
students); Helping/friendly (e.g., the supervisor always cooperates, 
supports and helps PhD students); Understanding (e.g., supervisor 
trusts and listens to PhD students); Student Responsibility/
Freedom (e.g., supervisor follows students proposals and allows 
them to make their own decisions); Uncertain (e.g., the supervisor 
acts unconvincingly and ambiguity to PhD students); Dissatisfied 
(e.g., supervisor disbelieves and dissatisfied about PhD students 
skills and progress); Admonishing (e.g., the supervisor is impatient 
and anger toward PhD students) and Strict (e.g., the supervisor is 
quick to criticize students and critical of their work). Research 
shows these styles are highly associated with student satisfaction 
(Kremer-Hayon and Wubbels, 1993), academic performance, and 
study progress (Cardilini et al., 2022; Jackman and Sisson, 2022). 
Therefore, this study utilized the model as a theoretical framework 
to investigate the relationship style between doctoral students and 
supervisors in Hong Kong, as well as its impacts on both students 
and supervisors.

2.2 Literature review: the PhD 
student-supervisor relationship

The student-supervisor relationship of doctoral students has 
become a research focus in the doctoral literature. Here we review 
studies examining student-supervisor relationships from the 
perspective of supervisor leadership styles (e.g., Dhirasasna et al., 
2021; Gatfield, 2005; He and Zhu, 2022; Levecque et al., 2017). For 

instance, Gatfield (2005) established a two-dimensional (i.e., structure 
and support) model, namely, Laissez-faire Style, Pastoral Style, 
Directorial Style, and Contractual Style. In line with most scholars in 
personality theory development, the four descriptors used are best 
termed “preferred operating styles.” Moreover, Levecque et al. (2017) 
drew on research into organizational and workplace behavior in order 
to unpack the supervisory relationship. This large-scale study 
distinguished between “autocratic,” “inspiring,” and “laissez-faire” 
leadership styles of supervisors. Furthermore, He and Zhu (2022) 
demonstrated an alternative approach for outlining the relationships 
between doctoral students and supervisors. They reported four 
primary relationships between doctoral students and supervisors, 
namely doctoral students leading the dance (Ling Wu), co-dancing 
(Gong Wu), supervisor supporting the dance (Ban Wu), and solo 
dancing (Du Wu). Although Liang et  al. (2021) discussed the 
relationship styles from student and supervisor perspectives, this 
study only focused on two aspects, namely the reciprocity level 
relationship and the trust level of the relationship. However, to obtain 
fuller picture of the eight types of PhD student-supervisor 
relationships relevant to this study namely, leadership, helping/
friendly, understanding, student freedom and responsibility, 
uncertain, dissatisfied, admonishing and strict, we will review the 
literature findings relating to each style separately.

First, the leadership sector is characterized by dominance and 
cooperation. Supervisors who display a leadership style demonstrate 
professionalism by organizing research groups and assigning tasks 
to PhD students. For instance, Davis (2019) identified three key 
issues of student perceptions of their supervisors: the availability to 
discharge supervisory duties, the timeliness and quality of feedback, 
and their supervisors’ professional responsibility and characteristics. 

FIGURE 2

The model for PhD student-supervisor interpersonal behavior (Mainhard et al., 2009, p. 363).
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Likewise, Gill and Burnard (2008) recommended that students and 
supervisors create a timeline from the present to the future so that 
both can see a clear path forward. Moreover, it is critically 
important for supervisors to perform administrative and expert 
functions such as recommending experts, organizing 
communication with students, and helping conduct field research 
(Gruzdev et al., 2020).

Second, the helping/friendly sector includes behaviors of a more 
cooperative and less dominant character than the leadership style, and 
the supervisor might be seen as assisting students, acting friendly, or 
being considerate. Some studies highlight the importance of PhD 
students and supervisors explicitly communicating about the 
responsibilities and expectations of their roles (Cardilini et al., 2022), 
of the quality and impact of intercultural exchanges (Elliot and 
Kobayashi, 2019), and of the inspirational atmosphere (Levecque 
et al., 2017) among student-supervisor relationships.

Third, the understanding sector, characterized by cooperation and 
submission, includes the behaviors of a more cooperative and less 
submissive type, and the supervisor might understand, respect, and 
trust students. The dialogue between the supervisor and PhD student 
should be honest and open (Thompson et al., 2005). In addition, the 
supervisor should demonstrate more understanding and empathy for 
their students and more engagement in their work (Ryan et al., 2022).

Fourth, the student responsibility/freedom sector involves more 
submissive and less cooperative behaviors than the understanding 
sector. The supervisor may follow students’ proposals and allow them 
to make decisions. For example, supervisors see the symmetrical 
relationship as a critical first step toward fostering students’ 
independent thinking and self-regulated learning, and ultimately as a 
precondition for fostering critical thinking (Elliot and Kobayashi, 
2019). Likewise, Gill and Burnard (2008) found that the student 
should also be  prepared to take direction and be  advised by 
the supervisor.

Fifth, the uncertain sector involves submission and opposition. 
The supervisor displaying uncertain behavior might act 
unconvincingly, with ambiguity regarding student initiatives. PhD 
students experience a poor supervisory experience in that the 
supervisor did not set up well-organized meeting arrangements (e.g., 
Gill and Burnard, 2008) and work timelines (e.g., Beaudin et al., 2016). 
Moreover, students claimed supervisors sometimes did nothing 
(Gruzdev et  al., 2020) or gave dubious advice (Gunnarsson 
et al., 2013).

