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Doctoral supervision involves the analysis of situations and decision making, some of which include ethical perspectives. This
research endeavoured to gain a better understanding of the nature of the ethical problems encountered by supervisors. We have
interviewed fourteen supervisors in two disciplines: the natural sciences and the behavioural sciences. We have identified the
ethical issues in light of five ethical principles, namely respect for autonomy, non maleficence, beneficence, justice, and fidelity.
We have located the ethical issues within the supervisory activity in two locations: the dyadic supervisor-student relationship
and the academic community. The study shows that supervisors encounter a plethora of ethical issues. Many of the supervisors
were highly aware of the ethical challenges in supervision and actively worked to anticipate and prevent ethical problems. The
supervisors described a number of sustainable solutions, but at the same time, ethical problems and malpractice were reported.
This suggests that the complexities of ethics are not always evident to the actors themselves. We claim that in order to expose and
scrutinize supervision practices, it is insufficient to analyse the ethical issues only on dyadic level. What appears to boil down to a
dyadic relationship may in fact be indicative of the values, attitudes, norms, and practices of the community.

1. Introduction

Previous research on doctoral education has identified super-
vision as one of the central determinants of doctoral expe-
rience (e.g., [1]). Ives and Rowley [2], for instance, found
that a constructive supervisory relationship was associated
with students’ progress and satisfaction with their doctoral
studies. In turn, problems in supervisory relationships such
as lack of supervision or destructive friction have been
reported to be a cause of problems in doctoral studies [3] in
press. The supervisory relationship provides a context, not
only for developing students’ academic expertise, but also
for ethical problem-solving embedded in the supervision
activities. Supervision does not, however, exist in a vacuum
between the student and the supervisor but is rather rooted
within the various contexts of a scholarly community (e.g.,
[4, 5]). The ethical problem-solving embedded in a variety
of supervisory activities is the focus of this article. Little
is known about the ethical problems doctoral supervisors
encounter in their work and how they identify and solve these

problems. This paper focuses on exploring ethical problem-
solving from the doctoral supervisors’ perspective in two
disciplines, natural and behavioural sciences.

2. Ethical Principles in Doctoral Supervision

A set of ethical principles can be used to identify ethical issues
in supervision. In the following sections, we present per-
spectives on ethical principles and behaviours in supervision,
discuss the role of the scholarly community, and describe the
characteristics of doctoral training in Finland in order for the
reader to gain a sense of the context in which the study was
conducted.

Doctoral supervision provides a potential arena for
identifying and solving problems in an ethically sustainable
manner. However, not all the challenges faced are ethical in
nature. Furthermore, the problems are not always solved in
ethically sustainable ways. Therefore, well-grounded criteria
for identifying ethical problems in the context of doctoral
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supervision are needed. Ethical principles can be used as
tools for analysing what can be perceived as problematic
from an ethical or moral point of view in a situation such
as doctoral supervision.

Kitchener [6], for instance, has proposed the following
principles to facilitate ethical decision making in counselling
and advising in a university context: (1) respect for autonomy,
(2) doing no harm (non maleficence), (3) benefiting others
(beneficence), (4) being just (justice), and (5) being faithful
(fidelity). Respect for autonomy forms the basis of many
ethical codes of conduct, including guidelines for profession-
als and researchers (cf. [7–9]). The principle postulates an
individual’s right to decide how to live his or her life, and
make decisions concerning one’s life. Research on doctoral
education has shown, however, that both lack of autonomy
(e.g., [4, 10]), as well as too much independence or even
isolation can cause serious problems in doctoral studies.
Stubb et al. [11], for example, found that the experience
of being isolated and the lack of supervisory support [12]
were related to considerations of withdrawal from doctoral
studies, as well as lower levels of satisfaction with their studies
among doctoral candidates.

The principle of non maleficence refers to the necessary
avoidance of activities that would harm others, either
psychologically, physically, or socially. There is evidence that
doctoral students experience significant degrees of distress
during their studies [13–16]. Moreover, the drop-out rates
among doctoral candidates range from thirty to fifty per
cent, depending on the discipline and the country [17–
19]. Similar findings have been reported in Finland. For
example, Stubb et al. [11] found in their study that 43
per cent of doctoral students had considered abandoning
their studies. Several complementary reasons for dropping
out and experiencing lack of wellbeing have been identified,
including high workloads, frequent evaluations, the com-
petitive atmosphere, the lack of supervision and scholarly
community, problems in the supervisory relationship, lack of
resources, and problems in combining research and private
life [13, 20–22]. Although the negative experiences and
the lack of wellbeing reported by doctoral candidates arise
for various reasons, the findings indicate that there is a
need to develop more ethically sustainable problem-solving
strategies to deal with the problems that doctoral students
face.

While avoiding harm, ethical conduct also includes
promoting the wellbeing of others, that is, the principle
of beneficence. Wellbeing can be promoted in many ways–
through directly helping others, being kind, having mercy,
or engaging in charitable acts. Sometimes the situation may
require a careful balancing act for the benefits to outweigh
the harm when both are potential outcomes of a situation
or a decision. Through fairness and impartiality and by
promoting equality and reciprocity, one can implement the
principle of justice in practice. However, what is perceived
as equitable may vary, not only between doctoral candidates
and supervisors, but also according to the context.

The principle of fidelity often pertains to human rela-
tionships and involves loyalty, truthfulness, keeping prom-
ises, and showing respect. Fidelity is often present through

an implicit agreement between professionals and their clients
[6], or in our case, the supervisor/s and the student. If
fidelity in a supervisory relationship is based only on an
implicit agreement, then there is the danger that the doctoral
student’s and the supervisor’s expectations and beliefs about
the working practices are not aligned, which may in turn
cause conflict. We find it necessary to expand the principle
of fidelity to include the scholarly community in which
the supervisory relationships take place. The community,
the supervisors, and the doctoral students are members of
a complex interactive system in which norms, values, and
shared practices are constantly constructed and renegotiated;
hence, students and supervisors can keep, reconstruct, or
break promises to each other. Moreover, students may engage
in or attempt unethical conduct, which can challenge the
supervisor’s skills in ethically sustainable decision making.
A community with a pronounced ethical value basis and
a strong sense of ethics supports its individuals, including
supervisors, team members, and students, to act in accor-
dance with those values.

