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Abstract: The state of postgraduate studies in South Africa has come under renewed enquiry 

in recent years as concern is placed on the inconsistency between postgraduate enrolment and 

graduation rates. The discrepancy between the enrolment and completion rates is attributable to 

a range of factors. Literature identified the supervisory relationship as an important and 

significant factor in predicting completion. The establishment of a good working alliance in the 

beginning of the thesis process has been identified as a crucial task. As a result, it is useful to 

gain insight into how students set about establishing working relationships with new 

supervisors and how they rate the quality thereof. The present study was conducted with 

Psychology Masters students who were in their first semester of the first enrolment in the 

Community and Health Sciences faculty at the University of the Western Cape. Attachment 

theory provided the theoretical framework for the study as it posits that the quality of current 

relationships are a function of early relationship experiences. Thus students were thought to 

draw on earlier experiences when setting about establishing new relationships such as the 

supervisory relationship. The study was exploratory and descriptive in nature. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with eleven eligible participants who have been selected 

purposively. Transcriptions have been subjected to a Thematic Analysis. Ethics clearance has 

been requested from and granted by the Senate Research Committee and all relevant ethics 

principles such as, confidentiality, anonymity, voluntary participation and informed consent, 

have been adhered to. Findings indicated that supervision was a central component for 

graduate completion, underscoring the importance of early supervisory sessions to form a 

strong working alliance. Furthermore, the findings indicated that the supervisor’s role in 

providing the expertise and support largely contributed to the success of establishing strong 

and productive supervisory relationships. Participants perceived strong supervisory 

relationships as necessary to foster completion of higher degree requirements. The 

development of a new supervisory relationship activated relational patterns for students that 

underscored the importance of recognizing the supervisory relationship as a relationship.           

Key words: attachment theory, working alliance, supervisory relationship 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

 

1. Introduction/Background to the study 
 

 

Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) defined supervision as an intensive, interpersonally 

focused one-to-one relationship between the supervisor and the student. Supervisors are 

designated to facilitate the student’s academic development either in terms of coursework, 

clinical training or research projects. Postgraduate research supervision then refers to the 

guidance of a postgraduate research student by a supervisor to obtain a recognised postgraduate 

research degree (Lessing, 2004). The long history detailing the practice of supervision and 

research on clinical supervision is however not reflected in a similarly long and rich tradition of 

research on research supervision. For example, Ladany and Inman (2008) stated that the rate of 

research in research psychology has been slower than research focused on supervision in a 

clinical and counseling context. These authors further identified that the bulk of the research on 

research supervision has been conducted post 1990. 

 
Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) stated that research supervision has become critical for 

graduate students to achieve higher degree certification. In the early 2000s, researchers identified 

that the completion rates of postgraduate research students are relatively low worldwide (Gurr, 

2001; Lenepa, 2008). In higher education, attrition rates and completion rates of postgraduate 

students became statistics of vital concern since the early 2000s (Lessing & Schulze, 2002). While 

universities worldwide want to expand their postgraduate student numbers (Roets & Botma, 2012), 

low graduation outputs and high dropout rates remain a matter of concern both in South Africa and 

abroad (Lenepa, 2008). As postgraduate enrolments are steadily increasing at South African 

universities, graduation rates do not correlate with these (Hoffman & Julie, 2012). For example, at 

the University of the Western Cape only 10% of Masters Students admitted completed their 

dissertations within three years (Lessing & Lessing, 2004). Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) 

emphasised faculty are also under similar pressure to attract and retain quality candidates who will 

be able to complete on time. 
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Universities around the world are grappling with strategies to increase throughput and 

minimise dropout rates of postgraduate students (Zewotir, North & Murray, 2015). The 

Department of Education reported participation rates are currently 74% for African, 76% for 

coloured, 81% for Indian and 85% for white undergraduates; yet only around 15% of students 

graduate each year, far fewer than the government’s target of 25% (Kujanpaa, 2014). The first 

annual statistical report of the Department of Higher Education and Training estimated 

graduation rates for Masters students to be 20 percent (20%) and 12 percent (12%) for Doctoral 

students (Mtshali, 2013). Given the length and complexity of graduate student supervision, it is 

understandable that various difficulties arise. 

 
The graduate growth progression is not always a fluent and untroubled transition 

(Abiddin, Ismail & Ismail, 2011). Graduate students often experience problems which delay 

their studies or prevent them from finishing altogether (Lessing & Lessing, 2004). Ismail and 

Abiddin (2009) identified that graduate students are under increasing pressure to complete 

their candidature within particular timeframes. Similarly, faculty are under pressure to raise the 

research profile of the institution through timely completion, research funding and research 

quantum. 

 
Graduate research degrees culminate in a thesis from supervised research projects. 

Ghazali, Jaafar, Tarmizi and Noah (2015) reported that a strong relationship between 

supervisors and supervisees is a reflection of a high quality supervisory working alliance. 

Sterner (2009) identified the subjective experiences of supervision as a problem area. Pillay 

and Kritzinger (2007) reported that 33.6% of practicing psychologists, who have been working 

for between 5 to 10 years, felt that their master’s thesis supervision was inadequate in helping 

them meet the academic demands of thesis writing. 

 
Supervision is now a central process for the successful completion of graduate 

programmes. For example, Dysthe and Westheim (2003) noted that most of the research 

literature focused on postgraduate supervision. The School of Graduate Studies (2012) stated 

most graduate research degrees e.g. Honours, Masters and PhD programmes culminate in a 
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thesis for which students require supervision from qualified supervisors. The writing of a 

research-based thesis represents a formidable challenge for graduate students that make 

supervision and mentoring important success factors (Abiddin & Ismail, 2009). For example, 

some students are not familiar with the research topic and some lack knowledge about research 

methodology. Lessing and Lessing (2004) stated that students experience problems in three 

areas namely, problems in the research design, the collecting and processing of information 

and the writing of the final report (dissertation/thesis), and that these problems could result due 

to the lack of research experience of the student, poor supervision or an inefficient or inhibiting 

administrative system. 

