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Abstract 

While the interpersonal nature of the supervisory relationship in research degree supervision has 

been recognised and different models of supervisory styles have been developed, the research 

supervision literature has yet to acknowledge the relational individual differences and the 

relational dynamics that are at play within the supervisor-supervisee relationship. This paper 

draws on literature from the higher education, clinical supervision, and leadership fields and 

utilises attachment theory as a conceptual framework in an attempt to shed some light on the 

attachment process and dynamics of the research supervisory relationship. The review of the 

evidence presented here clearly indicates the usefulness and applicability of attachment theory in 

the research supervision practice.  This paper makes a contribution to the higher education and 

research supervision literature by offering new directions for research and by providing practical 

guidelines for the training of postgraduate research supervisors. 

Keywords: research supervision, research supervisory relationship, supervisory styles, 

attachment theory, supervisor training 
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“Towards an effective supervisory relationship in research degree supervision: insights from 

attachment theory” 

Introduction 

The low rates of successful doctoral completions and the length of time taken by students to 

complete their PhD theses has been a major concern over the last 50 years as a number of reports 

brought the issue into spotlight with estimates of completion rates varying between 50% 

(Wollast et al, 2018) and 83% (Spronken-Smith, Cameron and Quigg, 2018; Wright and 

Cochrane, 2000). A number of steps have been taken to ensure the timely submission of doctoral 

theses. For example, in the United Kingdom, an emphasis on research students’ skills 

development has been based on the Research Development Framework (Vitae, 2011), with close 

monitoring of their progress employing specialised software systems such as Skillsforge. 

Introduction of mandatory supervisor training (Bastalich, 2017) and a shift from the funding of 

PhDs dependent on numbers of enrolments to successful completions have also occurred 

(McCallin and Nayar, 2012). Research on the factors affecting successful and timely completions 

has revealed that institutional factors, financial and emotional support, and students’ situational 

factors and intrinsic characteristics influence thesis completion (Lindsay, 2015). Additionally, a 

special emphasis has been given to the research supervisory relationship with many studies 

establishing evidence for its paramount importance (e.g., Halbert 2015, Green 2005, Lee 2008) 

with some scholars urging caution around the risk of supervisors being considered the “distant 

masters with sole responsibility for ‘quality’ outcomes” (Bastalich, 2017 p.1146). 

Over the last decade, supervision has been conceptualised as professional work (Halse and 

Malfroy, 2010) and a distinctive form of  pedagogy (Guerin et al., 2015; Kamler and Thomson, 

2014; McCallin and Nayar, 2012) where supervisors juggle different responsibilities and fulfil 
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various roles ranging from project management and teaching research skills to assisting students 

in dealing with frustrating emotions. However, training for supervisors focuses more on the 

university policies and procedures and students’ skills development (Bastalich, 2017), and less 

attention is devoted to the relationship itself, overlooking the fact that the research supervisory 

relationship is above all a human relationship governed by relational and interpersonal processes. 

A number of pedagogical models (some of them are reviewed in the next section) have been 

developed with an aim to identify and describe different supervisory styles, along with their 

strengths and weaknesses, ultimately aiming to match students to supervisors depending on their 

preferences and research development needs (e.g. Gatfield 2005, Mainhard et al. 2009). 

However, none of these models has recognised the importance of the supervisors or supervisees 

dispositional styles of relating (e.g., attachment styles).  This is rather surprising given the wealth 

of compelling evidence coming from the clinical supervision (e.g., Bennett et al. 2008, Watkins  

and Riggs 2012) and leadership (e.g., Davidovitz et al. 2007, Mayseless and Popper 2019) fields.  

The research supervisory relationship is above all an interpersonal relationship within which the 

supervisor does not only meet the student’s educational and research needs but also their 

emotional needs by providing pastoral care and support. Although the supervisor-supervisee 

relationship cannot be considered as the main source of learning, it is undoubtedly the medium 

through which effective supervision becomes possible and learning occurs (Roach, Christensen, 

and Rieger, 2019). Notably, it has been found (Halbert 2015) that students perceive supervision 

to be of high quality when supervisors are available, approachable, responsive, and supportive. 