3. Ethical Practice in Doctoral Supervision

Ethical practice can be seen as the manifestation of ethical
principles. This means that criteria for ethically sustainable
problem solving can be reflected in principles of ethical prac-
tice. Applying Welfel’s [23] criteria for the ethical behaviour
of counselors in the context of supervision, we point to
the following criteria: (a) the supervisor possesses skills and
knowledge to facilitate the process, for instance, through
various interventions; (b) the supervisor respects the human
dignity and autonomy of the student; (c) the supervisor
uses the power inherent in his or her position responsibly;
(d) the supervisor acts to promote public confidence in
the way research communities function. In the context of
academic supervision, these criteria imply the necessity of a
sufficient knowledge base in the field in which the research
is conducted together with methodological competence and
an understanding of research ethics. There is evidence that
doctoral students rarely [12] and supervisors to a limited
extent [24] perceive the lack of domain-specific expertise as
a core problem in the supervision. One reason may be that
supervisors are usually experts in their field and hence are
able to provide sufficient guidance and advice to students
in conducting thesis research. Doctoral studies are not,
however, only about learning research skills and acquiring
knowledge; they are also about becoming a full member
of a scholarly community and developing an identity as a
scholar [25]. To facilitate the doctoral process successfully,
an understanding of human learning, that is, pedagogical
knowledge, is needed.

The second criterion essentially boils down to the first
of Kitchener’s [6] ethical principles, that is, allowing the
doctoral candidate to make fundamental decisions regarding
his or her life. In practice this could mean recognizing when
a candidate simply is unable, for any reason, to pursue
doctoral studies further, and allowing the candidate to make
the decision that he or she finds the most satisfactory. In



Education Research International 3

the context of supervision, respecting human dignity can be
understood as allowing the novice researcher to engage in a
learning process without fear of being humiliated because of
lesser knowledge and experience in the field. Acknowledging
the asymmetrical power relationship in supervision will
allow the supervisor to use the power inherent in his or her
position wisely. However, supervision and ethical problem-
solving in the context of doctoral education is not limited to a
dialogue between the doctoral candidate and the supervisor,
but it is influenced by practices of the scholarly community.

4. The Scholarly Community in Supervision

Supervision is often embedded in the practices of cosuper-
vision, the activities of a research group or seminar group
or the practices in the disciplines. Accordingly, during the
doctoral process, students are exposed to various pedagogical
subcultures; they participate in different kinds of peer groups
and adopt various roles in dynamic and complex communi-
ties of practice (cf. [26, 27]). Ethical problem-solving often
takes place in multilayered and dynamic communities rather
than in supervisor-student dyads [28, 29]. Students engage in
cognitive apprenticeships [30] in carrying out their doctoral
thesis [19].

However, the signature pedagogy of doctoral training
has been the implicit apprenticeship, either in a student-
supervisor dyad or in a research group [4]. These practices
have their own cultural roots and reflect the values, norms
and conceptions of a certain research domain while also
being multi- or interdisciplinary in nature [31]. The attitudes
and behaviours of faculty members effectively convey the
true ethical standards in the community [32, 33].

Unspoken rules and practices exist in various scholarly
communities and that doctoral candidates generally learn
them without explicit guidance. The role of the academic
community is clear in the research by Anderson et al. [34],
who found that the students who had the best opportunities
to learn research skills, that is, who collaborated closely with
faculty in research projects, were also the most frequently
exposed to unethical behaviour. The researchers suggest that
greater focus should be placed on research communities and
their role in fostering future generations of academics. The
multilevel and sometimes contradictory practices provide
opportunities for agency, avoidance, opposition, and resis-
tance. Consequently, tension inevitably arises in interactions
between different actors in these contexts [35, 36]. When
faced with such practices, doctoral students can use a
variety of strategies: they can adapt to, ignore, or adopt the
practices, or they can leave the community [37]. At its best,
this dynamic and complex interplay involves participating
in various complementary practices that contribute to the
gradual acquisition of expertise in one’s own domain.
However, sometimes the community of practice fails to
provide doctoral students with adequate support and shared
control. This may lead to continuous destructive friction
between students and the learning environment, which can
be reflected on the community level as ethical problems of
supervision.

5. Doctoral Education in the Natural
Sciences and Behavioural Sciences

In Finland, a significant portion of doctoral education takes
place in conducting the research for the thesis. The doctoral
degree includes the doctoral thesis, seminars, course work,
and a public defense of the thesis. The research project is
launched at the very beginning of the doctoral studies. The
course work (between 40 to 80 ECTS (European Credit
Transfer System in which 1 credit equals 27 hours of
study.) credits, depending on the discipline) included in
the studies is usually individually constructed and based on
personal study plans that frequently include international
conferences and methodological studies. The emphasis in
doctoral programmes is on conducting research. There is
no separate extensive course work before launching the
doctoral research; instead seminars and course work are
complementary to the thesis project and designed to support
it. Students need to apply for doctoral education. However,
once permission is granted for the doctoral studies, it has,
until very recently, been valid for life. Accordingly, it can be
argued that characteristic for Finnish doctoral education is
that it is quite unstructured [38] compared to many other
European countries and highly embedded in conducting
doctoral research, although more systematic pedagogical
models have been developed during last decade.