Sixth, the dissatisfied sector also consists of submission and 
opposition but includes more oppositional and less submissive 
behaviors. The supervisor may feel disbelieving, dissatisfied, and 
disappointed in PhD students. Gunnarsson et al. (2013) found that 
supervisors acknowledged transient disagreements occurred between 
students and themselves, but no major conflicts. However, 
disagreement between student and supervisor could aggravate and 
arouse strong emotions (Gunnarsson et al., 2013).

Seventh, the admonishing sector is characterized by opposition 
and dominance. The supervisor displaying admonishing behavior 
might act impatient, irritable, and angry toward PhD students. Han 
and Xu (2021) found that supervisors got angry when students 
violated either written or unwritten rules and conventions. This study 
also identified that the supervisor was irritated when a student missed 
deadlines repeatedly, informing neither the supervisor nor fellow 
students of his difficulties in doing research.

Finally, the strict sector, though characterized by opposition and 
dominance, includes more dominant and less oppositional behaviors. 
The supervisor may be strict with students, but immediately corrects 
their mistakes. For instance, Gill and Burnard (2008) found that putting 
too much pressure on PhD students can be counterproductive, though 
many students ask for time limits to be set. Moreover, some supervisors 
are very focused on the research outcome, and not as much focused on 
the personal development of the PhD student (Berry et al., 2020).

2.3 Literature review: the impacts of the 
PhD student-supervisor relationship

The PhD student-supervisor relationship is highly complex and 
multifaceted (e.g., Gill and Burnard, 2008; Han and Xu, 2021). In this 
section, literature dealing with the impacts of this relationship will 
be discussed from two perspectives: the impacts on PhD students 
and supervisors.

2.3.1 The impacts on students
Scholars have proved that student-supervisor relationships have 

an impact on well-being (e.g., Cardilini et al., 2022; Dhirasasna et al., 
2021; Ryan et al., 2022), student performance (e.g., Cardilini et al., 
2022; Elliot and Kobayashi, 2019), and study progress (e.g., Gill and 
Burnard, 2008; Gunnarsson et al., 2013). For instance, PhD students 
reported that supervisor-student relationships have significantly 
influenced their well-being (Cardilini et al., 2022; Dhirasasna et al., 
2021). Moreover, Elliot and Kobayashi (2019) found that the quality 
and impact of intercultural exchanges in student-supervisor 
relationships affect students’ academic performance. Furthermore, 
Cardilini et al. (2022) highlight the importance of PhD students and 
supervisors explicitly communicating the responsibilities and 
expectations of their roles in helping candidates promote research 
skills and performance. In addition, PhD students claimed that 
supervisors sometimes gave dubious advice, leading to lost time and 
affecting their study progress (Gunnarsson et al., 2013). However, 
research also indicated that a too student-centred relationship may 
lead to sloppy scholarship and methodology (Gill and Burnard, 2008).

2.3.2 The impacts on supervisors
Although the importance of the PhD student-supervisor 

relationship on students has been widely examined, the impacts on 
supervisors have been less investigated (e.g., Hagenauer and Volet, 
2014; Spilt et al., 2011). Among the limited evidence, Han and Xu 
(2021) have identified that supervisory relationships may take a heavy 
toll on supervisors’ emotions. At school levels, research has revealed 
that the student and teacher relationships have a great influence on 
teachers’ personal accomplishment (Corbin et al., 2019), emotional 
exhaustion (Corbin et al., 2019), work enthusiasm (Rafsanjani et al., 
2019), self-efficacy (Lukesh, 2022), and well-being (Spilt et al., 2011) 
in different contexts. Hence, understanding the impact of the PhD 
student-supervisor relationship on supervisors is a pressing need.

3 Method

This study aimed to explore the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship and the impacts of this relationship on students and 
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supervisors from both students’ and supervisors’ perceptions. Three 
research questions were proposed:

RQ1. What are the perceptions of the styles of the PhD student-
supervisor relationship?

RQ2. What are the impacts of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on students?

RQ3. What are the impacts of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on supervisors?

3.1 Selection of participants

This study targeted both PhD students and their academic 
supervisors as participants. For PhD students, the inclusion criteria 
were as follows: (1) participants have to be enrolled in a Doctor of 
Philosophy program at one of the eight government funded 
universities in Hong Kong; (2) participants are required to have at 
least one supervisor overseeing their doctoral journey; and (3) there 
are no restrictions regarding participants’ age, academic discipline, or 
year of study.

For supervisors, the inclusion criteria are as follows: (1) 
participants have to be  employed at one of the eight government 
funded universities in Hong Kong; (2) participants are required to 
have at least 1 year of experience supervising PhD students; and (3) 
participants need currently be supervising at least one PhD student.

Finally, a total of 50 PhD students and 11 supervisors from eight 
government-funded universities in Hong Kong were approached in 
this study. There were 33 female and 17 male students. The majority 
(83%) were aged from 25 to 30 years with an average of 27 years. 
Approximately 36% (n = 18) of them were from Year 1, 26% (n = 13) 
from Year 2, 30% (n = 16) from Year 3, and 6% (n = 3) from Year 4. In 
terms of discipline, 50% (n = 25) of responders majored in Science, 
42% (n = 21) in Professions, and 8% (n = 4) in Humanities (Table 1). 
As for supervisors, 63.6% (n = 7) were females, and there were 4 males 
with an average of 7 years of supervision experience. They have 
mentored an average of five PhD students as principal or 
associate supervisors.