Although other aspects of the supervisory relationship (e.g., expertise in the research process) 

were identified as important, it was primarily the supervisors’ interpersonal characteristics that 

determined the perception of quality in supervision. As it will become evident in the subsequent 
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sections, these characteristics very much resemble (but are not identical) those of a security-

providing attachment-figure.     

The present paper aims to summarise the literature of the main supervisory models and to 

introduce attachment theory as a conceptual framework for doctoral supervision. The main 

concepts of attachment theory will be presented and empirical evidence of the relevance of 

attachment theory in the context of supervisor-supervisee and leader-follower relationships will 

be reviewed. Finally, in the last section the implications for research and practice will be 

outlined. 

Models of Research Degree Supervision and Supervision Pedagogies 

The increased interest in the research supervisory relationship over the last couple of decades has 

resulted in the development of several pedagogical models of research degree supervision (e.g., 

Lee 2008, Gurr 2001, Mainhard et al. 2009, Gatfield 2005) which provide useful frameworks but 

have received little empirical support with regards to their relevance, efficacy and applicability 

(McCallin and Nayar 2012). For example, there is no research to show whether specific 

pedagogical models are successful, or more successful than others, in enhancing research 

students’ satisfaction and improving completion rates. In this section, the main supervisory 

models will be reviewed with a specific emphasis on the relational aspects of the supervisory 

relationship. 

Gurr (2001) in an attempt to develop a model which would be relevant to all disciplines, drew 

upon Anderson’s (1988) ideas of styles of supervision and conceptualised the students’ research 

development as a transition from dependency to competent autonomy. The supervisor needs to 

alter and align their supervisory approach, ranging from a “hands-on” to “hands-off” style, 
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depending on the student’s needs and growth trajectory. The Supervisor/Student Alignment 

model is consequently a bi-dimensional, dynamic model which involves the supervisor and 

supervisee plotting a representation of their relationship with an aim to enhance self-reflection 

and to initiate a discussion of the supervisory relationship (Gurr 2001). Although in his 2001 

paper Gurr provides some support based on his personal supervisory experiences, the model has 

received only minimal empirical support (Orellana et al. 2016) and it fails to conceptually 

acknowledge the inter-relational aspect of the supervisory relationship. Supervisees who have 

not developed a strong working alliance with their supervisors might find it difficult to openly 

discuss tension or discord in the supervisory relationship (Nelson et al. 2008).  

A slightly later model developed by Gatfield (2005) focused on the supervision processes and the 

developmental changes that take place over time. Using the Delphi method of review (Boberg 

and Monis-Khoo 1992), Gatfield and his colleagues reviewed 60 books and journal articles and 

identified 80 variables which were subsequently clustered into 8 groups. Those clusters were 

further scaled down to three factors, namely structural, support, and exogenous. The structural 

factor refers to the institutional processes, the time and project management, the style and format 

of supervision, and skills provision. The support factor incorporates different aspects of support 

provided either by the institution (e.g., material, financial, or technical support) or the supervisor 

(e.g., pastoral support and mentoring). The final factor comprised all those variables that remain 

relatively stable such as personality characteristics and motives, and interpersonal skills. Gatfield 

developed his conceptual model incorporating only the first two sets of factors, which were 

represented in two axes, creating a space of four sections corresponding to four different 

supervisory styles. More specifically, supervisors who provide low structure and low support 

adopt a laissez-faire supervisory style, those who provide low structure but high support are 
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characterised by a pastoral supervisory style, supervisors with high structure but low support 

adopt a directorial style, and finally those with high structure and high support prefer a 

contractual style of supervision. In the original 2005 paper, Gatfield provided some empirical 

support for his model by interviewing 12 highly skilled supervisors and analysing their data 

employing the same criteria that were originally used for the development of the model. 