 

Ghazali, Jaafar, Tarmizi and Noah (2015) highlighted the working alliance as a 

significant predictor of outcome in clinical and research supervision. The supervisory working 

alliance is often cited as the primary means in supervision through which competence is 

enhanced and supervisee development is facilitated (Bilodeau, Savard & Lecomte, 2010). 

There are few relationships more important to these students than the relationship with their 

supervisor. For example, Aranda-Mena and Gameson (2004) identified the student – supervisor 

relationship as a key feature in achieving timely and successful higher degree research 

outcomes. The working alliance in supervision is a main factor that contributes to positive 

outcomes, in the context that the supervisees’ working alliance can be elaborated as 

collaborations between goal, task, and emotional bonding between supervisor and supervisee 

(Ghazali, Jaafar, Tarmizi & Noah, 2015). Similarly, the working alliance is seen as 

collaborative and is based on mutual agreement concerning the goals and tasks of supervision, 

as well as the development of a strong emotional bond (Bilodeau, Savard & Lecomte, 2010). 

Research highlighted that supervision has no set prescription, yet the interaction between 

quality and style of supervision; role expectations of student and supervisor; field of study and 

other characteristics have all to be considered simultaneously (Bilodeau, Savard, & Lecomte, 

2010; Ghazali, Jaafar, Tarmizi, & Noah, 2015). 
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Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) pointed out that the central focus of the beginning 

phase in the supervisory relationship is the development of trust between the supervisor and 

supervisee. Lessing and Schulze (2003) emphasised that students want guidance with regard 

to the overall planning of the research in terms of the approach to follow; especially on 

Masters level students preferred a structured way of working and expect help from 

supervisors. Therefore, successful completion of a dissertation is just as much a function of 

the intelligence and training of the student, as the ability of the supervisor to provide adequate 

support. McGill (2016) stated the supervisor should try to develop a relationship with his or 

her supervisee based on clear expectations and mutual respect from the first meeting onward. 

Then as trust develops, interpersonal or cultural differences can be discussed openly and 

pragmatically. The success of the supervisory relationship relies largely on the supervisor’s 

role in providing the expertise and support necessary to foster in their graduate student the 

skills that will ensure the production of a successful thesis (Chiappetta-Swanson & Watt, 

2011). 

 
The research has focused primarily on the factors that facilitate growth within the 

supervisory relationship, underscoring the importance of early supervisory sessions are 

indicative of forming a strong supervisor-supervisee relationship. Thus, the education of a 

graduate student is greatly affected by the nature of supervision and the quality of a 

relationship/working alliance between student and supervisor (Chiappetta-Swanson & 

Watt, 2011). 

 

2. Problem Statement 
 

 

The working alliance has been identified as a significant predictor of outcome in clinical 

and research supervision. However, the studies conducted have been summative in nature and 

have yet to explore the process of establishing a good working alliance in research supervision. 

Thus there was a need to examine the subjective experiences and processes involved in 

establishing supervisory working alliances with research supervisors; in particular, the exploration 

of the early supervisory sessions. Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) 

5 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



asserted that the manner in which supervisees and supervisors interact with one another will 

affect the quality of their relationships and what they accomplish in supervision. The 

importance of the collaborative relationship in the supervisory working alliance, the approach 

to supervision as an interactive process has still not received much attention in the research 

literature. The working alliance has been empirically supported as a strong predictor of 

success and research capacitation, yet little is known about the early supervisory relationship 

and the subjective views of students about the aspects that contribute to the development of 

strong supervisory relationships. 

 
Literature identified the importance of the supervisory relationship. Similarly, research 

reported that students look to have a relationship and not just a technical oversight. Thus, it 

becomes important to evaluate the supervisory relationship as a focus of research. The 

literature available examines processes in supervision, obstacles to effective supervision and 

traits or characteristics of poor or effective supervision. References suggested that the first few 

sessions in the relationship are crucial which suggests the establishment is key. Thus, there is a 

gap in the literature that examines how these supervisory relationships become established. The 

current study attempted to explore how psychology masters student went about establishing 

working alliances with their supervisors in the first six month of research. 

 
3. Aim of the study: 

 

 

The aim of the present study was to explore psychology masters students’ subjective 

experiences of establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor 

 

4. Objectives of the study: 
 
 

 To explore students perceptions of what a good quality working alliance entails.



 To explore how students approach the supervisory relationship with a newly appointed 

supervisor
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 To identify the processes involved in establishing a working alliance with a 

new supervisor


 To explore the quality of the working alliance established in the first semester of 

supervision


 To identify the factors that contributed to the quality of the working alliance established




5. Rationale for the study 
 

 

Kujanpaa (2014) highlighted that the success rates in universities have been 

improving; still, Higher Education has a disturbing 45% drop-out rate among students. This 

has negatively impacted the desired national norm of an 80% success rate targeted by the 

Department of Higher Education and Training (Moodley & Singh, 2015). As many students 

are faced with a multiplicity of challenges, resulting in many students dropping out, faculties 

are employing strategies to retain students not only during their undergraduate (UG) years, but 

also for postgraduate (PG) studies (Lawack, 2016). 

 

It is calculated that to build a knowledge-based economy, part of the 10 year plan for 

the Department of Science and Technology, South Africa would need to increase its PhD 

production rate by a factor of about five over the next 10 to 20 years (Kujanpaa, 2014). The 

present study explored the gap in the literature on the subjective experiences of students in 

establishing the early supervisory relationship, and what contributes to establishing a strong 

supervisory relationship or working alliance. Though the working alliance has been empirically 

supported as a strong predictor of success and research capacitation, little is known about the 

subjective views of students in the early supervisory relationship, specifically about the aspects 

that contribute to strong supervisory relationships. Huber et al (2010) noted in many cases the 

level of completion achieved is closely related to the relationship between the student and their 

supervisor. Grossman and Crowther (2016) highlighted that there is the growing need for 

supervisors as South African academic institutions are struggling to rapidly establish a 
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knowledgeable, qualified supervisory cohort to effectively cope with the influx of expected 

postgraduates. For that reason, Lawack (2016) stated that a renewed and strengthened focus 

should be placed on learning in all spheres in order to further enhance excellence in graduate 

programmes. Thus, the Institutional Operating Plan and the UWC 2030 vision as a research-

led university both incorporate strategic goals to promote respected postgraduate and research 

programmes in strategically selected spheres (Institutional Operating Plan 2016: 2020 White 

Paper). All of these strategic plans are contingent on students being able to complete their 

thesis requirements that in turn are influenced by the quality of the supervisory working 

alliance. Therefore this study is important, as it examines advisory working alliances or 

supervisory relationships, especially during the first 6 months of the supervisory relationship. 