The doctoral thesis can be done either in the form of a
monograph or as a series of articles including a summary
(Finland’s Council of State’s regulation of university degrees
645/1997). In the natural sciences the majority (81%) of
doctoral candidates pursue article-based dissertations [1],
which consist of three to five internationally refereed journal
articles coauthored with the supervisor and other senior
researchers, and a summary that includes an introduction
and a discussion bringing together the separate articles.
Accordingly, doctoral candidates in the natural sciences often
work intensively in relatively strong research communities
that consist of several doctoral students, post docs, and
professors who focus on collectively solving shared research
problems related to the supervisor’s research projects. In
most cases, the students’ mother tongue is Finnish or
Swedish, but the articles and the summary are often written
in English. Also in the behavioural sciences the article
compilation with a summary has become the dominant form
(66%) of theses in recent years [1]. However, there is more
variation among the domains within behavioral sciences
in terms of the primary form of the doctoral dissertation.
For instance, the article compilation is more dominant in
psychology, while monographs are more often carried out
in the field of educational science. The doctoral students
who pursue monographs often engage in seminars, and
supervision is based on supervisor-student dyads rather than
intensive work in research groups. Doctoral supervision is,
however, usually based on an apprenticeship, both in the
research groups and in the supervisor-student dyads.

The average time for completing the degree is five to six
years [39]. The doctoral education is publicly funded and
does not cost the student, but they have to come up with
their cost of living expenses. Students do not automatically
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get funding for conducting their studies by launching their
doctoral project. The most used funding form among
doctoral candidates is a personal grant, project funding, or
wages earned by working outside the University [1]. Hence,
during their studies doctoral students usually apply and gain
funding from various different sources. This is also reflected
in their roles in the academia. Doctoral students typically
adopt various roles during their studies ranging from junior
staff member, such as research assistant, teacher, or project
researcher to student. This means that the relationship
can include a wide range of supervisor roles, for example
supervision of the student’s doctoral work, supervision of
student’s work in the supervisor’s project, and collaboration
with the student on a consulting project for private industry.
At its best the various roles can be complementary and
promote doctoral student development as a scholar, but
sometimes destructive frictions and role conflicts may occur.

Each student has at least one advisor (a full professor
in the field in which the thesis is being done) and one
supervisor. Also the use of supervisory boards has become
more popular in recent years [15]. The evaluation process
of the doctoral thesis consists of four stages. After the
manuscript is accepted by the advisor and the supervisor(s),
the Faculty Council will name the prereviewers (usually full
professors from other national or international universities)
to examine the thesis. The manuscript is read by the
prereviewers, and the doctoral candidate revises it based on
their comments. The Faculty Council then decides whether
the student will be given permission to defend the thesis
publicly and names the opponent. At this stage, the thesis
is printed, published with an ISBN number and sent to
the opponent. After the doctoral candidate has publicly
defended the thesis, the opponent decides whether he/she
will recommend its ratification. Finally, the Faculty Council
decides whether to award the doctoral degree.

6. Research Task and Method

6.1. Aims of the Study. This study endeavours to gain a
better understanding of the nature of the ethical problems
encountered by supervisors of doctoral candidates. More-
over, we focus on exploring the various strategies used to
solve the problems. The research questions addressed in this
study are as follows: What kinds of ethical problems do
supervisors in the natural sciences and behavioural sciences
encounter in their work? In what kinds of practices are the
ethical problems situated? How do the supervisors solve these
problems?

6.2. Participants. The present investigation analyses inter-
views of 14 supervisors in two domains—one in the natural
sciences and one in the behavioural sciences in a major
Finnish research-intensive university. Eight supervisors from
the natural sciences and six supervisors from the behavioural
sciences were interviewed (three female, eleven male). All
participants had PhD degrees and most also had several
doctoral students under their supervision. The participants

included in this study are members of active research
communities.

Many of the investigations in the natural sciences involve
methods and practices of collecting data in field settings,
whereas in the behavioural sciences the research is more
often conducted by a single researcher. Both research com-
munities collaborate with several research communities
worldwide.

6.3. Method and Data Collection. The present investigation is
part of a larger national research project on Finnish doctoral
education [28]. The supervisor interviews were conducted
in the research communities during the year 2007. The
data were collected with semistructured thematic interviews,
and it included questions on three wider themes: (1) the
doctoral process, (2) supervision practices, and (3) oneself
as a supervisor. The interview instrument was intended to
obtain a wide view of the supervisors’ work and especially
of the different aspects of supervising doctoral students. All
questions and instructions were validated by the members
of the research group before the interviews. Altogether, the
interview contained eighteen questions on different aspects
of the supervisors’ work and six background questions on
the participants’ working history, years of supervising, and
current position. None of the questions explicitly addressed
ethical challenges. Experiences in facing ethical problems
emerged in the interviewees’ reflections on their work as
supervisors. Our focus is on the kind of ethical issues that
emerge in supervision, not how the supervisor’s identify
and conceptualise ethical challenges in supervision. Hence,
to reach our aim of capturing authentic manifestations of
ethical problems embedded in supervision, the ethical issues
needed to be studied as such. Had we explicitly asked about
ethical issues in supervision, we would have ended up with
the supervisors’ conceptualisations, which may have differed
from the ethical issues that we have now identified.

The data were collected by one of the authors of this
paper during fieldwork in the research communities. Each
interview took between 60 and 90 minutes to complete. The
interviews were tape-recorded digitally and transcribed into
text files by two trained research assistants. All supervisors
participated voluntarily. Owing to the sensitive nature of
some of the data, we have not provided background infor-
mation in connection with the interview quotations. We
have also neutralized any references to the gender of the
interviewees or the people they have referred to.

6.4. Analysis. We explore the episodes that challenged the
supervisors’ everyday practices. Through the episodes, the
supervisors’ experiences of encountering and solving ethical
problems can be located in specific contexts and events in
the supervisory processes. The data were analysed by content
analysis. The analysis strategy involved both deductive and
inductive processes. The first step was deductive in the sense
that we used Kitchener’s [6] five ethical principles as a
framework for recognising ethical issues in the data. Based
on this analysis, we extracted phrases from the interviews
so that the unit of analysis was a whole thought or theme.
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Table 1: Ethical principles, related issues, and frequency in the data.

