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Research Supervision: Issues and Perspectives for its Success
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ABSTRACT
Background: Research universities are the key to the knowledge economy of the 21st century. However, a high rate of attri-

tion of research-based students was reported which could be related to the supervisory practices, students' characteristics, and 
institutional /environmental factors. The objective of this paper is to highlight the issues and perspectives for the success in 
research supervision. 

Methods: It was a narrative review of the literatures on research success. 
Results: The review revealed that supervising students' research is the most complex and finest form of education and facul-

ty has to leave a strong impact on the students work. The supervisees expect that their supervisors are knowledgeable, have the 
ability to supervise in research and at the same time they are approachable, reasonable, serious and supportive of their work in 
good and bad times. On the other hand, supervisors expect their students to possess generic skills like autonomy, critical think-
ing, communication skills, and research skills such as identifying the topic, preliminary literature reading in order to develop a 
relevant body of knowledge, placing the research in the context of the literature and originality. Students should be enthusiastic, 
motivated, sociable and have the mastery of purpose. Academic institutions play a pivotal role in cultivating a proper research 
culture in the campus by ensuring intellectual faculty and positive learning environment with infrastructure and other resources 
needed to facilitate the active engagement in research. 

Conclusion: Research supervision is a complex educational-task. Combined effort of supervisor, supervisee, and institution is 
of utmost importance to achieve the goal of success in research.
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INTRODUCTION

Research is an important part of the academic curriculum of a uni-
versity and is increasingly recognized as being vital to innovation. It is 
the most important driving force towards progress and development for 
society and one of the most important indicators of national develop-
ment (Eslamipour et al., 2015; Al-Adawi et al., 2016). In all developed 
countries, students are engaged in research activities either as a part of 
their undergraduate or postgraduate curriculum. Research as a part of 
education helps to learn more, pursue interests and contributes towards 
the development of problem-solving skills. Students experience towards 
scientific research is a mandatory component of modern undergraduate 
medical curricula (Siraj et al., 2016; Burgoyne et al., 2010; Sreedharan, 
2012; Ogunyemi et al., 2005; Green et al., 2010; Hren et al., 20040).

Postgraduate research is a complex form of education under close 
supervision by senior academics who initiate learners to be independent 
researchers leading them into the academic community (Agu & 
Odimegwu, 2014; Garwe et al., 2015) In today's higher learning institu-
tions, an increasing number of students are being enrolled for postgrad-
uate education as universities are becoming global enterprises and offer-
ing flexible and diverse learning modes to the students. Despite this 
increased number of students globally, approximately 50% of students 
fail to complete their postgraduate study leading to a waste of financial 

and human resources (Sidhu et al., 2016). Poor and low quality higher 
education facilities and poor quality postgraduate supervisory practices 
are generating a high attrition rate among postgraduate research-based 
students (Sidhu et al., 2016; Sidhu et al. 2014; Haksever & Manisali, 
2010). This issue of high attrition rate was suggested to be due to 1) 
supervisory practices 2) students' characteristics and 3) institutional/
environmental factors (Latona & Browne, 2001). The objective of this 
paper is to highlight the role and necessity of the combined efforts of 
supervisor, supervisee, and institution to achieve the highest success in 
research achievement. 

Role of Supervisors

Research is a thorough study using scientific methods into a specific 
problem. To start researching something, one has to have a problem that 
has evolved into a question. Research supervision is a process of provid-
ing professional guidance and monitoring throughout the candidature of 
a learner aimed to produce research of the highest quality. 

Role of supervisor in supervising students' research is a complex 
and multidimensional work that is crucial for the successful completion 
of the research (Abiddin et al., 2009). The supervisory requirements of 
the student can be defined in three dimensions: 1) personal help by pro-
viding support, motivation, socialization, assistance in organizing 
accommodation and other things unrelated to the research; 2) indirect 
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help by providing contacts, equipment and initial guidance in locating 
references; and 3) direct research related help by critical analysis of 
work, aiding in methodological problems, providing precise direction 
and supporting in the management of the project (Haksever & Manisali, 
2010). Times and perspectives are changing; teachers role is changing 
from deliverer to a facilitator of learning experiences (Islam et al., 2018; 
Salam et al., 2011; Salam et al., 2012). A study by Wright et al. (2007) 
identified different roles of supervisors, such as quality assurer, support-
ive guide, research trainer, mentor, and knowledge enthusiast. The 
Supervisor is the most trusted person who guides the student and is 
responsible for the quality of work and performance according to the 
research guidelines and expectations of the institution (Mutula, 2009; 
Kimani, 2014). A good student-supervisor relationship ensures student 
success in their research work and on the contrary, poor relationships 
often lead to frustration among the students (Garwe et al., 2015). The 
assistance and mentoring provided by a supervisor throughout the 
supervision process can reduce the risk of failure of postgraduate stu-
dents. On the other hand, poor supervision may reduce the chances of 
getting quality work as well as decreases students' motivation (Abiddin 
et al., 2009). Most importantly, effective supervisors are the ones who 
help their supervisees achieve success (Sidhu et al., 2014). They pro-
vide intellectual and professional leadership and facilitate students 
learning within the workplace such as laboratories or design studios or 
in various distributed settings of on/off campus and in co-supervisory 
and panel arrangements (Pearson, 2000).