 

6. Thesis structure 
 

 

This thesis is comprised of five chapters, using the 6
th

 version APA referencing style. 

The first chapter by way of introduction provides a context for the present study in which the 

problem under study is presented against the backdrop of information pertaining to the area of 

research implemented. The second chapter reviewed the literature in order to provide an 

academic rationale for the study. This chapter also explains the theoretical framework of the 

study. The third chapter reports on the different methodological elements of the study. The 

chapter provides motivations for the methodological decisions taken. In addition, the chapter 

provides an account of the process of conducting the research. The fourth chapter presents the 

findings of the study and a discussion integrated with the literature reviewed. The fifth 

chapter provides an overview of the study and unpacks the limitations and significance of the 

study, and also provides recommendations for further study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

 

Literature Review 
 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

 

Graduate student needs can be investigated from various perspectives. Abiddin and 

Ismail (2009) reported that research on various issues related to graduate studies have been 

conducted and debated worldwide. Roets and Botma (2012) stated that the lengthy completion 

time and low completion rates of postgraduate studies particularly have been of concern. 

Globally the completion time for a postgraduate Master’s degree in the health sciences varies 

between 4.7 and 5.5 years (Roets & Botma, 2012). The concern for quality in higher education 

is perhaps at an all-time high (Abiddin & Ismail, 2011). 

 
Capacity building initiatives aimed at postgraduate students include training in writing 

skills, research methodology, methods of analysis and writing for publication (Hendricks, 

2014). These initiatives have been prompted by the challenges of retaining students in higher 

degree programmes and ensuring their successful completion (throughput). Throughput (that 

is getting students to graduate) and retention (keeping students from dropping out) have long 

been issues in higher education all over the world (Braxton, Hirschy & McClendon, 2004). 

Student attrition (students leaving and not returning) threatens not only the ‘reputational 

benefits’ the university gains from students who complete successfully, but also the economic 

stability garnered from a consistent student base (Yorke & Longden, 2004). Research into the 

factors that facilitate or hinder student retention and throughput has been conducted with the 

following foci: Academic challenges (e.g. Pillay & Kritzinger, 2007), Intrapsychic or 

psychological factors (e.g. Dickson, Moberly, Marshall & Reilly, 2011; Muslin & Val, 1980) 

and cultural differences (e.g. Nilsson, 2007). The body of research on retention and throughput 

has further distinguished between post-graduate, or graduate (Green, 2011) and undergraduate 

students (Devenport & Lane, 2006). 

 
Roets and Botma (2012) stated that major changes in the South African education   
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spheres have occurred since 1997 when the restructuring of higher education in South Africa 

contributed to the changed student body profile. Abiddin and Ismail (2011) noted while 

institutions of higher learning are becoming more competitive with the emerging market 

growth, higher education is no longer the sanctity of the elites, but accessible to students from 

varied backgrounds and from all levels of society. Governments are particularly keen to see an 

expansion in the numbers of graduates with Doctoral and Masters degrees. Roets and Botma 

(2012) highlighted it is the South African government’s goal to increase the number of people 

in the country with postgraduate degrees and simultaneously maintain or improve the quality of 

postgraduate training. Universities were required to enrol many more students of all race 

groups and build a student body that more accurately reflected South Africa’s demographic 

make-up (Kujanpaa, 2014). A specific goal of the National Plan for Higher Education (2001) 

was to increase participation in higher education to 20% for the 18- 24 age cohort (Kujanpaa, 

2014). 

 

The Council on Higher Education (CHE) reported that postgraduate enrolment rates 

comprise only 16% of overall enrolment figures in South Africa (CHE, 2014). The distribution 

of postgraduate enrolment is 58% for Honours degrees, 33% for Masters degrees and 9% for 

Doctoral studies (HESA, 2014). It becomes evident that there are noteworthy declines in 

enrolment rates between undergraduate and postgraduate studies, and within progression levels 

of postgraduate studies. Low completion rates are a concern as graduate students (both Masters 

and Doctoral level) seek postgraduate qualifications to improve their employment prospects 

and to progress in career paths (Roets & Botma, 2012). The national throughput rates for 

coursework Masters, was reported as only 53% (CHE, 2014). The economic and social 

development needs of South Africa means that the impact of low enrolment and throughput 

rates are exponentially increased (HESA, 2014). 

 
HESA (2014) reported that South African universities face challenges such as 

inadequate research infrastructure, including lack of teaching and research supervision 
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capabilities amongst academic staff. In addition to considering the impact of economic resources 

on non-completion of studies, cultural resources can also impact completion rates (Hovdhaugen et 

al., 2013). Throughput rates also varied dramatically from university to university. The highest 

discrepancy was between the University of South Africa (UNISA) and contact universities – after 

four years, UNISA’s completion rate was 11.3% compared to 39% at contact universities (Jeynes, 

2016). This author further reported that throughput rates also significantly differ between 

Historically Disadvantaged Institutions and Historically Advantaged Institutions. HDI face 

challenges that differ from those of HAI (DHET, 2012). At historically disadvantaged universities 

the demographic and socio-economic profile of students lead to unique challenges when 

transitioning from undergraduate to postgraduate studies (Hoffman & Julie, 2012). 

 
The #FeesMustFall movement has placed throughput rates at South African universities 

into the spotlight. There’s been periodic instability, but nothing like the protests that brought 

institutions to a standstill in late 2015 and early 2016. Davids and Waghid (2016) stated that 

protests at South African universities did not suddenly start in 2015 with the ‘fees must fall’ 

movement; students have been protesting routinely against rising fees and the cost of higher 

education since 1994 at poorer institutions. 