Principle at stake Ethical issues Frequency (f ) Percentage of ethical issues (%)

Avoiding harm
Exploitation and abuse 19 36

Dual relationships 10 17

Beneficence
Competence and adequacy of support 4 8

Boundaries of supervisor role/support 8 13

Autonomy Conflicting demands 5 9

Fidelity Abandonment 7 13

Justice Inequity 2 4

Total 55 100

At this point we ended up with a total of 63 units, which
through an iterative process were reduced to 55 retained
units. After the initial identification of ethical issues, the
analysis took an inductive turn, as we categorised the ethical
issues under seven data-driven categories based on the nature
of the issue (e.g., exploitation, lack of autonomy). In line
with a content-analytical procedure (cf. [40, 41]), we made
abbreviated descriptions of each unit of analysis.

The next phase was to locate the ethical issues within the
supervisory activity in which it appeared. We distinguished
between two locations: (1) the dyadic supervisor-student
relationship and (2) the academic community (e.g., the
research group, department, faculty). In the third phase we
identified the ways in which the ethical issues were or could
be solved. The analysis was conducted by the first author,
but the interpretations were tested with a dialogic reliability
check [42] to guarantee agreement between the researchers.

7. Findings: The Complexity and
Multidimensionality of Ethical
Issues in Supervision

The supervisors described a variety of events which they
considered ethically problematic or challenging ( f = 55),
ranging from short events to extensive series of episodes. For
example, they described exploitation, destructive friction in
supervisory relationships and dual relationships. Moreover,
there was variation among the supervisors’ experiences. Fur-
ther investigation showed that the source of the problematic
episodes varied. The results suggested that a range of ethical
issues potentially breaching the five ethical principles (cf.
[6]) were present in the supervisors’ experiences and in their
conceptions of supervision. The issues were categorised by
the ethical principles that might be breached according to the
scheme in Table 1.

More than half of the ethical issues pertained to exploita-
tion, abuse or dual relationships. Role ambiguity and con-
flicting relations and supervision abandonment accounted
for approximately a fourth of the ethical issues as reflected
by the supervisors. Fewer in frequency were the issues
that pertained to supervision competence and adequacy,
conflicting demands in supervision and inequity. The theme
of dual relationships emerged with equal frequency among
the supervisors in the natural sciences as in the behavioural
sciences ( f = 5/5); however, the theme of exploitation and

abuse emerged more frequently within the natural science
domain ( f = 13/6), which is not to be interpreted as natural
sciences harbouring more frequent cases of exploitation and
abuse. It merely demonstrates the multidimensionality of the
ethical issues that can involve exploitation or abuse. Issues
ascribed to the supervisor’s lack of competence ( f = 0/4)
or inequity issues ( f = 0/2) were not mentioned by the
behavioural science supervisors, whereas these issues did
emerge among the natural science supervisors. In contrast,
pressures arising from conflicting demands were more
frequent among behavioural science supervisors ( f = 1/4).

7.1. Principle: Avoiding Harm

7.1.1. Exploitation and Abuse. Exploitation was a theme
brought up frequently by the supervisors. But rather than
being a relatively straightforward phenomenon, with one
person being the exploiter and the other, the exploited,
it proved to be a much more complex area of ethical
problems. One of the forms of exploitation had to do
with differing views as to what is acceptable supervision.
For instance, supervisors hesitated over how much of their
own contribution to an article is acceptable and when the
contribution might be viewed as exploiting a student’s work,
even a form of “free riding”. Another viewpoint was that the
article dissertations are the work of the supervisor, not the
student, and would thus not represent the student’s actual
contribution. A solution suggested by one supervisor was the
unification of practices with the introduction of a detailed
description of the student’s own contribution to the articles
included in doctoral dissertations. This suggestion works
well to alleviate suspicion of both contribution of the student
and the supervisor:

When I first got here I heard comments that they
[the article-based dissertations] are written by
the supervisors, and I suggested that we adopt
a practice similar to that in the medical school
where the students write a report for each article,
describing their own contribution.

Supervisors felt the need to protect their supervisees
against exploitation or abuse by fellow colleagues. One
supervisor described a situation in which a colleague was
considered to be taking advantage of the doctoral student’s
research work. In this case, the colleague was said to have
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belittled the student’s input and tried to exclude the student
from article authorship. The supervisor had found direct
confrontation to be the solution, taking the side of the
student against the colleague. Again, clear rules on what
counts towards authorship accompanied by a contribution
report might have helped the parties settle the conflict.

In one case, the supervisor’s own superior was seen to be
exploiting the doctoral students, requiring them to do tasks
that neither related to nor advanced their studies. In order to
secure their income, students may need to work, a situation
that sometimes results in over-work or in other projects
that do not directly advance the doctoral studies. While a
supervisor argued that it is important for the students to
carry out a variety of academic tasks during their doctoral
studies, one supervisor had solved similar incidents with
colleagues by appealing to them not to ask the students to
work for them, as the students would find it hard to decline
a request from superiors:

Sometimes I’ve had to say, had to forbid people
to take on work chores unless they come from me;
forbid all other supervisors to give certain persons
any tasks. No one is allowed to ask [the students]
for anything anymore.

One supervisor described a situation in which the
student had to be protected from another type of abuse,
namely racist attitudes and behaviour. The supervisor had
arranged a workplace for a gifted graduating international
student. The supervisor then heard of racist attitudes towards
the graduate in the workplace and felt responsible for the
situation:

Of course, I was thinking that he [the student]
would need to find employment after finishing
the doctoral studies, and then drifted into an
unpleasant situation that I hope wasn’t too evi-
dent to the student: There was racism in the
work place. Considering the situation, I was quite
satisfied that I had used my energy to promote
the student’s wellbeing without thinking so much
about the project, that the project was of secondary
importance, and first I needed to organise the
student’s personal environment in a way that the
student could be in a good environment.