Most students expect their supervisors to be competent and reason-
able, supportive of their work and accessible whenever they need feed-
back on their research writing (Sidhu et al., 2014). Kimani (2014) men-
tioned that an approachable and supportive supervisor who shows inter-
est in students' work and progress wins the trust of the student and is 
valued by the students. Besides that, effective supervisors should 
encourage their supervisees to go to conferences and publish papers in 
journals. Some common expectations of supervisees from supervisors 
are 1) academic competence and enthusiasm 2) regular and appropriate 
contact 3) guidance in topic selection 4) guidance concerning institu-
tional requirements 5) constructive and timely criticism 6) resource 
facilitation 7) fairness in authorship of publications 8) absence of gen-
der bias and sexual harassment and 9) a measure of pastoral care (Spear, 
2000). Thus research supervision is an intricate process that blends aca-
demic and professional expertise with interpersonal relationship man-
agement and requires constant adjustment and sensitivity since the two 
parties involved may exhibit both converging and diverging interests 
(Garwe et al., 2015).

Adoption of a flexible supervision strategy by supervisors depend-
ing on the individual need of the student is more helpful for the stu-
dents. This is because the students are of different capacities in terms of 
academic competence, personality attributes, motivation, and attitude. 
Supervisors who have this flexibility can be more helpful to their 
research students (Burgess et al., 1994; Abiddin, 2007). Moreover, 
background and cultures of students influence their expectations from 
their supervisors. For example, Chinese background students put their 
supervisors in a very high position while Western background supervi-
sors may see their doctoral student's as mature and independent learners. 
If the cultural expectations are aligned, a strong relationship is more 
likely between them (Bui, 2014). Study by Sidhu et al. (2014) on 
Malaysian and the UK supervisees' expectations of the roles and respon-
sibilities of their supervisors showed that supervisees from Malaysia 
prefer a supervisor to be a motivator and confidence booster possessing 
effective communication, decision making, and problem-solving skills 
whilst UK supervisees prefer a supervisor to be an expert in their specif-
ic field of study (Sidhu et al., (2014).

Supervision is a challenging job in addition to teaching and other 
administrative jobs entrusted to the supervisors by the institution. Due 
to the specific nature of instruction and guidance, research supervision 
can be considered as a unique form of teaching that requires personaliz-
ing the teaching approach to the individual supervisee. They guide, 
spend many hours in consultation and work towards a common goal 
from the beginning till the end and the role may turn into that of a 
co-writer and/or a friend and advisor. Thus, it is essential that they 
understand their role professionally (Kumar & Huat, 2011). Sometimes 
supervisors fail to meet the expectation of students for their busy sched-
ules being comprised of activities such as teaching, setting and marking 
of coursework and examinations; research activities, scholarly publica-
tions, administrative work as well as community and university service. 
The same supervisors may also have other commitments outside the 
university such as part-time employment, personal obligations or they 
may be on leave (Garwe et al., 2015). Therefore, it is the role of an 
institution to provide opportunities for supervisors by evenly distribut-

ing the workload to them. 

Role of Supervisees

The supervisee as a learner must also possess certain characteristics 
for the completion of the study. Some of the relevant attributes of the 
generic skills necessary for students are autonomy, critical thinking, com-
munication skills, and research skills (Hager et al., 2002; Calma, 2007). 
Some candidate-related variables as outlined by Calma (2007) are: higher 
degree study experience, age, gender, family concerns, duration of study, 
funding, modality (part-time/full time), type of research undertaken, stage 
in the research process, attitude towards study, personality, and profes-
sional development objectives (Calma, 2007). There could be a shortcom-
ing in the supervisee due to lack of previous experience but this could be 
overcome by proper training and guidance from their supervisors. 
University can provide help by arranging the training and also by giving 
other support to increase the motivation of the students. 

