
Supporting Excellent Supervisory 
Practice across ESRC and UKRI’s 
Doctoral Training Investments



• The evidence report from ESRC’s Review of the PhD in the Social Sciences was 
published in October 2021 and highlighted:
• The critical role that supervisors play throughout the doctoral experience
• The growing complexity of and pressures on supervisory roles following the increased demands 

placed on students
• Expecting supervisors to take on lots of additional responsibilities is not the answer; although 

they do need to be able to signpost students to additional support and encourage them to take 
up those opportunities

• ESRC’s response to the Review signals our commitment to promoting/supporting 
high quality supervision

• The outcomes of this Review are reflected in the call for ESRC’s new Doctoral 
Training Partnerships and associated PGR Training and Development Guidelines
(issued June 2022)

Background

https://esrc.ukri.org/files/skills-and-careers/review-of-the-phd-in-the-social-sciences/
https://esrc.ukri.org/files/skills-and-careers/review-of-the-phd-in-the-social-sciences-response/
https://www.ukri.org/opportunity/esrc-doctoral-training-partnerships-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/esrc-postgraduate-training-and-development-guidelines/


• Beyond ESRC, the issues above are recognised across disciplines:
• Supporting supervisors was identified as an issue in EPSRC’s Review of 

Doctoral Provision
• It is seen by UKRI as an important component of the New Deal for 

Postgraduate Research. 

• This led to a project which was initially delivered in the context of ESRC but then 
extended across UKRI to:
• Explore the viability of a UKRI statement of expectations for supervisory 

practice
• Explore the role of UKRI in promoting the importance of professional 

development for supervisors

Wider relevance beyond ESRC



• ESRC commissioned the UK Council for Graduate Education (UKCGE) to support 
this project and facilitate a series of workshops with key stakeholders

• The first 3 workshops were with the social science community, the outcomes of 
which were tested at a further 3 workshops with stakeholders drawn from all 7 
Research Councils

• Across six workshops there were 120 participants - 46 DTP Directors, 30 Doctoral 
Researchers, 44 Research Supervisors.

Stakeholder engagement

https://ukcge.ac.uk/


• The wider work beyond the social sciences is currently being finalised, but 
indicative outcomes include:

• UKRI should lead the sector in championing doctoral education as being vital

• UKRI should offer a high-level statement highlighting the importance of research supervision

• The statement should make it clear that supervising doctoral research is central to the vibrancy 

of the UK’s research culture

• The purpose of the statement should be clear for all stakeholders concerned 

• The statement should take the form of general guidance, with examples of how this might be 

interpreted in different disciplinary contexts

Emerging outcomes



• The expectations and responsibilities between the supervisor/supervisory team and the 
doctoral candidate should be clear from the start, potentially via a supervisory agreement

• Supervisors should be provided with adequate support and training for those new to 
supervision, as well as ongoing CPD for experienced supervisors

• A positive culture for research supervision should be promoted, emphasising the 
importance of coaching and mentoring, and communities of practice

• Supervisors should be aware of the mental health and wellbeing issues that may arise 
during doctoral study and have access to appropriate support

• Recognising the diversity in PGR provision, EDI principles should be a core aspect of 
supervision

• UKRI should require Doctoral Training Investments to say how they will meet and promote 
such a statement

Potential content for a UKRI statement



BBSRC Training Partnership Forum 
 Meeting of ~50 BBSRC funded Training Partners representing 25 Doctoral 

Training Partnerships and Collaborative Training Partnerships
 The purpose of the session was to explore

• The role of BBSRC and UKRI in supporting good doctoral supervisory 
practice

• Where BBSRC and UKRI can add value

 Opportunities for supervisors to build interdisciplinary networks through co-
supervision was highlighted
 Particular challenges were identified where partnerships include diverse partners, 

including industry
 Comments centred around support BBSRC could offer to ensure consistent best 

practice across diverse partners



The New Deal for PGR



R&D People and Culture Strategy
The government’s R&D People and Culture 
Strategy said that the New Deal would:

• consider how postgraduate researchers are 
supported and developed, both practically 
and financially. 

• address the issues at postgraduate research 
that contribute to precarity in early careers, 
and prepare postgraduate researchers for 
rewarding careers across the whole 
economy. 