Students may not be the only objects of exploitation or
abuse. The data included four descriptions of a supervisor
experiencing exploitation. Supervisors felt exploited when
their supervisees made claims beyond the legitimate sphere
of the supervisory relationship. Such claims could be related
to demands for assuring employment after graduation, or
a student could endeavour to turn the relationship into a
therapeutic one. In the following excerpt, the supervisor was
very clear about where the responsibilities of the supervisory
relationship end, yet encountered situations in which this
understanding was neither shared by the student nor the
community:

It’s after all their life. You can follow it with in-
terest and be supportive, but if you start to be too

proud of them and live off them, giving them job
offers they wouldn’t otherwise receive, it’s getting
dangerous. . . I know that there are supervisors
who do a lot more, and I shun it very much. But, of
course, some students also expect their mentor and
supervisor to be a recruitment office. And that’s
when I say, hell, no! It’s not our job to fix jobs
for people. Or matchmaking or anything like that.
That’s that other part of life.

Whereas above the exploitation is viewed as taking place
between individuals, a category emerged, in which a system,
that is, the university or a department or even policies, could
be exploitive. Some supervisors found it problematic that
doctoral students are recruited in order to maximise the
government funding of the department, as funding depends
to a certain extent on the number of graduating PhDs.
The ethical problem is that students are often recruited to
uncertain careers, and five of the supervisors interviewed
expressed concern over the career prospects of the graduating
students. The supervisors felt that sometimes students are
recruited merely to secure maximal departmental funding
rather to foster a new generation of scholars:

With regards to doctoral dissertations, I wonder
how much we really should encourage people to do
dissertations when the situation in the universities
is crazy, and this is a tough place for doctoral
students and PhDs who don’t get employed and
don’t get a decent salary. Really, really, I think
about my own morals and whether it is right to
recruit these most talented young people to do
PhDs.

7.1.2. Dual Relationships. Dual relationships as ethical issues
in the supervisory relationship were identified by four
supervisors. We have categorised dual relationships as a
category of its own, although in some respects these may be
just another form of exploitation. The reason for keeping
dual relationships as its own category is that these were
emotionally or psychologically confounded relations. The
supervisors described it as a problem or challenge when
the relationship between the supervisor and supervisee
took other forms, such as a deep or intimate friendship,
or started to serve psychological needs, that is, parent or
therapist, normally associated with relationships other than
a supervisory one:

Close friendships and best friends develop into
romance surprisingly seldom considering that all
are adults. This hasn’t been the biggest problem.
But the emotional involvement, friends and family
friends. . . It easily turns into father-son, father-
daughter, mother-son, mother-daughter relations.

The supervisors had different suggestions for dealing
with such emotional complications. One suggested that
assigning same-sex supervision dyads would reduce the
tensions that arise in mixed-gender relationships. Another
supervisor permitted infatuations and also allowed col-
leagues to speak of their supervisees using what could be
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described as derogatory language. The supervisor claimed
that by admitting the infatuations, it was possible to control
the situation and one’s behaviour:

I know that I am regularly infatuated with [the
student], but that’s all right, because I have
admitted it to myself a long time ago. I don’t
try to struggle with it, because then in a post-
dissertation party when dancing slow dances,
it’ll blow up in your face. But because I admit,
OK, I’m infatuated with [the student] again this
week, nice, it stays in control precisely because I
communicate with the thought, and I don’t try
to say “I’m not, I’m not and that thing doesn’t
exist”, because that way it won’t work. I don’t know
how these things should be dealt with in the work
community, and it would be good to have some
agreement, because we clearly have cases here. For
instance, one supervisor said to me that X is a
bit slow, but nice to supervise because the student
is physically attractive. And because I know this
person well, and I’m myself what I am, I don’t feel
bad about this at all. I just think it’s OK that it’s
been voiced.

Speaking derogatorily about someone, particularly a
person in a weaker power position, places that person in an
even more disadvantaged position and can further enhance
the power differential. Accepting sexually-loaded ways of
speaking about students may signal that dual relationships
are, if not common practice, at least an accepted norm in the
research community.

One supervisor described the experience of being caught
up as a student in a supervisory relationship that can only be
characterised as abusive:

That supervisor was an ass. And still is. In other
words, a socially disabled person, who apparently
suffers from unfathomable shyness or other prob-
lems, which takes the form of being an asshole;
an evil, sharp-tongued person who tells you that
“you have no brains”. Well, then I drifted into an
intimate relationship, mostly because the only way
to communicate with the supervisor was to go to
the bar with [the supervisor] because when [the
supervisor] was drunk one could get supervision.
Really! And then, of course, I got addicted to the
attention, because it was so difficult to get.

The coarse language, which contradicts much of the
tone in the rest of the interview, suggests that there is an
unresolved emotional burden attached to the incident. The
problem appears to have escalated by the private nature of
the supervisory relationship. One may ask how it is possible
for such a situation to have persisted without anyone in that
community reacting to what was going on. It appears that
the community has been unable, perhaps even unwilling, to
undertake any measures against exploitation and abuse when
the supervisory relationship has been viewed as a private
matter. Reducing the supervision to a private relationship

deters the community from taking responsibility and taking
action to implement more candid supervision practices, even
when there is a justifiable case for intervening.

One of the supervisors referred to the necessity of
maintaining a professional stance in the supervisory role
in order to support the students in times of need. The
supervisor was guided by an understanding of the nature
of the doctoral process and the mandate of the supervisor,
which included a clear definition of one’s own role:

I have made the decision that I can be very close
and they can talk to me, but I am their supervisor.
I am not their friend. That doesn’t mean that I
can’t be close to them or democratic, but it means
that in times of crisis during the dissertation
process, be it self-doubt or doubt about mastering
the whole thing or a rejection from a journal—
there are many such things—and if I am their
nice friend, I cannot be the supporter of the process
when a crisis arise. . . I try to keep the roles clear.
Otherwise I cannot help them when they despair.