 
The movement was essentially concerned about access to equal and quality education 

Essop (2016). It is about teasing out the complexities of class relations in post-apartheid South 

Africa (Disemelo, 2015). Recent protests have involved students from both historically advantaged 

and historically disadvantaged universities; which attracted widespread media coverage and 

generated solidarity protests in London and New York. Protesting students won their demand for a 

freeze on fee increases (Davids & Waghid, 2016). Essop (2016) stated that about 45% of an 

entering undergraduate cohort drops out without obtaining a qualification. For example, since 1994 

student numbers have doubled, but this increase has not been matched by a parallel increase in 

student throughput rates (NRF, 2015). Thus, the resulting pile-up with an increasing number of 

eligible students could aggravate the current crisis. For that reason, the 
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National Research Foundation (NRF) stands on the threshold of a new era as it introduces a 

new board and a new 5 year strategic plan, in conjunction with the National Development 

Plan 2030. The objective of the NRF is to: 

 
“...promote and support research through funding, human resource development and the 

provision of the necessary facilities in order to facilitate the creation of knowledge, 

innovation and development in all fields of science and technology including indigenous 

knowledge, and thereby contribute to the improvement of the quality of life of all the 

people of the Republic” 

 
(NRF, 2015). 

 

Pillay and Kritzinger (2007) reported that non-completion of postgraduate programmes 

 

can leave a gap in the knowledge produced in a field of study and it has a roll-over effect on 

the amount of research output produced by  an institution, specifically where the research 

component of the course was not completed. Similarly, Lovitts and Nelson (2000) reported 

that the highest attrition rates are in the academic field of Humanities where study and 

research are primarily conducted in isolation. Senekal (2014) identified that within the Health 

and Social Sciences, Psychology masters students were at greater risk for attrition and time to 

completion is greater as the focus is on professional and clinical competencies and not 

research per se (Offord, 2016). Thus, Psychology Masters students have been identified as a 

vulnerable group based on the fact that they are enrolled in coursework masters degrees that 

are intensive programmes leading to professional registration (Smith, Personal 

Communication, April 22, 2015). 

 
Pillay and Kritzinger (2007) found that of practicing psychologists who have been 

working for between 5 to 10 years, 33.6% felt that thesis supervision in their master’s studies 

was inadequate in helping them meet the academic demands of thesis writing. Abiddin and 

Ismail (2009) found that graduate students are often ill-prepared to deal with the challenges 

graduate studies pose to them. Given the length and complexity of graduate student 

supervision, it is understandable that various difficulties arise. Silinda and Joubert (2013)  
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highlighted the role of stress in student drop-out as one of the primary causes for poor 

academic progress and student drop-out in institutions of higher learning. It is a global 

phenomenon that postgraduate students in the Health Sciences take longer than the two years 

allocated by the University to complete a Master’s degree. Contextual factors such as gender, 

socio-economic and employment status are hindering student progress, contributing to 

prolonged completion time (Roets & Botma, 2012). Research on postgraduate training in 

Psychology often emphasises the research component of postgraduate studies and research 

supervision rather than the overall experiences of students who complete coursework (Offord, 

2016). Therefore, graduate studies not only develop students’ research capacity, but also needs 

to focus on the holistic development of the student (Ismail & Abiddin, 2009). 

 

At a postgraduate level research has focused on either clinical supervision or training 

(e.g. Ladany, Yoko & Mehr, 2013) and thesis or dissertation requirements (e.g. Devenport & 

Lane, 2006; Pillay & Kritzinger, 2007). A substantial part of the literature has focused on 

clinical training and supervision, with a particular emphasis on the working relationship 

between students and supervisors. These findings indicate that the quality of the relationship, 

perceived or real, was a significant predictor of success and perceptions of the process as 

stressful (Wadesango & Machingambi, 2011; Smith, 2004). This research has also examined 

the impact of personality or psychological factors; for example self-esteem on the working 

alliance between students and supervisors. Senekal (2014) highlights that the impact of 

psychological constructs must be investigated in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 

supervisory relationship. Muslin and Val (1980) noted there is a need for supervisors to 

immerse themselves in the supervision process and in particular to provide an environment 

that encourages and enhances the self-esteem of supervisees. For example, Senekal (2014) 

reported that self-esteem and the sequelae of a poor self-esteem had an effect on self-efficacy 

which in turn affected the performance of students. 

 
13 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 Manathunga (2005) underscored that students required more than just a transference 

of academic knowledge, but also need emotional support in clinical supervision. Thus, the 

careful examination of the clinical supervisory process, quality and components thereof has 

significantly impacted theory and practice resulting in improved retention and throughput. A 

similar exploration of the advisory relationship or working alliance between students and 

research supervisors has been identified as an area for further research and could yield 

similar results. 

 

2.2 Supervisory Relationship 

 

According to Grant, Hackney and Edgar (2014) research supervision is fluid and is 

determined by continuity and change. Postgraduate students are socialised into an academic 

culture where they acquire the norms, standards, values, knowledge, skills, and behavioural 

patterns associated with particular positions and roles. Ladany and Bradley (2011) stated 

theorists have long hailed the supervisory relationship as the central means by which 

supervisors facilitate the development of trainees. Thus research is an interactive process and 

requires the development of social, as well as academic skills (Ismail & Abidden, 2009). 

 
Diplock (2010) provided a starting point by defining supervision as a working alliance 

between a supervisor and supervisee, in which the supervisee can offer an account or record of 

their work; reflect on it; receive feedback, and where appropriate, guidance. Grant, Hackney 

and Edgar (2014) highlighted three distinct stages of supervisor involvement: 1) helping the 

student to choose a viable topic and initiate data collection (intensive), 2) monitoring student 

progress (less intensive), and 3) writing up (intensive). Furthermore, research has consistently 

supported the view that the quality of the supervisory relationship is vital to positive outcomes 

in supervision. For example, Ramos-Sanchez et al (2002) noted the supervisory process was a 

critical element in supervision. As early as the nineties, Woodward (1993) noted that more 

supervision that is frequent was strongly correlated with successful completion. Delany (2008) 

reported that it was in the interest of universities to reliably improve the efficacy of  
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postgraduate supervision since the quality of supervisory practice had a demonstrable effect 

on postgraduate outcomes. 