In 2008, in an attempt to develop a comprehensive framework of supervision, Lee interviewed 

12 supervisors from different disciplines and interpreted their responses in the light of previous 

literature. The analyses revealed five interdependent approaches of supervision: (a) the 

functional approach, refers to project and time management; (b) enculturation concerns the 

supervisor’s attempts to facilitate the student’s integration into the department, the institute, and 

the academic community of the discipline in general; (c) critical thinking is related to the 

supervisee’s development of critical faculties; (d) emancipation refers to the conceptualisation of 

the supervisory relationship as a mentoring or coaching process where the supervisee is 

encouraged to move from dependence to higher levels of agency and self-development; (e) 

relationship development pertains to the quality of the supervisory relationship in the context of 

which the supervisee feels recognised, encouraged, and supported (Lee 2008). Lee’s model has 

been refined and elaborated further (Lee and Murray 2015, Hutchings 2017) and has received 

some empirical support (Lee, 2018) but there is still no evidence regarding its applicability and 

its impact on the number of successful completions or students’ satisfaction. Supervisors are 

becoming familiar with the models but not with how to implement them in practice. 

Nevertheless, Lee’s model explicitly incorporates the quality of the supervisory relationship, 

acknowledging its importance. 
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The importance of the interpersonal aspect of the supervisory relationship was also recognised 

by Mainhard and colleagues (2009) who developed a questionnaire of supervisor-doctoral 

student interaction (QSDI) to allow the alignment of research students and supervisors based on 

their personal styles of relating as conceptualised in an interpersonal supervisory model. The 

model was first developed to analyse teacher behaviour in secondary classrooms (Wubbels et al. 

2006) and describes the relationship in bidimensional terms where Influence and Proximity are 

the two independent dimensions. According to Mainhard and colleagues (2009), the 

interpersonal style of the supervisor depends on the student with whom they are interacting. 

Namely, the same supervisor may exhibit completely different behaviours when interacting with 

different students. According to the model, these behaviours have a degree of Influence and 

Proximity and are captured in eight types of behaviour: leadership, helpful/friendly, 

understanding, giving students freedom and responsibility, uncertain, dissatisfied, admonishing 

and strict (Mainhard et al. 2009). This model bears some similarities with Gatfield’s (2005) 

model described above. However, Mainhard and colleagues’ model provide a much more 

comprehensive depiction of the supervisory relationship as not only does it delineate the 

interactional nature of the relationship but also allows the mapping of different degrees of 

behaviour intensity. 

 Other models focus on attributes of supervisors. For example, Gruzdev, Terentev and 

Dzhafarova (2019) identified 6 types of supervisors including ‘superhero’ ‘hands off’ and 

‘dialogue partner’ from a study of 2034 students at 12 Russian universities. The researchers 

explored the links between these types of supervisors and students’ satisfaction and optimism 

towards submission, concluding that the ‘hands off’ supervisory style was associated with lower 
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levels of student satisfaction and longer expected submission times than ‘superhero’ or ‘dialogue 

partner’ supervisors. 

The very fact that many different models have been developed to depict the supervisory 

relationship is suggestive of both its importance and complexity (see also Deuchar 2008). A 

short-coming of the above-mentioned models is that they attempt to conceptualise the 

relationship as a simple dyadic relationship which is influenced by the demands of the project 

itself and the institutional processes, but disregard the influence of the not-so-obvious factors 

such as social position and unequal power, personality and identity, and relational patterns. 

However, Grant (1999) has recognised the importance of mental representations of past 

relationships which might be activated during supervisor-supervisee interactions: 

 “They may remind each other of former significant others (and thus in some sense there 

are others present in the supervision meeting), or of themselves even. They may feel 

strong feelings – of gratitude, resentment, frustration, disappointment, love – because of 

these remindings.” (Grant, 1999, p.9). 