7.2. Principle: Beneficence

7.2.1. Competence and Adequacy of Support. Adequacy and
supervisor competence were themes that appeared to trouble
the natural sciences supervisors in particular. Four of them
discussed competence and adequacy through themes such as
doubting the worth of one’s own contribution, experiences of
insufficiency, inexperience and lack of pedagogical training.
The supervisors have a mission to do their task well, but
attributed shortcomings to their own performance, which,
in their minds, compromise the principle of benefiting the
students. These experiences result in bad conscience and
guilt:

I sometimes have the feeling, a bad conscience,
that I have nothing to contribute to this student,
because [the student’s] brains produce such things
that go beyond my comprehension.

Not all problems were attributed to shortcomings in
knowledge. The supervisors acknowledged that their lack
of understanding of the learning processes created or at
some point in their career had created problems. The
following dialogue describes the supervisor’s experience of
such a situation and reflects that knowledge about support
structures may not have reached all parties who could have
benefited from the support:

Supervisor: Are we training supervisors here now
in any way to supervise doctoral studies?

Researcher: Well, do you?

Supervisor: No [laughing]. Not really for supervi-
sion, there is no training here, which could be a
way to develop doctoral studies.

In addition to preparing academics to supervise the
doctoral students’ research processes, supervision training
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can help community members clarify their vision of good
supervision practices. This will allow the community to
share the responsibility of developing such practices, instead
of leaving individual supervisors to sort them out for
themselves. The shared vision and responsibility allows the
individual supervisor to judge his or her own competences
and the adequacy of the supervision in more objective terms
and allows the supervisors to seek consultation when their
competence is insufficient.

7.2.2. Boundaries of the Supervisor Role and Support. Ambi-
guity in what constitutes the supervisory role could cause
problems in terms of the benefits gained from the relation-
ship. The following quotation shows that even experienced
supervisors grapple with the nature of the task:

It is a relationship that’s in a way very intensive,
but you work together, so is it comparable to
the arts; theatre or film-making, like the kind of
relationship that exists between a director and an
actor?

Looking for guidance for the supervisory role from
the director-actor relationship may be misguided in that
both a director and an actor are professionals in their
own right, whereas the doctoral student generally is a
novice in academia and needs guidance to develop into an
independent researcher. The power constellation inevitably
places the supervisor and the doctoral student at different
ends of the continuum. As the doctoral process evolves, the
power constellation may shift towards greater equality, but if
this is taken as the point of departure, we see that there are
great risks for missing the core of the supervision task and
for misuse of power.

Another issue involved collegial relationships in the
immediate community, which prevented the student from
gaining optimal support from the supervisors. The super-
visor role itself was not the arena of ambiguities; rather the
strained relations with coworkers affected the progress of the
doctoral studies:

The leader of this research team is in consid-
erable conflict with another person. . . and now
there is a new twist: these two persons cannot
have their name in the same publication, which
sounds strange, but there are many background
variables. I work with both people, cooperate quite
successfully. And now the problem is that I can’t
use the strengths of these two people, can’t have
them both in my doctoral student’s work. It has
caused problems in the past, and still does.

Inflamed interpersonal relationships that hinder people
from cooperating are a serious threat to any team or
community, and there are likely others who suffer in these
situations in addition to the doctoral students.

A third form of role-related issues extending beyond the
supervisee-supervisor relationship included the ambiguity of
the supervisor’s role in relation to the research community.
The community may embrace practices that benefit the doc-
toral student, but simultaneously other practices may work

against the student. The following excerpt illustrates this
point through the different demands placed on supervisors
by academic and financial policies:

University departments compete with each other,
but the national doctoral school tries to support
mutual doctoral candidates. We spend a lot of
time, top researchers spend a lot of time, support-
ing the doctoral students of supervisors in another
university, and the department doesn’t view this
favourably.

Defining the responsibilities not only of supervisors and
doctoral students, but also of the community (team, depart-
ment, university), and making these explicit to everyone
would alleviate the issues that arise from supervisor role
confusion and unclear boundaries of the supportive task.

7.3. Principle: Autonomy

7.3.1. Conflicting Demands. The supervisors described a
number of situations in which they had experienced the
ambiguity between supervision and imposing on a student’s
autonomy. For instance, they recognised that forcing a
viewpoint or simply adhering to contextual pressures might
interfere with the student’s learning process. In the quotation
below, the supervisor recognises a conflict between support-
ing the students in dealing with the system and allowing the
students to engage in a developmental process:

Especially now that there are a lot of projects and
tight deadlines and so on, in order to alleviate the
pain of creating something new, they [supervisors]
give ready reading lists, for instance. And that is a
big service, but it can also be quite a big disservice.
It’s this old issue that if you give bread to the
hungry, you can ease his hunger today, but teach
him to farm and he won’t be hungry for the rest
of his life. . . There are the EU grants. But the
system is wrong. The world today is tuned so that
it takes away some extremely valuable states of
mind, which we should learn to recognise and tune
up and allow people the spaces and the time to stay
there, and that way support them.

Another type of ethical dilemma emerged in situations
in which the supervisor’s and supervisee’s views differed.
Insisting on the viewpoint that the supervisor knew to be
right would, in the long run, have made things easier for
the student, but that would not have been the student’s
own decision, which is one of the valuable aspects that
students should learn during the doctoral process. Ethical
dilemmas of a similar nature also appeared when supervisors
felt unsure about how persuasively to insist on their own view
rather than give in to the student’s perhaps unconventional
ideas:

The doctoral student receives, but simultaneously
also preserves or develops his or her own perspec-
tives, which at best deviate in interesting ways
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from the supervisor’s ideas. So it is difficult because
you never know when you might have pushed
an idea too strongly and prevented the doctoral
student from developing his or her own idea, or
the other way around: when you should have been
more forceful and not left it up to the student to
decide.