 

 Gnilka (2010) concluded that there is a substantial body of empirical research 

demonstrating that a strong working alliance was one of the best predictors of a successful 

outcome overall. Not only is the role of the supervisor complex, but the strength of the 

supervisory working alliance is subject to many influences, as well as differences in 

expectations between students and supervisors (Vos, 2013; Bilodeau, Savard, & Lecomte, 

2010). Using Bordin’s (1983) theory to conceptualize the supervisory working alliance as a 

foundation to the supervisory relationship, numerous theorists and researchers asserted that an 

understanding of the supervisory working alliance was fundamental to the process of 

supervision. The supervisory working alliance was defined as an association for change that 

involved certain factors, the most pivotal being the a) mutual agreement and understanding 

between the supervisor and supervisee on the goals of supervision, b) mutual agreement and 

understanding of the tasks of each partner to accomplish those goals, and c) the emotional 

bonds between the supervisor and supervisee necessary to sustain the endeavour (Bordin, 

1983). 

 

Abiddin (2006) stated that the relationship between the supervisor and student plays an 

important role in promoting the student’s objectives. The importance of the relationship 

between a student and a supervisor in this context are particularly where the two work closely 

over a number of years. For example, Coker and Schooley (2012) examined the effect of a 

positive working alliance on both the supervision process and identified outcome variables 

with positive results. Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) linked the strength of supervisory 

working alliances to supervisory satisfaction in a positive association. The manner in which 

supervisees and supervisors interact with one another will affect the quality of their 

relationships and what they accomplish in supervision. Severinsson (2015) asserted that the  
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relationship between the academic supervisor and postgraduate student is decisive for the 

success of the completion of masters or doctoral theses. 

 

 According to Vos (2002) a considerable gap exists between postgraduate students’ 

understanding about research and what was expected of them, and what supervisors believed 

students were able to do. Pearson and Brew (2002) emphasised that for those with the 

responsibility for the quality of research training and its coordination, supervision must become 

a matter of providing a high-quality research learning environments for students. Thus, each 

individual who is involved in this relationship has his or her own expectations, particularly 

about the experience that will occur in this relationship (Mat Min, 2012). 

 

Graduate supervision is based on a prescribed relationship between a supervisor and a 

supervisee, its essential function is to achieve the academic goals of the university to prepare 

advanced researchers or practitioners. Pearson and Brew (2002) noted that research students 

are being expected to complete their degrees in minimum time and meet new demands for 

developing a broader skill set for future employment, which is increasingly likely to be 

outside universities. Essentially, in this complex environment, with competing demands on 

students’ time, it will be even more critical for supervisors to assist in navigating a viable 

pathway suited to their students’ individual learning needs and career goals. Thus, the 

supervisory working alliance is often cited as the primary means in supervision through which 

competence is enhanced and supervisee development is facilitated; the relationship between a 

graduate student and an academic supervisor is critical to the success of the learning 

experience, to the sense of satisfaction of both participants, to the development of research 

skills, and to the shaping of successful career trajectories of both the student and the 

supervisor (Bilodeau, Savard, & Lecomte, 2010; Chiappetta-Swanson & Watt, 2011). 
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 2.3 Factors that Influence the strength of a Supervisory Relationship 

 Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) reported, “the relationship between supervisor 

and graduate student is a multi-faceted one” (p.9). Hence, the discussion on the quality of 

working alliance in supervision is often related to a good relationship between supervisor 

and supervisee, as well as the experience of supervisee along the supervision process. 

Ghazali et al. (2015) stated most supervisory relationships are essentially dyadic. While this 

is likely the most significant relationship graduate students will have, they may depend on a 

range of other people as well to provide a form of assistance and support throughout their 

graduate training. Smith (2004) reported that the working alliance was a proxy for 

attachment style which essentially speaks to the quality of the relationship. 

 

According to Lessing and Schulze (2003) none of the manuals on postgraduate 

supervision include or even imagine the variety of possible situations that may arise between a 

supervisor and a candidate, yet students expressed the need for enthusiastic and supportive 

supervisors. Students see the supervisor's main function as a provider of support, constructive 

criticism and some overall guidance. For an effective supervisory relationship Ladany and 

Bradley (2011) reasoned the primary task entails early supervisory sessions for a supervisor to 

form a strong working alliance with the supervisee. Likewise, spending some time at the 

beginning to consider how the relationship will work is valuable in terms of developing a long-

term, mutually effective relationship. Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) highlighted that 

focusing on the relationship early on contributes greatly to the successful completion of the 

graduate programme. For example, Huber et al. (2010) noted stronger advisory working 

alliances were linked to students who chose their advisor, especially during the first 6 months 

of the advising relationship, than advisees who were assigned by their departments. 
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 As each supervisory relationship would be unique, differing from one person to the 

next; a balance tailored to the goals, needs and learning approaches of both student and 

supervisor would be a requisite. Abiddin and Ismail (2011) stated the learning that takes 

place during postgraduate studies is a maturing process. It must be enhanced with timely and 

appropriate support. Foster, Heinen, Lichtenberg and Gomez (2006) stated positive 

supervisory experiences are associated with supervisors who are supportive and instructional. 

Conversely Abidden and Ismail (2011) reported that poor information and services affect the 

attrition and completion rates of postgraduate studies. 

 
Reid and Westergaard (2006) focused on the containment and the importance of a 

‘facilitating environment’. This environment is dependent on an effective working alliance; 

the aim is to develop an open relationship in which language, expectation and ground rules are 

common understandings developed. McEvoy (1998) states good supervisors offer respect and 

honesty, are flexible and open to negotiation, and are able to share their own work in a 

facilitative manner and create clear boundaries. Essentially, the supervisor should ensure the 

well-being of the supervisee (O’Donovan, Halford & Walters, 2011). 