Moses (1984) argues that supervisors expect students to be hard-
working, energetic, keen, determined and to have a sense of urgency. 
They also expect students to be enthusiastic and motivated towards 
research work, to be pleasant at work and to contribute to a good work-
ing environment. Also, students should give continual feedback, so that 
the supervisor can give informed instruction (Moses 1984). They need to 
identify the topic and preliminary reading in order to develop the rele-
vant body of knowledge, placing the research in the context of the litera-
ture and originality (Abiddin et al., 2009). Supervisors expect their stu-
dents to be enthusiastic about their research and develop self-awareness, 
empathy, social expertise and mastery of purpose and vision. These fac-
tors can help to develop and maintain good and effective relationships 
between one another and they are likely to have stronger determinations 
to accomplish their research within the targeted time (Bui, 2014). 
Students need to have sociability in order to express the caring, concern 
and conflict in a healthy manner. This sociability characteristic depends 
on individual personalities and background. Supervisors expect students 
to be sociable to develop their own network through relationships with 
their peers and also with their supervisor. Loners who work on their own 
and don't want to mix with others often struggle (Bui, 2014). If students 
do not receive support and help from their peers or colleagues, the 
research work will become a lonely journey. Therefore, students should 
be encouraged to meet often and engage themselves in academic and 
social activities with their peers for the exchange of ideas between those 
who share similar research interests. This will broaden the students' 
views and perceptions, and generate ideas that will contribute to the 
progress of their research (Kumar & Huat, 2011). The supervisors also 
become free from offering emotional support to students while the stu-
dents are sociable (Bui, 2014). Students should have academic training 
for professional development which includes attending conferences, 
writing papers for publication, attending seminars and workshops, mak-
ing presentations, networking with other researchers, working as a 
research assistant and teaching (Abiddin et al., 2009; Brown, 1985). All 
these relevant courses or workshops will help students to manage their 
learning and become effective researchers (Kumar & Huat, 2011).

Role of Academic Institutions

Research universities are the key to the knowledge economy of the 
21st century. Academic institutions play a pivotal role in cultivating a 
proper research culture in the campus by providing intellectual faculty 
and student learning environment that facilitates active engagement in 
research. The research culture refers to an environment in which new 
supervisees learn and understand the research orientation of the disci-
pline (Kumar & Huat, 2011). Nurturing a research culture among uni-
versities is a prerequisite for the development of staff and students. A 
research culture provides a supportive context, in which research is uni-
formly expected, discussed, produced, and valued (Hanover, 2018). To 
develop a research culture, some important factors have been identified 
such as i) effective leadership and clear goals; ii) faculty training and 
support programs iii) research centres iv) recognition of research pro-
duction v) encouragement of faculty collaboration vi) balanced teaching 
and research responsibilities, and vii) salary that is commensurate with 
expectation (Hanover, 2018). Calma (2007) has described some institu-
tion-related variables such as research outputs, research culture, 
research thrusts, research capacity building initiatives, resources and 
facilities, and nature and size of graduate programs. These factors 
should be considered to achieve a positive research culture for research 
advancement. 

Doing things systematically is a pre-requisite to accomplish the task 
efficiently (Salam et al., 2018). The institute should provide the required 
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infrastructure and resources needed for the efficient work of a student. 
This may include all research equipment, computing facilities, library 
facilities, internet access, access to photocopiers, fax and telephone, and 
funding for fieldwork and conference attendance (Sidhu, 2016). It was 
reported that a lack of conductive postgraduate centres around campus 
may obstruct the establishment of learning communities among post-
graduate research students resulting in hindrance of research publica-
tion, innovation and on-going sharing sessions with fellow peers and 
researchers (Sidhu, 2016).

As the role of supervisors is in a key position for the successful 
completion of student research, universities need to recruit, support, and 
reward faculty members who are actively engaged and support the stu-
dent research. Currently, in the era of globalization with the IT support 
provided by universities, there are increased opportunities for interna-
tional students to enroll in higher education research. Universities thus 
need to commit quality time and resources to train and sensitize supervi-
sors on the ski l ls to ut i l ize new technology in supervision. 
Benchmarking conferences also provide excellent opportunities for 
supervisors to share their knowledge and vice versa (Kamini, 2014). 
Institutions also need to provide support services for the diverse groups 
of students of different cultural background such as indigenous, interna-
tional, or candidates with any disabilities. 

CONCLUSION

Research supervision is a complex multidimensional task that 
blends academic and professional know-how with interpersonal rela-
tionship management which requires constant adjustment and under-
standing since the supervisor and supervisee may exhibit both converg-
ing and diverging interests. The important supervisory requirements are 
academic competence and enthusiasm; regular and appropriate contact 
for timely constructive feedback, motivation, and socialization; guid-
ance in topic selection; guidance concerning institutional requirements; 
guidance in methodological problems with precise direction; resource 
facilitation; fairness in the authorship of publications and absence of 
gender bias. A supervisee needs to be hardworking and identify the 
research topic and do a preliminary reading in order to develop the rele-
vant body of knowledge, placing the research in the context of the liter-
ature and originality. Students should be enthusiastic, motivated and 
sociable in order to develop their own network through relationships 
with peers and supervisors and also express care, concern, and conflict 
in a healthy manner and contribute towards the development of a good 
working environment. Academic institutions play a pivotal role by culti-
vating proper research culture in the campus featuring appropriate facil-
ities such as laboratories, libraries and other resources needed for effi-
cient work by students. To develop a conducive research culture, institu-
tions should have effective leadership with clear goals and ensure facul-
ty training and support programs; recognition of research production; 
encouragement of faculty collaboration and balanced teaching and 
research responsibilities. Thus, the combined efforts of supervisors, 
supervisees and institutions will lead students towards their ultimate 
goal of successful completion of their research. This paper offers a com-
prehensive guide to relevant authorities in order to achieve high-quality 
research products. 
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