3.2 Data collection and instruments

For data collection, the convenience sampling strategy and 
snowball strategy (Edmonds and Kennedy, 2016; Handcock and Gile, 
2011) was adopted in this paper. In particular, the research team sent 
invitation emails to potential participants through a network of 
contacts established with other universities. Those who met the 
inclusion criteria and expressed interest were invited to participate. 
Meanwhile, participants were also encouraged to share the invitation 
with eligible peers, facilitating additional recruitment through a 
snowball strategy.

For the interview instruments, the interview protocol was 
designed to address the research questions and ensure consistency and 
systematic data collection. In addition to providing participants with 
the coordinate system of the Leary model and the model of PhD 
student–supervisor interpersonal behavior for reference, the interview 
protocol consists of the following three main perspectives. The first 
perspective aims to explore the status of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship from both students and supervisors’ perspectives. 

Example questions include “How would you describe your overall 
relationship with your PhD students/supervisors?” and “According to 
the model for PhD student-supervisor interpersonal behavior, which 
type of relationship do you think best describes your interaction with 
your student/supervisor? Why?” The second perspective focuses on 
the impact of PhD student-supervisor interpersonal behavior on 
students. One example question such as “How does your current 
relationship with your student/supervisor affect the students’ study?” 
The third perspective relates to the impact of PhD student-supervisor 
interpersonal behavior on supervisors. One example question is 
“What impact do you  think your current relationship with your 
student/supervisor has on the supervisors.” The interview protocol is 
guided for both in-depth semi-structured focus group interviews with 
students and individual interviews with supervisors.

3.3 Study implementation and ethical 
issues

All interviews were jointly conducted by the first and second 
authors. For PhD students, 50 participants were first divided into six 
focus groups and participated in group interview online via Zoom. 
Then, 11 supervisors were invited to conduct individual interview face 
to face. The interview locations were selected based on the supervisor’s 
convenience, with the majority conducted in their offices. Scheduling 
was arranged according to each participant’s availability. Most 

TABLE 1 Demographic information of the participants.

Students Characteristics No. Percentage

Sex
Male 17 34%

Female 33 66%

Age

<25 4 8%

25–30 26 52%

31–35 3 6%

NA 17 34%

Study year

Year 1 18 36%

Year 2 13 26%

Year 3 16 32%

Year 4 3 6%

Discipline

Humanities 4 8%

Science 25 50%

Professions 21 42%

Supervisors Characteristics No. Percentage

Sex
Male 4 36%

Female 7 64%

Years of 

supervision

1–5 6 55%

6–10 3 27%

>10 2 18%

Number of 

supervised students

1–5 7 64%

6–10 2 18%

>10 2 18%
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interviews lasted approximately 1 hour, with all sessions completed 
within 90 min in this study. After interview, after the interviews, all 
audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and subsequently 
translated into English. The translated transcripts were reviewed by 
two researchers to ensure accuracy to the original content.

In addition to study implementation, this study strictly followed 
the ethical issues. Prior to the interviews, all respondents received a 
participation information sheet and consent form before the interview. 
They were informed of the background, process, potential risks, and 
benefits of the research project prior to participating. In particular, 
participants were made aware of their right to withdraw from the 
study at any time without any negative consequences. All information 
mentioned during the interview will be kept confidential and will 
be  identified by a code known only to the researchers. All the 
participants gave their ethic consent for this study.

3.4 Data analysis

This qualitative study used content analysis, a systematic process 
of coding textual data for determining trends and themes (Grbich, 
2012). A deductive approach was used for data analysis in this study 
based on the theoretical framework of the model for PhD student-
supervisor interpersonal behavior. In detail, the eight styles of PhD 
student-supervisor interpersonal behavior were first identified from 
the theoretical framework and were used as predefined categories for 
data coding. The theoretical framework was used to guide the 
interpretation of the data, which demonstrated a top-down process 
(Hsieh and Shannon, 2005; Patton, 1990). During the analysis, the 
related meaning units of transcriptions were labeled with codes and 
clarified as corresponding categories and sub-categories. The segments 
from the interview data were recorded in accordance with these 
theoretical constructs. To enhance the traceability of the quotes, the 
respondent code was provided after each citation. Specifically, the 
prefix “PS” refers to student participants, while “PT” denotes 
supervisor participants. The accompanying number identifies the 
specific respondent. Finally, the results that linked to the framework 
and responded to the research questions were presented (Elo and 
Kyngäs, 2008; Sandelowski, 2010) (Table 2 for coding details). Several 
strategies were implemented to mitigate possible biases and ensure the 
validity and reliability of data analysis. First, the interviewer engaged 
in reflective practice following each interview, recording observations 
and reflections to maintain openness to participants’ viewpoints. 
Second, the research team utilized double coding to enhance the 
reliability of the analysis. Third, interviewees were invited to review 
and provide feedback on the analysis results, thereby ensuring the 
accuracy of their represented statements.

4 Result

In this section, the results are presented based on the three 
research questions. Specifically, the perceptions of the eight styles of 
the PhD student–supervisor relationship are presented first, followed 
by the results on the impact of the PhD student–supervisor 
relationship on students, and finally the impact of the relationship on 
supervisors. Table 2 provides an overview of excerpts addressing the 
research questions.