Furthermore, an issue involving student autonomy is
the acceptance by the supervisor that the supervisees will
exceed the supervisor’s grasp of knowledge and eventually go
beyond what is currently known in the field. Supporting the
supervisee’s development is a theme that came up in most
interviews, and as such it may not pose a dilemma. It may,
however, become an ethical issue if the supervisor or the
community does not accept that the student may accomplish
greater things than the supervisor or the state-of-the-art in
the community. In most interviews, supporting the student
in this process was described as a satisfying task, and seeing
the students excel was described as one of the greatest joys of
supervision. One of the supervisors also described feelings of
jealousy and the necessity of mastering those feelings in order
not to impose on the student’s right to build a successful
career.

7.4. Principle: Fidelity

7.4.1. Abandonment. Of the examples of supervision aban-
donment in the interviews, all but one pertained to the super-
visors’ own experiences of being supervisees. Abandonment
took the form of indirect abandonment, lack of support,
inadequate supervision, or inappropriate interference. One
supervisor described delegating the supervision of a student
to a coworker incapable of providing adequate supervision,
which resulted in involuntary abandonment of the super-
visee. There appears to have been the potential of utilising the
research team as a supervision resource, yet the supervision
relationship only shifted from one dyadic relationship to
another, that is, it remained highly private in nature, which
prevented the team leader or others from interfering with the
neglect.

Other experiences included the lack of support from
a supervisor owing to different research approaches and
inappropriate interference from the supervisor. In one case
the interviewee had tried to avoid the supervisor, who mostly
interfered in a nonsupportive way. Similarly, in another
case, the supervisor recalled his/her own doctoral studies
and the supervisor’s flagrant feedback. Such experiences
had led the supervisors to reflect on the importance of
a respectful attitude towards the student, even if there is
disagreement on the subject matter itself. Further, one of the
supervisors had gradually stopped taking new supervisees
and started to extend and gradually transfer supervision
responsibility to graduates so that at retirement there would
be a smooth transition and no doctoral student would have
to feel abandoned.

7.5. Principle: Justice

7.5.1. Inequity. Supervisors realised that there is the expec-
tation of equal treatment among students, but at times
the understanding of what equal treatment entails was
contradictory. From the supervisor’s perspective, equality
may not necessarily mean similar tasks and an equal amount
of work, which, according to one of the supervisors, is
what students expect. Balancing the tasks in a way that is
experienced as fair to all is difficult. Part of the problem
may also be the expectations that the supervisors have for
themselves. They may embrace the ideal of fair and just
supervision, but realise that in practice it may not mean
treating all supervisees in the same way:

What the doctoral students want from the super-
visor is some kind of fair treatment. And it is a bit
tricky because you might yourself think that you
are treating them all in an equal way, but that
doesn’t automatically mean that you give them
all the same jobs and the same amount of work.
From my perspective, I see that to some students I
can give certain tasks and that much more work,
and so on. In my opinion, it should be related to
their skills and capacity, and that is fairness, but
they don’t see it that way. They want everything to
be exactly the same. . . That’s a problem because
you should treat them in a fair way, but true
equality where everything is shared just the same
is impossible.

Supervisors may also fear accusations of favouritism or
exploitation, which makes the quest for equality all the more
urgent. Candidness in the responsibilities of individuals in
the community as well as open communication about vari-
ous opportunities that arise favour a just work community.

Another issue that potentially breaches the ethics of
justice was identified by one of the supervisors, who was
concerned that students are held responsible for things that
they may not always be able to influence. Naturally, the
doctoral dissertation is an inquiry in which the student
demonstrates the ability to carry out research. Sometimes the
direction that the project takes is influenced by the grants
that a research team acquires, and it may not be fully up
to individual students to make all the choices themselves. If
the student nevertheless is held responsible, this may create a
sense of unfairness:

It is, of course, a bit unfair that the doctoral
student can’t always be responsible for what’s been
investigated because in a way it is determined by
external sanctions, for instance by what is funded.

Group support plays an important role in the direction
that the individual student’s research may take, especially in
communities where research is usually conducted in teams.
Part of the support entails responsibility for the group as a
whole and for the individual researcher within it.
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8. Discussion of Ethical
Problems in Supervision

Our study shows that supervisors encounter a plethora of
ethical issues in supervision, and they are sensitive to the
ethical nature of the problems. The supervisors interviewed
for this study sought ways to solve the ethical dilemmas,
and many actively worked to anticipate and prevent issues
from turning into problems. The supervisors described
a number of ethically sustainable solutions to the issues
and problems they encountered. At the same time, serious
cases of malpractice were reported, suggesting that the
complexities of ethics and sustainable solutions are not
always evident to the actors in the supervision arena.

Prior research identifies a variety of ethical issues in
supervision, including incompetent and inadequate supervi-
sion, supervision abandonment, intrusion of supervisor val-
ues, abusive and exploitative supervision, dual relationships,
encouragement to commit fraud, and authorship issues [43].
We identified many of these in our data, with the exception
of fraud. Asking people to be honest about their dishonesty
is methodologically problematic (e.g., [44]) and may require
other approaches than a thematic interview. Nevertheless,
the interviewees did not describe any fraudulent behaviour
of colleagues or students either.

Abusive and exploitative supervision relationships were
the most frequent type of ethical issue. Although conceptu-
ally close, exploitation and abuse may arise from different
kinds of motivation. Exploitation generally serves a selfish
end such as using a student to advance one’s own goals,
even if this may prevent the student from finishing the
dissertation. Abusive supervision springs from a motivation
to punish the students, for instance, for their lack of skills
and experience in the field (cf. [43]). Exploitation or abuse
may work in two directions. Our data show that the exploiter
as well as the object of exploitation may be the supervisor,
the student or the community, or even the system. Our
data indicated an additional twist on the theme, namely,
supervisors who experienced the need to protect their
supervisees from exploitation by others.