 
A successful dissertation experience occurs only through significant efforts by both the 

adviser and the student. It is clear that the successful completion of a dissertation is just as 

much a function of the intelligence and training of the student, as the ability of the supervisor 

(Lessing & Schulze, 2003). Similarly some of the elements that constitute a good supervisory 

process includes that the supervisor have knowledge about ethical and legal concerns  
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(Genuchi, Rings, Germek & Cornish, 2014). If it is agreed that the overriding goal of all those 

with supervisory responsibilities is to facilitate the student becoming an independent 

professional researcher in their field, capable of adapting to various research arenas, then the 

supervisor needs to foster such development explicitly (Grant, Hackney & Edgar, 2014). 

Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) emphasised the success of the supervisory 

relationship relies largely on the supervisor’s role in providing the expertise and support 

necessary to foster in their graduate student the skills that will ensure the production of a 

successful thesis. As previously stated, postgraduate students often experience difficulties 

which delay or prevent them from completing their dissertations or theses. According to 

Lessing and Lessing (2004) postgraduate research poses three problem areas, namely the 

research design, the data collection and processing, and the report writing. These problems may be 

attributed to the lack of research experience of the student. It can also result from poor 

knowledge and guidance skills of the supervisor (Lessing & Schulze, 2003). Furthermore, the 

relationship between the academic supervisor and postgraduate student is integral to the 

success of the masters and/or PhD thesis. As previously stated, it is assumed that the quality of 

research supervision can be enhanced by improving the relationship between postgraduate 

students and their supervisor. Thus, the quality of research supervision depends equally on 

academic supervisor–postgraduate student interaction and the outcome of the supervision 

process (Severinsson, 2015). As the quality of research education is highlighted and measured 

by timely completion, student satisfaction, adequacy of resources and attention to the  
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effectiveness of supervision (Pearson & Brew, 2002). 

 

 2.4 Relational Problems in Supervision 

 The relationship between supervisor and research student is a defining feature of 

postgraduate education and training. Bilodeau, Savard, and Lecomte (2010) emphasised the 

manner in which supervisees and supervisors interact with one another will affect the quality 

of their relationships and what they accomplish in supervision. Ismail and Abiddin (2009) 

explained that research student supervision has a blend of academic expertise and the skilful 

management of personal and professional relations. Chiu (2011) stated there is no denying 

that university faculty have a considerable responsibility in supervising and guiding their 

students in order to lead them to become independent researchers in their own right. In many 

cases, the level of accomplishment attained is closely related to the relationship between the 

student and their supervisor. Abiddin and Ismail (2011) state many factors influence the 

completion and attrition rates of students. 

 

The reasons for delayed completion or non-completion of a graduate programme are 

typically diverse combinations of challenges or difficulties; however Abiddin, Ismail and 

Ismail (2011) identified the aspect of the supervisory experience as the major problem. For 

example, Pearson and Brew (2002) identified the key themes within this body of work as 

including the differences in student-supervisor expectations; approaches to managing the 

relationship; different approaches to supervision in general; issues related to communication 

and understanding; and differences in student-supervisor perceptions of the overall experience. 

Ramos-Sanchez et al., (2002) underscored the importance of the supervisory process and 

factors that have been identified as influential to this dynamic process including the 

developmental level of the supervisee, experience, attachment, and negative events. Although 

n negative supervisory experiences were difficult to define, there were several factors that 

distinguished ‘worst’ from ‘best’ supervision relationships. Students often have 
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misperceptions of standards or requirements of the supervisor's role. Masembe and Nakabugo 

(2004) stressed that baseless expectations of each other are likely to result in unnecessary 

frustrations. Both the student and the supervisor have different roles and/or responsibilities to 

fulfil in the research process, and these have to be comprehended by both parties if their 

relationship is to be smooth. 

 

 Rochford (2003) stated that in most cases students do not have a problem with the 

coursework preceding the thesis stage of their postgraduate studies. Dysthe and Westrheim 

(2003) stated the writing of a research based thesis represents a formidable challenge for 

graduate students. Supervision of students’ research and writing processes is an important 

aspect of teaching and learning at universities and should be understood in light of theories of 

knowledge and learning, as well as theories of communication and text. Pearson and Brew 

(2002) argued challenges students face in dissertations are often made more difficult by the 

fact that supervisors have tacit knowledge of the features and approaches to dissertations that 

they do not communicate to students. 

 

One of the most common complaints from research students concern infrequent or 

erratic contact with supervisors who may be too busy with administrative or teaching 

responsibilities, have too many students or be away from the university too often (Spear, 2000). 

Notably Aranda-Mena, and Gameson (2004) found that the differences between student and 

supervisor can be improved by increasing the frequency of meetings. As previous research 

studies have identified the issue of research supervision as being a precarious factor in 

achieving positive outcomes for higher degree research, an awareness and understanding of 

both student and supervisor of the research process is critical to the success of any research 

higher degree studies. 

 

Deuchar (2008) in a study of current supervision practices in doctoral research 

supervision underscored that a combination of the discourse of performativity and structural, 
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organizational and personal barriers could prevent the realization of effective student-

supervisor relationships. Lee (2008) concurred that the literature about doctoral supervision 

has concentrated on describing the ever-lengthening lists of functions that must be carried 

out. This functional approach is necessary, but the exploration of a conceptual approach 

towards research supervision remains a recommended area of exploration. Pearson and Brew 

(2010) argued that research education, or training, as it is often termed, is attracting greater 

scrutiny as research itself is seen of greater importance in the global knowledge economy. In 

turn, concerns to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of research supervision are leading 

to the introduction and extension of programs for supervisor development. McCallin and 

Navar (2011) highlighted that change in the funding and delivery of research programs at the 

university levels have, in recent years, resulted in significant changes to research supervision. 

Similarly, Wilcoxson (2006) described strategies for enhancing postgraduate supervision 

procedures and practices developed at Sydney University in response to a national focus upon 

improving the quality of postgraduate research education. Finally, consideration is given to 

aspects contributing to or militating against the success of the program and to alternative or 

complementary strategies for improving the quality of postgraduate research supervision. 