4.1 The perceptions of the styles of the 
PhD student-supervisor relationship

The results concerning eight PhD student-supervisor relationships 
are outlined below.

4.1.1 Leadership
The leadership type meant that supervisors participated in the 

planning and management of the learning procedure together with 
PhD students. Data showed that supervisors tried to maintain 
communications with their students and adjust the frequency 
according to the study year and progress of PhD students. One extract 
from a supervisor supported this perspective:

I learned about my PhD students’ career plans after their 
graduation at first. I normally provide targeted advice to them in 
order to serve their purpose during our regular meeting. One of 
my students would like to pursue working as a researcher in 
higher education. I  told her the related requirements and 
expectations that she may need to meet, like participating in 
authoritative conferences and publishing more articles. Then 
I  suggested a specific timeline to achieve the goal, and I  will 
remind them from time to time to make sure their learning is on 
track. [PT11]

Moreover, the leadership type revealed that supervisors could 
actively give students clear and comprehensive feedback during their 
interaction. The feedback from supervisors is diverse in form 
including formal or casual feedback, written or audio feedback. As one 
student reported:

My supervisor usually responds to me within a short time. 
Most comments were written while some feedback toward 
simple questions I  received via audio. It is good for me to 
receive clear comments so that I  can accelerate my study 
progress. [PS512]

Meanwhile, most supervisors believe they can professionally and 
confidently express their comments while giving feedback:

I did not receive any questions I cannot respond to so far and 
I will give advice clearly based on various confusions. There are 
some commonalities in educational research, especially research 
methods, even though some students’ specific topics were not very 
similar to my research focus, I  can professionally give core 
direction and guidance for them to explore. [PT5]

Interestingly, supervisors of the leadership type demonstrated 
flexibility in their supervision. In detail, they adjust guiding coping 
strategies depending on the characteristics of PhD students. As one 
supervisor mentioned:

Some students have higher learning abilities and are clear about 
what they need to do next, so they just need the general direction 
and do not need to go into that detail, so that they can get more 
training. On the other hand, you need to provide guidelines step 
by step if students have no idea how to cultivate their research 
competence and confidence. [PT10]
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In conclusion, the leadership type showed that supervisors 
maintain close interaction with their students. They provide 
professional guidance strategically in different learning procedures, 
which can satisfy students’ learning needs.

4.1.2 Helping/friendly
The helping/friendly style refers to supervisors who can support 

and cooperate with their students. Supervisors and students might 
cooperate to attend conferences and co-write publications under a 
harmonious and equal team atmosphere. The following extract from 
a supervisor reveals this view:

When my students come to consult with me, I provide some 
references and introduce them to some related big potatoes in 
that field. It can help them to explore solutions on the right 
track. Emotionally, I always encourage my students without 
criticism, which can release students’ learning pressure. 
We brainstorm together and discuss together because learning 
new things means you need to overcome various difficulties 
and repeat exploration. [PT2]

I attend some conferences with my PhD students and present 
together, although I take the majority of the responsibility. On the 
publication side, I made sure each of my PhD students published 
articles with at least one piece as the first author and me as the 
corresponding author. Besides, I would ask them to participate with 
me in sampling collection and other academic activities. Students 
would feel a high sense of safety and strengthen their confidence 
under this supervision. [PT10]

In addition, this relationship is also reflected in the interaction of 
daily life. Supervisors and students could get along as friends and care 
for each other. It apparently reduced the reverence and awe with 
which students treat their supervisor and inspired student well-being. 
As one student expressed:

Our team will organize different activities to improve 
communication with each other. We had dined together with our 
supervisor and hiked together not long ago; these kinds of 
interactions made us feel at ease and shortened the distance with 
our supervisor. I felt lucky and happy in such a team. [PS1]

TABLE 2 Table of extracts in response to research questions.

Research questions Category of PhD 
student-supervisor 
relationships

Example of quotes
for PhD student-supervisor relationships

Code of 
respondents

The perceptions of the styles of the 

PhD student-supervisor 

relationships

Leadership
Our team has regular meetings around every 2 weeks to ensure 

interaction with each other.
PT8

Helpful/friendly

The whole team atmosphere is very friendly because our 

supervisors maintain daily communicaiton with us and we have 

regular team activities together.

PS222

Understanding
My supervisor was willing to listen to my needs and provide me 

with many opportunities to improve myself.
PS223

Responsibility/Freedom
I never interfere with my students’ research interests and their 

research focuses do not need to be consistent with mine.
PT7

Uncertain I do not think he has clear supervision plans for us. PS622

Dissatisfied
I felt frustrated when some students did not ask me to revise and 

give comments until the last minute without considering my time.
PT1

Admonishing
He was angry in public and criticize students face to face which 

certainly affect students’ mentality.
PS621

Strict
We took long time to work under my supervisors’ supervision and 

we have strict graduation requirements for publication.
PS322

The impacts of PhD student-

supervisor relationships on students

Process
Our rapport and effective communication allowed me to quickly 

achieve study goals at different stages.
PS112

Mode of thinking
my thinking patterns and working way become more similar to 

supervisors
PS313

Well-being
Communicating more with teachers makes me feel a higher sense 

of belonging and well-being.
PS321

Career development My supervisor is a good guide for my future academic work. PS721

The impacts of PhD student-

supervisor relationships on 

supervisors

Supervision style Mentoring students made me keep self-reflection. PT6

Criteria for selecting students
It affects me to choose students in the future with more focus on 

whether our working style is similar.
PT2

Emotion and reputation
one very bad teacher-student relationship… This not only 

frustrated teachers’ moods but also affects their reputation.
PT9

The code of respondents, PS = student participant, PT = supervisor participant, the numbers represent the specific code of the participants.
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Thus, this helping/friendly sector showed amicable and equal 
communication mode between supervisors and PhD students, not 
only in the learning procedure but also in daily life.