This idea has not been much pursued in the intervening years and work on the supervisory 

experience has focused latterly on institutional priorities such as timely completion (e.g. Bowden 

and Green 2019). An explicit consideration of attachment theory in the context of research 

student supervision could thus help to illuminate some of the complexities of the student-

supervisor relationship. Consequently, the following sections provide a brief account of 

attachment theory and its basic concepts and reviews relevant literature from the fields of 

clinical/counselling supervision and leadership/management. 
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Attachment Theory: Basic Concepts 

Attachment theory was introduced by John Bowlby (Bowlby 1988, 1969) a British psychiatrist 

who was studying the effects of separation from parents early in life. According to his theory, 

human babies are born with an innate psychobiological system, which allows them to create an 

emotional bond with a wise and strong significant other to enhance their chances of survival. 

Bowlby, originally posited that in the context of their interactions with their primary caregivers 

(or attachment figures), human infants develop mental representations (internal working models; 

IWM) of themselves and others which act as patterns of relating across the lifespan. When 

attachment figures are responsive and available in times of need or distress, the infants develop 

secure IWMs. Conversely, when attachment figures are unresponsive or insensitive to the 

infants’ needs, insecure IWMs emerge. Although these models continue to evolve and elaborate 

throughout life as individuals interact with new people in their lives, according to attachment 

theory the IWMs that have been formulated early in life remain highly influential with regards to 

individuals’ social functioning (Collins 1996). Mary Ainsworth, Bowlby’s primary collaborator, 

devised an experimental method, the “Strange Situation” which enabled her to code infants’ 

behaviour when they were separated from their primary caregiver. Based on this laboratory 

assessment procedure, she classified infants into three attachment types; namely, secure, 

anxious, and avoidant (the latter two types were originally termed insecure-ambivalent/ resistant 

and  insecure-avoidant respectively) (Ainsworth, Blehar, and Waters 1978). Research on 

attachment theory has proliferated since then, and attachment is now conceptulised as an 

orthogonal construct with two dimensions: attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance 

(Mikulincer and Shaver 2007). Individuals who score high on attachment anxiety hold negative 

IWMs of themselves and have a fear of abandonment and rejection as they hold beliefs that they 
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are not worthy of love and that other will not be consistently responsive to their emotional needs. 

Those who score high on avoidance, feel uncomfortable with proximity as they hold negative 

IWMs of others who are considered untrustworthy and unreliable. In contrast, securely-attached 

persons hold positive IWMs of themselves and others and feel comfortable with closeness and 

reliance on others as they believe that others will be available in times of need. Importantly, 

IWMs not only do they influence relational styles and their associate cognitions, but also the 

person’s emotional regulation strategies. Accordingly, anxious individuals tend to hyperactivate 

the attachment system by being vigilant for signs of others’ unavailability or rejection and by 

intensifying negative emotions  whereas avoidant individuals employ deactivating strategies 

which involve the suppression of emotional experience and compulsive self-reliance. Securely-

attached individuals, on the other hand, engage adaptive emotion regulation strategies such as 

problem solving, cognitive reappraisal,  and support seeking (Mikulincer and Shaver 2007, 

Mikulincer, Shaver, and Pereg 2003). 

Attachment Theory and Supervision 

A common misconception about attachment theory is that infants formulate one attachment 

relationship with their mother which remains influential well into adulthood. Bowlby himself 

was the first to assume that there is a hierarchy of attachment figures (Bowlby, 1982) as children 

develop different IWMs for each parent but also for other important people in their lives such as 

siblings, peers, teachers, members of the extended family etc. It is now widely accepted among 

attachment scholars that individuals hold multiple attachments with different relationship 

partners and that the attachment representations of these relationships are organised in a 

hierarchical manner. Consequently, more general representations (IWMs) of self and others are 

at the top of the hierarchy, domain-specific representations which refer to specific types of 
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relationships (e.g., relationships with parents, siblings, friends, and romantic partners) are further 

down in the hierarchy, and relationship-specific representations which concern relationships with 

specific individuals are at the lowest of the hierarchy (Sibley and Overall 2008, Collins 1994, 