 

 

2.5 Enhancing Supervision 

 

Literature that is more recent has begun to explore the changing nature of research 
 
 

supervision especially in doctoral programmes. For example, Lee (2008) identified the 
 
 

following main concepts in research supervision: functional – where the issue is one of project 
 
 

management; enculturation – where the student is encouraged to become a member of the 
 
 

disciplinary community; critical thinking – where the student is encouraged to question and 
 
 

analyze their work; emancipation – where the student is encouraged to question and develop 
 
 

themselves; and developing a quality relationship – where the student is enthused, inspired and 
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cared for. Supervisors of doctoral students are also trying to reconcile the tensions between their 

professional role as an academic and their personal self, as well as encouraging students to move 

along a path towards increasing independence. Similarly, Deuchar (2008) highlighted the evidence 

arising from a critical review of literature into current supervision styles and candidate needs, 

explores the way in which these issues may be applied to education and provides illustrative 

examples of the way in which principles are currently being translated into the practice of doctoral 

research supervision in the Faculty of Education of one Scottish university. 

Dysthe et al. (2007) described and analyzed an alternative three-pronged approach to 

supervision models at the Master of Education Programme at the University of Bergen aimed at 

improving research supervision. Three arenas namely supervision groups, student colloquia and 

individual supervision were found to supplement one another. Student colloquia provided personal 

support, and served as a first filter for ideas and texts, the supervision groups provided multi-voiced 

feedback on student texts and enculturation into the discipline. Individual supervision provided 

advice that is more specific. Critical factors for supervision groups were regular attendance, mutual 

obligation, structure and clear rules. Dye (1994) emphasised that there is reasonable validity to the 

perspective that what is good supervision depends on the developmental level of the candidate. For 

example, supervisors of beginning students should provide high levels of encouragement, support, 

feedback, and structure. Foster, Heinen, Lichtenberg, and Gomez (2006) maintained students most 

often cite ‘supportive’ supervisor behaviour as one of the qualities associated with a positive 

supervisory experience. Beginning supervisees perceive effective supervision to be a function of  
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the supervisor’s effort to establish a positive relationship with them. Emilson (2007) framed 

supervision as a pedagogic method resting on five requirements namely; trust, theories, tools, 

training and time. In the model used, the supervisors' relationships and the experiences form 

the basis for reflection processes connected to, among others, communication theory and 

social-psychological explanatory models. In addition, Lee (2008) illuminated the power of the 

supervisor’s own experience as a student, and suggested that supervisors need to be aware of 

both the positive and negative aspects of each of these conceptual approaches. Oretade (2011) 

accentuated that it is important for supervisors to be attuned to the student’s learning level and 

attachment pattern; this provides the positive environment needed for the student’s professional 

growth and maturation. As a result, the supervisor should make equal information, time and 

energy available to all students and should also meet regularly with students. Overall, research 

has shown that constant, thoughtful supervision and availability is the key to successful 

graduate programme completion (Abiddin, Ismail & Ismail, 2011). 

 
 

The research provides ample evidence for the impact of the supervisory relationship, 
 
 

there is a gap in the literature that explores and reports on the processes and subjective 
 
 

experiences of establishing a relationship with a supervisor in the early stages of work. Thus, 
 
 

the present study aimed to address the abovementioned gap by exploring how students 
 
 

approach the supervisory relationship and working alliance with a newly appointed supervisor 
 
 

in the first semester of supervision. In addition, the current study was measured from the 
 
 

students’ vantage point, providing an opportunity for students’ subjective experiences of 
 
 

establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor to be reported. 
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 2.6. Theoretical framework: Attachment theory was adopted as the theoretical 

framework for this study. Attachment theory developed from the Object Relations 

tradition in Psychoanalysis (Brown, 2002). Attachment theory emphasises interpersonal 

relations, primarily in the family and especially between mother and child (Daniels, 

2007). ‘Object’ actually means person, and especially the significant person that is the 

object or target of another's feelings or intentions (Daniels, 2007). ‘Relations’ refers to 

interpersonal relations and suggests the residues of past relationships that affect a person 

in the present (Daniels, 2007). Object relations theorists are interested in inner images of 

the self and other and how they manifest themselves in interpersonal situations (Daniels, 

2007). 

 

The primary tenet in Object Relations is that the first relationship becomes the blueprint 

for subsequent relationships (Smith, 2015). Thus, the quality and tenor of early relationship are 

subconsciously replicated in later relationships. Huber et al (2010) reported that attachment 

orientations are linked to the supervisor- supervisee relationships. In which it is expected that 

faculty advisors would likely emerge as attachment figures to their advisees. Both student and 

supervisor have their own early relational experiences, yet in supervision the student is thought 

to approach the supervisor with expectations that reflect the earlier experiences as evidenced by 

his or her attachment styles. 

 

In our closest relationships we develop attachments to other people; it is a strong 

emotional bond with others that individuals understand as important and valuable. We feel 

‘related’ when we feel at one with another (Smith, 2012). The Attachment Theory was 

principally developed by John Bowlby (1973) who provided the outline of the theory, and 

Mary Ainsworth (1978) who provided the early empirical support for the theory. Bretherton 

(1992) highlighted early attachment theories recognised four basic attachment styles: 
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 “Secure Attachment – infants are marked by distress when separated from caregivers, 

 yet joyful when the caregiver returns. Whereas Insecure Attachment patterns include: 

 Anxious Avoidant attachment – infant tends to avoid parents or caregivers, as well as 

 Anxious Resistant – infants usually become very distressed when a parent leaves, often 

 showing signs of anger; whereas Disorganized Attachment – displays infants signs of 

 disorientation, a confusing mix of behaviour and may seem surprised, or confused” 

 (Bretherton, 1992, p.19). 

 

 Bowlby’s theory of attachment originally dealt with the mother-infant relationships, but 

concluded that the quality of early relationships predict later relationships, and success in 

relationships (Malekpour, 2007). As a result early attachments remain important throughout the 

life span. Crowell and Treboux (1995) underscored that “subsequent work over the past two 

decades has in fact brought Attachment Theory into the realm of adult relationships.” Fleming 

(2008) stated adults have four attachment styles: Secure Attachment style in adults resembles 

the secure attachment style in children; Anxious–Preoccupied attachment style in adults 

corresponds to the Anxious–Ambivalent attachment style in children. Whereas the Dismissive– 

Avoidant and Fearful–Avoidant attachment styles, which are distinct in adults; correspond to a 

single Avoidant attachment style in children. 