4.1.3 Understanding
The understanding mode refers to a supervisor’s ability to cultivate 

a caring atmosphere within the team. These kinds of supervisors put 
themselves in students’ shoes and attach importance to listening and 
empathy. Students’ individual needs are considered by their 
supervisors. The following scenario may reflect:

It is very difficult for me to balance study and family, which really 
depressed me some time ago. My supervisor noted that and 
communicated with me immediately. She shared experiences with 
me and advised me not to set companionship against learning. Then 
we scheduled the new timeline considering my family issue, which 
made me feel less perplexed. [PS223]

Understanding mode emphasizes that instructors are willing to 
patiently respect and listen to a student’s interests and confusion. They 
consider appropriate development guidance from the student’s 
perspective. Students and supervisors also trust each other in this process.

4.1.4 Responsibility/freedom
Responsibility/freedom type refers to giving higher opportunities 

for independent work to students. Specifically, such supervisors 
provided a space for students to decide their research topic, 
methodology, and working schedule. One student shared 
the experience:

My supervisor gave me lots of freedom to pursue what I was 
interested in. When I have new ideas, I feel free to talk with him. 
Besides, he gave us a chance to take risks and allowed us to make 
mistakes under control. Gradually, we become clear about the 
direction we put the effort in and become more confident to make 
decisions by ourselves. [PS231]

Interestingly, this kind of freedom does not mean that supervisors 
allow students to freely decide all actions. Supervisors would conduct 
risk assessments on their students during the study process and 
remind them well before students went completely off track or had 
diametrically opposed standpoints. As one supervisor shared:

I will estimate the feasibility of my students’ proposals and 
encourage them to explore the next step on their own if it makes 
sense. Also, I told them the possible consequences and the costs 
when they obviously made a wrong decision. A timely reminder 
can help students adjust their decisions. [PT3]

Responsibility/freedom type relationship suggests that supervisors 
give students rights and freedom, especially regarding their research 
project. Meanwhile, they make sure students dance freely on the stage 
area under control.

4.1.5 Uncertain
The uncertain PhD student-supervisor relationship refers to 

supervisors who do not appropriately invest in the supervision. These 
kinds of supervisors lack clear and logical instruction guidance and 

act ambiguously. Students were confused about their studies to 
some extent:

My supervisor is too chilled, and he does not seem to have any 
strong pursuit. I  do not think he  has clear supervision plans. 
He does not care about when you graduate and what research 
outcome you grade with. Sometimes you will be frustrated and 
helpless because of supervisors’ vague response. [PS622]

Different from the leadership style, students with an uncertain 
style supervisor reported that they could not receive comprehensive 
feedback, although their supervisors supported their ideas. Some 
comments were blurred or unconvincing, which really upset students:

Although he supported my research ideas, we did not keep in 
close touch and have effective consultation. I  do not think 
I received satisfying feedback from my supervisors, and I had 
to spend some time trying to figure out what it meant. It is very 
difficult for me to overcome the bottleneck on my own. [PS212]

Uncertain style reflected that supervisors were short of management 
and leadership skills. They were unable to provide constructive advice, 
which easily discouraged students and slowed down their progress.

4.1.6 Dissatisfied
The dissatisfied type of PhD student-supervisor relationship 

emphasized supervisors’ discontent from two perspectives - personal 
character and learning performance. As the following quotation from 
a supervisor expresses:

When some students pursue a PhD just for the degree without 
being strongly interested in academic research, they perform a 
low level of intrinsic motivation. They do not initiate to promote 
progress, and it is resented when you need to remind and push 
them constantly. Also, I felt frustrated when some students did 
not ask me to revise and give comments until the last minute 
without considering my time. My coping strategy is to convey my 
dissatisfaction with the student face-to-face and discuss a better 
solution. [PT1]

Unlike the classical type of dissatisfied sector, in which supervisors 
prefer to keep quiet and wait for silence, our findings indicated that 
supervisors would point out students’ drawbacks and criticize directly 
in this kind of interaction.

4.1.7 Admonishing
The admonishing PhD student-supervisor relationship tends to 

emphasize opposition between students and supervisors. These kinds 
of supervisors prefer to take pupils to task, showing impatience or 
even losing their temper when giving feedback. They tend to blame 
students instead of encouraging them:

My supervisor has a lot of projects, so he asked me to follow up. 
I mainly take responsibility for data collection, proposal writing, 
and other trivial matters. We need to tolerate his temper during 
his supervision because he easily becomes impatient and irritable. 
Once I helped to arrange a conference, and I got chewed out by 
him because he thought I did not perform well. His words were 
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so mean and he can blame for a long time. I really think he should 
control his temper. [PS213]

According to students’ comments, the supervisors’ reproachful 
words and the tense atmosphere within the team made them extremely 
stressed. As one participant shared:

Sometimes I think our supervisor is going too far. He was angry 
in public and criticized students face-to-face, which certainly 
affects students’ mentality. One of my team members sobbed 
secretly and was very depressed after the meeting. [PS621]

Supervisors’ impatience and anger toward PhD students obviously 
aggravate the tension of the student-supervisor relationship and have 
a negative influence on students’ mental health development.