Collins and Read 1994). On the basis of these ideas, and evidence that will be presented below, 

one can argue that the supervisor-supervisee relationship could be conceptualised as a domain-

specific attachment relationship considering that supervisors share similar characteristics with 

attachment figures, namely they are stronger and wiser significant others who are available and 

supportive in times of need (Pistole and Watkins  1995). Supervisory relationships were first 

conceptualised as attachment relationships in the early 1990s (Hill 1992) mainly in the context of 

clinical supervision and research in the area has grown since then. More recently scholars have 

suggested that we need to be conscious and conservative when conceptualising the supervisory 

relationship as “full-blown attachment” since even though this relationship has the potential to 

develop into an attachment bond over time, this does not necessarily imply that all supervisory 

relationships bear the characteristics and qualities of an attachment bond (Watkins  and Riggs 

2012). Nevertheless, there is ample evidence (e.g., Bennett et al. 2008, Rogers et al. 2019, Yip et 

al. 2018) coming from the fields of clinical supervision and leadership/management which shows 

that attachment dynamics are activated and attachment processes are enacted in a context-

specific fashion. More specifically, supervisees and followers will turn to their supervisors or 

leaders for comfort and support when their distress is related to training or performance. 

Attachment dynamics have also been found to be activated in group contexts (DeMarco and 

Newheiser, 2019) as individuals can use a group as a secure base from which to explore the 

world and as a source of support and comfort in times of need (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007). 

Individuals who score high on group attachment anxiety or avoidance engage less in group 
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activities, evaluate social groups and group interactions more negatively, report lower perceived 

support from groups, and experience less positive affect during team work (Rom and Mikulincer, 

2003; Smith et al., 1999).  Marmarosh and Markin (2007) explored the relationship between both 

group and dyadic attachment styles and college adjustment and found that they both predicted 

how well students adjusted to college. Most importantly, group attachment predicted college 

adjustment above and beyond dyadic attachments. This is particularly relevant in research 

supervisory settings as group supervision is common practice at doctoral level.  

Evidence from Leadership and Clinical Supervision Research 

Supervisees’/Followers’ attachment style 

Supervisees’ general and supervision-specific attachment styles have been found to influence a 

number of important supervisory outcomes. For example, several studies (Bennett et al. 2008, 

Renfro-Michel and Sheperis 2009) have shown that supervisees with an insecure attachment 

style evaluate the supervisory working alliance more negatively in comparison to their secure 

counterparts. Interestingly, the supervision-specific attachment is a stronger predictor of the 

perceived quality of the working alliance (Bennett et al. 2008, Wrape et al. 2017). This finding 

has been confirmed by a more recent study which revealed that individuals who reported anxious 

or avoidant attachment to their supervisors had poorer perception of the supervisory relationship 

(McKibben and Webber 2017).  Similarly, insecurely attached supervisees not only do they tend 

to expect a negative supervisory relationship at the beginning of supervision (which indicates 

that they enter the relationship with negative preconceptions) but also provide poorer evaluations 

of the supervisory alliance at the end of the semester (Wrape et al. 2017). More recently, the 

supervisees’ attachment organisation has been examined in relation to how receptive they are to 

corrective feedback and their levels of cognitive distortions (Rogers et al. 2019). Rogers and 
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colleagues’ findings revealed that both high levels of attachment anxiety and avoidance were 

significantly correlated with a number of cognitive distortions. In addition, anxious supervisees 

found it difficult to accept corrective feedback, a finding that is consistent with attachment 

theory, which posits that anxious individuals hold negative IWMs of themselves, and have fears 

of being rejected. It is therefore possible that the supervisors’ threatening corrective feedback 

activates the attachment system along with the negative mental representations and emotions 

rendering it difficult for anxious individuals to accept or utilise feedback. Unsurprisingly, similar 

evidence comes from the field of leadership where scholars study the dynamics of leader-

follower relationships. For instance, securely attached followers have been found to trust their 

supervisors and their motives whereas high scores on avoidance have been associated with 

negative perceptions of benevolence and lower levels of trust in their supervisors (Frazier et al. 