Dual relationships emerged in our data as well. In
academia, faculty and students interact in various contexts
and situations, which, despite a number of similarities, are
more variable and sometimes less constrained than the
settings in which therapist-patient relationships take place,
for instance [45], in [43]. Mutual interests and values may
provide a basis for attraction, paving the way for emotional
contagion. The asymmetrical power relation increases the
vulnerability of the student [4], and generally places the
student at greater risk for harm than the faculty member.
Reducing the supervisory relationship to a private matter
increases the risk that exploitative and abusive relationships
will take place without interference by the community. The
kind of language in which supervisory relationships are
talked about within a community may be indicative of the
community’s accepted norms. Scrutinizing the discourses
can reveal discriminatory and oppressive norms.

Goodyear et al. [43] has identified authorship as an
ethical issue in supervision. Our data gave evidence not

only of ambiguities related to authorship, but more broadly,
to work contributions in general. The supervisors often
attempted to solve these ambiguities at the level of the indi-
vidual relationship, rather than scrutinizing the norms and
practices on the community level. If a community is unable
to resolve its conflict by itself, then an external mediator may
be called in to provide the community members with tools
for conflict resolution.

Incompetence with regards to subject matter and meth-
odology can stop benefiting the supervisees or even harm
them [43]. Based on our data, incompetence also included
the lack of pedagogical knowledge or a perceived incompe-
tence in pedagogy. We also recognised in our data ethical
issues that arose from unclear boundaries in the supervisor’s
role and the extent to which the supervisor should give
his or her support. When supervision is primarily viewed
as a dyadic relationship, recognising the responsibilities
and resources of the community can be difficult. At the
other end of the continuum of assuming all responsibility
oneself as a supervisor is supervision abandonment. In our
data, the references to abandonment were related to the
supervisors’ own experiences of being doctoral students, and
many emphasised that, based on their prior experiences,
they knew what kind of supervisor they did not want to be.
Even if the neglect might not go as far as abandonment,
experiences of exclusion or belonging could have serious
consequences: scholarly communities have been suggested as
playing an important part in doctoral student wellbeing and
students’ commitment in their studies [17, 20, 46]. Pyhältö
and colleagues [28] for instance, found that seeing oneself as
an outsider to the scholarly community was related to a lack
of interest in the studies, considerations of dropping out, and
experiences of exhaustion, anxiety, and stress.

Our data do not allow us to make inferences about
the field-specific nature of ethical issues, and we can only
hypothesise about the possible relationships between a disci-
pline and the types of ethical issues. Could the more frequent
occurrences of references to exploitation and abuse within
the natural sciences be related to the fact that students work
in teams with many supervisors overseeing students and
with several projects being carried out simultaneously? The
boundaries of who is supervising whom and who participates
in what projects in which ways may be unclear, and the work
distribution arising in such a situation, may be experienced
as exploitative. Perhaps the fact that the quest for equity
also arose more frequently from the natural science data
could be a reaction to experiences of exploitation. Another
explanation may be that in many areas in social sciences it is
typically the case that students approach the supervisor with
whom they would like to work. When applying for doctoral
studies, the student thus has the support of a supervisor,
who is ready to make a commitment to the supervision,
should the student’s application be accepted. In the latter
case, that is, typically in natural sciences where doctoral
studies are conducted within a research group, appointment
of supervisors is done by the leader of the research group,
and there is less gravitation of students towards working with
individuals. In such situations it is vital that commitments
and responsibilities of all parties involved are negotiated
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explicitly. When students seek supervision from a chosen
individual, the commitment of the two parties is perhaps
more explicitly dealt with prior to beginning the supervision.
In these cases, however, there appears to be the risk of
conflicting demands and related pressures accumulating on
one individual.

Lack of supervision competence did not emerge as
an ethical issue among the supervisors in behavioural
sciences. The field in itself neither guarantees adequate or
competent supervision nor does it automatically endorse the
supervisor’s experience of his or her own competence. Yet
we are confident in proposing that pedagogical training in
general and supervision training more specifically provide
knowledge and skills that are useful in the supervision
process of doctoral students.

Our findings suggest that the ethical issues which super-
visors encounter are challenging and multidimensional. As
such, they also require problem-solving on many levels. It is
insufficient to focus only on individuals and their actions.
This suggests that supervision of doctoral students is in the
interest and the responsibility of the research community,
for example, the research team or institution, rather than
being the task of individuals. This is not to say that
the dyadic relationships are not important; rather it is
insufficient to analyse the ethical issues only on that level.
What appears to boil down to a dyadic relationship may
in fact be indicative of the values, attitudes, norms, and
practices of the community. Pedagogical and supervision
training are means of working with and solving ethical issues
in supervision on the community level. The training provides
an arena for sharing good supervision practices and ethically
sustainable solutions, which also our data provided evidence
of. Training can provide further tools with which supervisors
can scrutinize the current practices and discourses in their
research communities.

On a final methodological note, we recognise that there
are limitations to our research approach. The supervisors
were interviewed about their supervisory experiences as
a whole, and it is possible that they remembered some
incidents differently from what actually occurred owing to
the retrospective nature of recall. However, we were striving
for understanding perceptions of a certain phenomenon
rather than recording the experiences of a particular event;
moreover, perceptions can be considered to develop over a
longer period of time instead of being allocated to certain
situations.

The supervisors were interviewed only once, and it
is possible that certain aspects of the interview situation
(e.g., mood, the latest incidents in the doctoral supervision)
or the current research or the life situation in general
may have affected their responses. The primary aim of
qualitative research, however, is not to describe individuals’
perceptions per se, but to increase the understanding of the
variation in perceptions at the collective level [42]. From this
perspective it can be considered a strength of this research
that the data consisted of supervisory interviews from two
communities in two scientific fields. All the supervisors were
quite experienced; however, they were in different phases of
their careers as academics, and we believe that this in some

ways heterogeneous group provided an overall picture of the
kinds of ethical problems supervisors may encounter.
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