4.1.8 Strict
The strict PhD student-supervisor relationship involves 

supervisors exacting norms and setting explicit rules during tutoring. 
They keep reins tight to ensure students achieve scheduled goals. The 
following extracts supported it:

We must be  serious about academic ethics-related issues and 
require the quality of the publications. Only strict requirements 
can distinctly establish student foundation. Pointing out problems 
solemnly and criticism can let students realize the importance and 
avoid mistakes again. [PT5]

Interestingly, some students did not reject this kind of relationship. 
Students thought it could enhance their capacity eventually and 
graduate successfully, even though they sometimes received 
judgments from supervisors. For instance, one participant shared:

Our team has strict regulations and we  need to report each 
process of the tasks to our supervisors. My supervisor had a 
higher standard and sometimes would criticize students if we did 
not meet expectations. However, I made great progress compared 
to before. Being dominated by supervisors is not such a bad thing 
if you have a high level of bounciness. [PS523]

Thus, strict type emphasized the domination of supervisors as 
an authority. This kind of relationship was acceptable for 
some students.

Overall, the results reveal eight different types of PhD student-
supervisor relationships as described in the model for PhD 
student-supervisor interpersonal behavior. Based on the coding 
record and findings, the first four types of relationship (i.e., 
Leadership, Helpful/Friendly, Understanding, and Responsibility/
Freedom) were predominant among the respondents. Collectively, 
the findings in this study amplify our understanding of eight 
styles of PhD student-supervisor interpersonal behavior, mapping 
a diverse picture of academic communication between teachers 
and students. The significance of how supervisors get along with 
students is increasingly recognized.

Interestingly, in addition to experiencing eight specific styles, some 
participants reported mixed styles out of these eight styles. For instance, 
some supervisors have strict requirements in terms of academic issues, 
but they are friendly to help students with daily life issues:

Our supervisor emphasized the principles, such as academic 
integrity and ethics issues. He  also very much cared about 
commitment. One group member has been criticized in public for 
not meeting the deadline. I can understand his rigor in research…
He would ask us if we needed help in daily life. He even helped us 
to rent the apartment, which prevented us from being cheated by 
the housing agents. [PS233]

It can be concluded that the PhD student-supervisor relationship 
is complex in nature rather than simply classified into eight styles. The 
findings in this study support that the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship could be at any location on the continuum matrix.

4.2 The impacts of PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on students

The impacts of PhD student-supervisor relationship on students 
were understood. First, both students’ learning progress and 
academic achievement were directly influenced. Specifically, 
healthy and positive relationships accelerated student progress to 
complete learning tasks on time, while negative relationships 
hindered them:

My supervisor communicated well with me and we planned each 
short-term goal together. It gave me clear direction and big 
confidence that each goal is achievable. Now I have completed the 
data collection for my own project and published one article. 
Everything is in the plan. [PS111]

He was more concerned about his project than putting himself in 
my shoes. His comments were too general, and it took me a longer 
time to solve the problem by myself. [PS622]

Second, interactive relationships between students and supervisors 
were found to affect students’ mode of thinking and their professional 
literacy. As one student participant mentioned:

When cooperating with supervisors, you can learn more from 
them. Their rigorous academic norms, open-minded attitude, and 
broad academic vision, for example, impressed me deeply. 
Gradually, my thinking patterns and working ways became more 
similar to those of my supervisors. [PS313]

Third, student-supervisor interpersonal behavior also significantly 
influenced students’ emotions and well-being. Pleasant relationships 
alleviated students’ learning pressure but enhanced happiness and 
learning motivation. Unpleasant relationships might have opposite 
functions. These could be seen from the following scenarios:

My high level of well-being came from my supervisor’s clear and 
logical guidance. I am confident that I will produce a rich harvest 
when working with him, which makes me feel less anxiety 
compared with other PhD students. [PS232]

I often fall into emotional frustration after meetings with my 
supervisor. I felt I was useless and depressed all day long. I tend to 
burnout from my research under this kind of vicious circle and 
even thought of quitting. [PS821]
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Fourth, the PhD student-supervisor relationship also affected 
students’ career development and academic interpersonal network 
building. One student reported:

A good relationship between supervisors and students continues 
to be cooperative and helps each other even after graduation. The 
resources provided by my supervisor gave me more opportunities 
to contact other experts in our research field. These benefits will 
enable me to pursue academic research in the near future. [PS412]

Overall, the PhD student-supervisor relationship in this study 
apparently affected student learning progress, skill development, 
academic outcomes, well-being, and career plans in the future.