2015). In contrast, anxious individuals tend to over-rely on others’ feedback as their negative 

IWMs they hold about themselves cause them to worry too much about their abilities and 

performance (Wu, Parker, and De Jong 2014). 

Supervisors’/Leaders’ attachment style 

Evidence for the relevance and applicability of attachment theory in the context of supervisory 

relationships also comes from research showing that the supervisors’ attachment styles are 

influential in terms of predicting supervisees’ ratings of professional development. For example, 

Foster and colleagues (2006) found that supervisors with an anxious attachment style tend to 

provide lower ratings for their supervisees’ professional development when compared to 

supervisors with other styles of attachment. The authors claimed that the supervisees’ abilities 

might pose a threat for anxious supervisors’ competence and expertise as these supervisors hold 

negative views (IWMS) of themselves (Foster et al. 2006). In a subsequent study, the same team 
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of researchers (Foster, Lichtenberg, and Peyton 2007), recruited supervisor-supervisee dyads 

from different professional backgrounds to examine the effects of the quality of the supervisory 

relationship on the supervisees’ professional development. The findings indicated that 

supervisor-specific attachment was significantly correlated to supervisees’ general attachment 

style and that those supervisees who reported a secure attachment relationship with their 

supervisor rated their overall professional development more positively as compared with 

insecure supervisees. In a similar vein, (White and Queener 2003) have demonstrated that 

supervisors’ levels of attachment security were predictive of higher ratings of the supervisory 

alliance as perceived by both supervisors and supervisees. Additionally, it has been shown that 

supervisees’ perceptions of their supervisors attachment style is related to ratings of working 

alliance. More specifically, supervisees’ who perceived their supervisors as secure evaluated the 

supervisory alliance more positively compared to those who perceived their supervisors as 

insecurely attached (Riggs and Bretz 2006, Dickson et al. 2011). Leadership research has also 

produced similar findings (see Yip et al. 2018) for a review). For example, it has been found that 

insecurely attached leaders and followers tend to evaluate their relationship more negatively 

(Richards and Hackett 2012). Notably, leaders with an avoidant attachment style are perceived 

by their followers as unavailable and disapproving which in turns is associated with poorer 

followers’ functioning and mental health (Davidovitz et al. 2007) whereas leaders’ high 

attachment anxiety scores have been found to predict higher levels of negative affect in followers 

and lower job satisfaction (Kafetsios, Athanasiadou, and Dimou 2014). In addition, anxious 

leaders seem to have low confidence in their ability to form and maintain successful relations 

which in turn is associated with abusive supervision (Robertson, Dionisi, and Barling 2018). In 

contrast, attachment security in leaders has been found to be predictive of charismatic and 



16 
 

transformational leadership (Popper, Mayseless, and Castelnovo 2000, Mayseless and Popper 

2019) and high levels of well-being for followers (Davidovitz et al. 2007, Mayseless and Popper 

2019). 

Implications for Future Practice and Research 

The evidence presented in the previous section suggest that attachment dynamics and processes 

are indisputably activated and played out within supervisor-supervisee relationships. It is 

therefore vital for the universities to include attachment theory explicitly in the training 

curriculum of supervisors to enhance their understanding of their supervisees’ attachment style. 

The attachment system is activated in times of distress and the doctoral journey can be a very 

stressful period for candidates. Research has shown that anxiously attached supervisees may lack 

self-confidence and can be self-critical with regards to their skills and capabilities (McKibben 

and Webber 2017) and they find it hard to accept and benefit from corrective feedback (Rogers 

et al. 2019). They might also enter the supervisory relationship with negative expectations, which 

tend to become more and more pessimistic over time (Watkins  and Riggs 2012), as their IWMs 

lead them to believe that others will hold a negative view of them and will be unresponsive to 

their needs (Mikulincer and Shaver 2007). On the other hand, avoidant supervisees feel 

uncomfortable with proximity and support seeking, and they tend to deny or downplay their 

emotional needs or struggles in an attempt to deactivate the attachment system (Mikulincer and 