• enable a more diverse range of people to 
consider careers in research.
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Collective talent funding



New Deal call for input
“There needs to more transparency in the supervision 

relationship & less opportunity for misbehaviour.”
[UKRI funded student]

“Supervision is probably the weakest area. Many 
students have a very poor experience of supervision. 

“[UKRI funded student]

“Supervisors need support & training. …allow people to 
be good at what they are good at. set minimum 

standards of what they need to perform at in all other 
aspects, and supply training/ signposting/ resources to 

pick up all other aspects. Supervisors supervise as they 
have been supervised - we need to break this causal link 

and recognise supervision excellence and reward it.” 
[Research officer, HEI]

“…concentrate resources on better supervision to 
ensure students are better supported to complete. 

Academics are for the most part working far beyond 
capacity. PhD supervisions falls down the list of 

priorities. My supervisor is workloads 7.5 hours a year to 
supervise my PhD - it's nowhere near enough to provide 
adequate discussion, feedback on drafts, collaboration 
on papers/academic events, signpost opportunities, let 

alone the pastoral support” [UKRI funded student]

“Supervisor's managerial role is an area that needs 
attention. PhD supervisors tend to not understand 

themselves as managers of people as much as they are 
managers of projects. This needs to be absolutely 

addressed.” [Recent PhD graduate]

“It is not yet common in the UK for students and 
supervisors to co-sign an agreement of rights and 

responsibilities (or, equivalently, a Code of Conduct). I 
have instituted this in cohorts I am involved in.”

[A supervisor]

“Challenges to address are those related to flexibility. 
One model for a PhD journey doesn't fit all. Not all PhDs 
can be effectively supervised, for example, by multiple 

co-supervisors.”
[A supervisor]

“Another challenge which I personally suffered from are 
models of supervision where students are shared 

between multiple supervisors. This can easily lead to 
relationship difficulties where the student is left in the 

middle like a child in a messy divorce.”
[A recent student who had to stop their training before 

getting their doctorate]

“Team based supervision is an absolute 'must' and we 
should be moving away from any notion of an isolated 

scholar to a more team based area of research.” 
[A supervisor]



Collective Talent Funding



• UKRI Budget Allocations - UKRI-Budget-Allocations-2022-25_FINAL2.pdf

We will transition to working in a collective manner across £2b of talent initiatives, covering 
studentships and fellowships, building on our strong track record in working across Research Council 

remits.

• Aim: Evolve our talent funding programmes so that they are simpler and better across 
the organisation to:
─ provide more efficient and effective support for our communities;
─ further harmonise our talent investments to reduce bureaucracy; and
─ make it easier and more efficient for the community across different sectors to work with us.
─ Enhance system porosity to catalyse the flow of people across the Research and Innovation 

(R&I) system making it easier to work across disciplines and across sectors, including the 
private, public and third sectors; and

─ Bring greater clarity to UKRI’s talent offer to better support the UK in attracting, retaining, and 
developing talent.

Collective Talent Funding

https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/UKRI-Budget-Allocations-2022-25_FINAL2.pdf


• The expectations and responsibilities between the supervisor/supervisory team and the 
doctoral candidate should be clear from the start, potentially via a supervisory agreement

• Supervisors should be provided with adequate support and training for those new to 
supervision, as well as ongoing CPD for experienced supervisors

• A positive culture for research supervision should be promoted, emphasising the 
importance of coaching and mentoring, and communities of practice

• Supervisors should be aware of the mental health and wellbeing issues that may arise 
during doctoral study and have access to appropriate support

• Recognising the diversity in PGR provision, EDI principles should be a core aspect of 
supervision

• UKRI should require Doctoral Training Investments to say how they will meet and promote 
such a statement

Potential content for a UKRI statement



1. Would you support a high-level UKRI principles-based document? 
o If so, are the proposed principles the right ones?
o If not, what in your views are the key features to include?
o How can UKRI ensure complementarity with individual Research 

Organisation guidance and regulations?

2. How should UKRI enact and incentivise these principles? 
o What are the rewards and consequences for good and bad practice that 

we can respond with? 

Questions for discussion



• UKCGE is currently finalising the report for UKRI

• UKRI will then need to consider our response to the recommendations including:
• Embedding within New Deal and Collective Talent Funding
• Testing out and join-up with other research funders to achieve a wider sector 

position

Next steps
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