4.3 The impacts of the PhD 
student-supervisor relationship on 
supervisors

The consequences of PhD student-supervisor behavior on 
supervisors were also examined. The most frequent impact mentioned 
by supervisors was that it encouraged them to reflect on their 
communication and supervision style. As one supervisor shared:

Supervisors and students learn from each other during the 
supervision process. Mentoring students made me practice self-
reflection, like when I  should establish authority and provide 
detailed guidance, or when I should let students take the initiative. 
Rethinking and adjusting the instruction way appropriately can 
promote efficient communication and save each other time. [PT6]

Besides, it cannot be  neglected that supervisors’ criteria for 
selecting students would be  affected. Supervisors identified and 
summarized different students’ personalities and working styles 
during past supervision experiences. After that, they knew how to 
select the most suitable type of student to supervise in the future:

I certainly reflected and learnt lessons from past experience, 
especially negative experience, with students and know what kind 
of students we might not get along well with each other. I then try 
not to recruit these kinds of students so it will prevent unpleasant 
supervision to the maximum extent. [PT2]

Some supervisors also mentioned the influence that the student-
supervisor relationship had on their emotions and reputations. One 
supervisor participant conveyed:

I think a good teacher-student relationship is a happy process for 
teachers. Frankly speaking, it may not have much influence on 
teachers’ emotions. However, one very bad teacher-student 
relationship will greatly worry the teacher compared with a good 
one. This not only frustrates teachers’ moods but also affects their 
reputation. [PT9]

In conclusion, the impacts of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on supervisors were mainly reflected in three aspects, 
namely, supervisors’ reflection on coaching style, standards of 
selecting students, and supervisors’ emotions and reputation.

5 Discussion

This section outlines the major findings regarding the PhD 
student-supervisor relationship based on the model of interpersonal 
supervisor behavior (Mainhard et  al., 2009), and its impact on 
students and supervisors by intertwining with the existing literature.

5.1 PhD student-supervisor relationship

Guided by the interpersonal behavior model, this study 
illuminated eight types of PhD student-supervisor relationships. As 
expected, four out of the eight interpersonal PhD student-supervisor 
relationship types were more frequently mentioned in this study, 
namely leadership, helping/friendly, understanding, and student 
responsibility and freedom. Which is consistent with previous studies 
(Mainhard et al., 2009). This result also resonates with Levy et al.'s 
(1993) finding that the ideal or best teachers preferred more 
cooperative and fewer oppositional behaviors.

First, the participant supervisors showed leadership-type 
interpersonal behaviors such as communicating with students 
frequently, giving clear and comprehensive feedback, and expressing 
their comments professionally and confidently, which is consistent 
with previous studies (e.g., Davis, 2019; Gill and Burnard, 2008). As 
well as these normal leadership style behaviors, this study found that 
supervisors demonstrated flexibility in their supervision management. 
This is an important finding in understanding and enriching 
knowledge about the leadership type interpersonal behaviors. Second, 
in line with previous studies (e.g., Gruzdev et al., 2020), the results 
indicated that the helping/friendly type of interpersonal behavior of 
both supervisors and students not only includes cooperation in 
conferences and publications but also the interaction of daily life. 
Interestingly, supervisors and students in this relationship type are like 
friends and care for each other. A possible explanation for this might 
be that Confucius’ thought (e.g., good teachers and helpful friends) has 
a great impact on students and supervisors in the Chinese context 
(Waley, 2012). Third, the results revealed the understanding type 
behaviors in which supervisors demonstrated understanding and 
empathy for their students’ individual needs, which echoes with 
previous studies (e.g., Ryan et al., 2022). Moreover, some PhD students 
in this study also indicated that their supervisor considered appropriate 
development guidance from the student’s perspective. This echoes with 
the finding that a supervisor’s compassion is viewed as a pro-social 
process (Lundgren and Osika, 2021), leading to an understanding and 
caring atmosphere between supervisors and students. Fourth, the 
participant supervisors demonstrated the responsibility/freedom type 
of interpersonal behavior, including giving PhD students certain 
autonomy to make decisions in their research project, which is 
consistent with previous studies (e.g., Elliot and Kobayashi, 2019). This 
result also resonates with a finding in the Chinese context that doctoral 
students are leading the dance and conduct research with autonomy, 
while the supervisor plays a role as a facilitator (He and Zhu, 2022). 
One possible explanation is that the objectives of a PhD program may 
focus on advancing knowledge for professional improvement, critical 
thinking, and practical innovation (Graduate School, 2025).

The other four interpersonal PhD student-supervisor relationship 
types that were also explored in this study were not as frequent as the 
first four styles. This also reflects the specific manifestation of the 
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interpersonal model within the Hong Kong context. For instance, the 
first style, the uncertain type, indicated that the supervisor provided 
incomprehensive, blurry, and insufficient comments to PhD students, 
which is consistent with earlier studies (e.g., Berry et al., 2020). In this 
case, PhD students performed a solo dance and had to engage in the 
research enterprise on their own (He and Zhu, 2022). A possible 
explanation for this might be that supervisors believed they gave more 
guidance to candidates than candidates perceived they received 
(Cardilini et  al., 2022). Second, the participant supervisors showed 
dissatisfied type interpersonal behaviors such as discontent with PhD 
students’ personalities and learning performance, which resonates with 
previous studies (e.g., Gunnarsson et al., 2013). Third, this study found 
that supervisors showed impatient and tantrum-like behaviors to PhD 
students as part of the admonishing type of interpersonal behavior. This 
may be because a supervisor with a low capacity for compassion could 
react with admonishing behavior and an increase in submissive behavior 
(Lundgren and Osika, 2021). Finally, the participant supervisors 
demonstrated strict type interpersonal behaviors such as setting explicit 
rules and a rigid goal for research outcomes (e.g., publications), which 
is in accord with recent studies (e.g., Berry et al., 2020) indicating that 
this kind of behavior puts too much pressure on students (e.g., Gill and 
Burnard, 2008). Surprisingly, some PhD students in this study identified 
that they can adapt to this type of relationship with their supervisor. This 
may be because the PhD student-supervisor relationship in Chinese 
societies is embedded in socio-cultural traditions, such as the “well-
known Chinese sayings, zunshi zhongdao (honour the teacher and 
respect his teacher) and yanshi chugaotu (harsh teachers produce good 
students), predominate” (Tsui and Ngo, 2016, 366–367).