Shaver 2007a). Wrape and colleagues (2017) point out that supervisors should be particularly 

vigilant for signs of avoidant behaviours, such as withdrawal, lack of trust, and asking for little 

support or feedback, as these can hamper the progress of the research. Indeed, it has been 

suggested that a combination of avoidance in both leaders and followers can result in mutual 

disengagement (Keller and Cacioppe 2001). It would also be beneficial for supervisors to be 



17 
 

aware not only of their supervisees’ general attachment style, but also their supervision-specific 

attachment, which is formed in the context of previous supervisory experiences, considering that 

it has been found to be a stronger predictor of the quality of the supervisory working alliance 

(Wrape et al. 2017, Hinojosa et al. 2014).  An attachment-based training for supervisors should 

also involve elements of self-awareness. For example, being aware of their own attachment style 

and of how it might differentially interact with their supervisees’ attachment styles could help 

them regulate their emotional expression, behaviour, and feedback. It is worth noting that in 

most current conceptualisations (Gillath et al., 2019; Mikulincer, Shaver, and Rom 2011), 

attachment styles are not considered as fixed, non-amenable to change personality traits but as 

flexible schemas. Research from the field of personality and social psychology has indicated that 

attachment styles can change in a subtle or drastic ways depending on current context relational 

experiences. In fact, even brief experimental manipulations may move individuals, even though 

temporarily, closer to attachment security (Gillath et al. 2010). Finally, supervisors could be 

trained to provide a secure base and safe haven in the context of supervision. Preliminary 

evidence from one of our studies (Andriopoulou and Prowse, under review) exploring the role of 

secure-base supervision on research self-efficacy, curiosity and exploration, and satisfaction has 

revealed that supervisors’ ability to provide a secure-base, by being available in times of need, 

non-interfering, and encouraging of exploration, predicted supervisees’ levels of research self-

efficacy and supervision satisfaction and this effect was stronger for anxiously attached 

supervisees.  In addition, recent evidence coming from  attachment-based parenting interventions 

have shown promise not only in enhancing children’s sense of security (Huber, McMahon, and 

Sweller 2015a) and emotional functioning (Huber, McMahon, and Sweller 2015b), but also in 
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reducing parental depression and boosting self-efficacy (Yaholkoski, Hurl, and Theule 2016). 

Carefully designed training programmes for supervisors could yield similar outcomes. 

Future research should examine the relevance of attachment theory in research degree 

supervision by adapting methodology and tools that have been particularly developed to assess 

attachment styles in the context of clinical supervision such as the “Experiences in Supervision 

Scale” (Gunn and Pistole 2012). A deeper understanding of the attachment processes and 

dynamics that are at play in doctoral supervisory relationships would inform supervisors’ 

training programmes with an aim to enhance self-reflection and guide supervision practices. An 

interesting line of inquiry would also be to explore the role of the supervisor as a secure base for 

exploration and learning. For example, (Wu and Parker 2017) studied supervisor-employee 

dyads and found that the provision of secure-base support from leaders predicted role breadth 

self-efficacy and autonomous motivation which in turn led to higher levels of proactive work 

behaviour. Finally, further work is required to examine the potential impact of general and/or 

supervisor-specific attachment styles on supervisee’s professional development, research degree 

satisfaction, and timely completion. 

Conclusion 

Research supervision is a complex form of pedagogy in the context of which supervisors are 

expected to possess and utilise a wide variety of skills including research and project 

management skills, teaching and knowledge transference skills, and interpersonal and 

relationship management skills. Nevertheless, the training they receive is mostly centred around 

university policies and procedures where the centrality and importance of the supervisory 

relationship is overlooked. The central proposition of this paper is that the supervisory 

relationship is first and foremost a human relationship governed by the rules of human 
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communication and interaction. Attachment theory provides a potentially fruitful conceptual 

framework for studying and understanding the dynamics of the supervisory relationship. 
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