Interestingly, this study also found that PhD student-supervisor 
relationships are not always static, sometimes they are dynamic and 
changing by mixing different styles. For instance, supervisors 
demonstrate strict type or freedom type interpersonal behaviors based 
on PhD students’ individual capabilities and personalities. On the 
other hand, some supervisors showed several types of interpersonal 
behavior such as leadership and helping/friendly type, which 
resonated with earlier studies (Levy et al., 1993). The findings have 
extended our knowledge of the interpersonal relationship between 
students and supervisors in a doctoral context, but also provide 
implications for other educational levels.

5.2 The impacts of PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on students

This study found that the PhD student-supervisor relationship had 
impacts on students, including study progress and academic outcomes, 
individual professional capacity, career orientation and networks, and 
emotion and well-being. Particularly, a friendly and harmonious 
student-supervisor relationship has a positive impact on students’ 
academic experiences through increases in professional literacy, 
learning experience, and research outcomes, which is consistent with 
previous studies (e.g., Dhirasasna et al., 2021; Mosley et al., 2014). 
Moreover, the PhD student-supervisor relationship affects students’ 
career development and academic social networks, which resonates 
with recent studies (e.g., Cardilini et al., 2022). Surprisingly, only a few 
PhD students indicated the impacts of the relationship on their well-
being and emotions. This finding goes exactly counter to the growing 
body of research that has revealed the consequences of PhD 

student-supervisor relationships on students’ well-being (e.g., 
Cowling, 2017; Kusurkar et al., 2022). A possible explanation for this 
might be that Hong Kong PhD students, like those in other Chinese 
societies, are pressured to study hard and prepare well for the high-
pressure academic atmosphere (Tsang and Lian, 2021), resulting in a 
resilient awareness of their well-being and happiness.

5.3 The impacts of PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on supervisors

This study also investigated the impact of the PhD student-
supervisor relationship on the supervisors ‘response to the 
identification of a research gap in the doctoral literature (Elliot and 
Kobayashi, 2019). The impacts of the PhD student-supervisor 
relationship on supervisors may involve supervisors’ emotions, 
reputations, reflection on coaching style, and selection criteria for 
students. For instance, the participant supervisors indicated that a 
negative student-supervisor relationship not only destroyed their 
well-being but also affected their reputation, which echoes findings 
from other studies (e.g., Han and Xu, 2021). Furthermore, based on 
the PhD student-supervisor relationship and experiences, the 
supervisors are prompted to rethink and adjust their supervision 
styles and the criteria for selecting students. The results in this study 
contribute to the knowledge of the impacts of PhD student-
supervisor relationships on supervisors in the Asian context 
and beyond.

6 Contributions and implications

This study draws several conceptual, theoretical, and practical 
implications. First, the study confirms and broadens knowledge 
about eight styles of PhD student-supervisor relationships, 
including both positive and negative interpersonal behaviors from 
students and supervisors’ perceptions. The findings contribute to a 
deeper conceptual understanding of some different types of 
student-supervisor relationships in the Hong Kong context. Future 
studies may empirically examine the ideal student-supervisor 
relationship in different contexts to accelerate its positive impact on 
students and supervisors in real life. Second, the doctoral 
supervision relationship between student and supervisor is like that 
of any team in an organizational setting (Gunasekera et al., 2021). 
Hence, drawing from the interpersonal relationship model 
(Mainhard et  al., 2009), this study offers a theoretical basis to 
explore multidimensional student-supervisor relationships. Such a 
theoretical base can provide exemplars for supervisors and students 
to identify more appropriate styles for their own use, such as more 
cooperation and fewer oppositional behaviors (Levy et al., 1993). 
Third, in the fragile and high-pressure academic atmosphere of PhD 
students, the impact of supervisors’ frequent communications, clear 
and comprehensive feedback (e.g., Davis, 2019) on students’ 
research experience, research outcomes, and their professional 
capacity should not be  underestimated. Fourth, this study also 
offers recommendations on university policies aiming to enhance 
the PhD student-supervisor relationship in order to boost positive 
impacts and alleviate negative impacts in the Hong Kong context 
and provide implications for other contexts.
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7 Limitations and directions for future 
research

Despite the significant contributions, there are a few limitations 
associated with this study. First, the sampling strategy primarily 
utilized convenience sampling through the professional networks, 
with a limited sample size. This might constrain the generalization 
of the findings. Future studies may try to use a random sample and 
expand the sample size to alleviate this drawback. Second, this 
study used self-reported and focus group interviews. Future studies 
may utilize multiple data sources, such as longitudinal, 
experimental studies, or case studies, to explore a fuller picture of 
the PhD student-supervisor interpersonal behavior. Third, this 
article provided a comprehensive analysis of the perspectives of 
PhD students and supervisors on their relationship. Future 
research may examine them separately to uncover potential 
differences in viewpoints and enhance comparative understanding. 
Fourth, this study only focused on supervision styles and their 
impacts on students and supervisors. Future studies may pay 
attention to the influential drivers (Lundgren and Osika, 2021) of 
the supervision styles and the impacts on students and supervisors. 
In doing so, preventions and interventions might be developed to 
promote positive supervision relationships, which would boost 
positive impacts and alleviate negative impacts on students 
and supervisors.
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