 

Armoutliev (2013) noted that the attachment system in adults is also activated in 

response to external or internal triggers, and serves the purpose of providing support and 

comfort that enhance coping and adjustment to experienced difficulties. That is, similar to the 

stress associated with working through interpersonal problems, the wide range of stressors 

associated with graduate training would likely produce the need for an attachment figure. 

Moreover Dixon (2009) emphasised new models have been proposed that support the notion 

that using the attachment theory is useful to enrich the supervisory working alliance and 

enhance other approaches to supervisory tasks. 
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 Subsequently, Bordin’s (1983) concept about the therapeutic working alliance 

translated into the terms of the supervisory working alliance which developed from Bordin’s 

working alliance model of supervision. Lustig, Strauser, Rice and Rucker (2002) assert the 

construct of the working alliance was defined by Bordin (1979). Moreover, “Bordin’s 

conceptualisation of the working alliance focuses on the (a) agreement of goals, (b) 

collaborative work to reach goals, and (c) emotional bonds that are developed” (Huber, Sauer 

& Mrdjenovich, 2010). As attachment orientations have correspondingly been linked to the 

supervisor-supervisee relationships, Haboush (2003) asserted that the company of a 

dependable, consistent, emotionally approachable supervisor provides supervisees with the 

kind of emotional congruence that is essential for creating a secure alliance within the 

supervisor relationship and a greater sense of resilience when faced with challenges in their 

work. For that reason, the importance is stressed for supervisors to be attuned to the student’s 

learning level and attachment pattern. This provides the positive environment needed for the 

student’s professional growth and maturation. Thus, the actual relationship between the 

student and the supervisor is the key that enables effective supervision to occur (Oretade, 

2011; Grant, Hackney, & Edgar, 2014). 

 

Oretade (2011) asserts attachment theory, when placed within the supervisory 

relationship, encourages the supervisees’ professional development. It is applicable to 

supervision because it provides an empirically-based framework for understanding both the 

nature of relationships and the process of establishing a supportive, secure base for supervision. 

Terzi (2013) maintained that a strong attachment pattern is a factor of adequate functionality, 

and that it affects all types of relations in the life-cycle of the individual. Accordingly, it is 

predicted that high scores in attachment security will be associated with more effective coping 

strategies, such as actively taking steps to resolve the problem and not withdrawing into 

avoidance. While insecure attachment styles are likely to incline the individual to use less 

adaptive forms of coping which increases distress levels (Baker, 2006). Terzi (2013) argued  
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securely attached individuals use problem-focused coping; while other studies have shown that 

an insecure attachment style results in ineffective coping styles such as denial when faced with 

stress, reactionality and being stuck in a problem. Therefore, attachment theory sheds light on 

how adult attachment style relates to personal and emotional functioning, in which individual 

characteristics of supervisors and supervisees play an essential role in the formation of the 

supervisory working alliance (Ladany & Bradley, 2011). Smith (2004) reported that the 

working alliance was a proxy for attachment style which essentially speaks to the quality of the 

relationship. Foster et al (2006) stresses attachment theory has been applied to adult 

relationships, which has provided the opportunity to examine the degree to which the 

attachment of the supervisor impacts the supervisory relationship. 

 

 

 

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

            28

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



 

CHAPTER THREE 
 

 

Methodology 
 

 

3.1 Aim of the study: 
 

 

The aim of the present study was to explore psychology masters students’ subjective 

experiences of establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor 

 

3.2 Objectives of the study: 
 

 

 To explore students perceptions of what a good quality working alliance entails.



 To explore how students approach the supervisory relationship with a newly appointed 

supervisor


 To identify the processes involved in establishing a working alliance with a 

new supervisor


 To explore the quality of the working alliance established in the first semester of 

supervision


 To identify the factors that contributed to the quality of the working alliance established

 
 
 
 

3.3 Research setting: 
 

 

The research was conducted at a historically disadvantaged university in the Western 

Cape. The identified university can be classified as an emergent research institution with 

increasing staff participation in research and growth in its Masters’ and Doctoral programmes 

(Research Policy of the University of the Western Cape, 2009). Historically advantaged Higher 

Education institutions are better resourced, have qualified teaching staff and have high 

performance in terms of graduation rates (Lenepa, 2008), thus the identified university has to 

compete with other institutions whilst still dealing with the vestiges of Apartheid that resulted 
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in inequitable distribution of resources and skills deficits (Van Rensburg, 2014). Given its 

past history as a historically disadvantaged university, the identified university is dedicated to 

a meaningful research capacity development programme to address the inequalities of the 

past. According to the Research Policy of the University of the Western Cape (2009) South 

Africa has not adequately addressed the disadvantages previously encountered by Black 

(African, Coloured and Indian) male and female (irrespective of race) academics in higher 

education. Students from previously disadvantaged backgrounds may have further distinctive 

needs in order for them to cope with the pressures of a technologically advanced environment 

and a system that demands independent research (Ismail & Abiddin, 2009). For that reason 

the need for the development of researchers cannot be overemphasised. 

 

The Department of Psychology at the University of the Western Cape states that it 

 

“aims to attract, retain and ensure the successful throughput of the country's top young minds” 

 

(University of the Western Cape’s Website). Research and community development remain the 

 

Department's key focus areas thereby contributing to the Institutional Operating Plan (IOP) of 

 

the identified university. The Psychology Department is located within the Community and 

 

Health Sciences Faculty. The department offers a range of postgraduate programmes, with an 

 

academic staff complement of seventeen lecturers. Primarily practicum oriented, postgraduate 

 

research often occurs in the context of a structured program, such as the Masters in 

 

Psychology that includes an intensive course load and a thesis component. 
 

 

3.4 Target group & sample: 
 

 

The target group for this study was Masters Students in Psychology who were in their 

first semester of studies and had begun to establish a working alliance with their research 

supervisors. As mentioned before, Psychology students have been identified since they 

constitute a vulnerable group based on the fact that they are enrolled in coursework masters 

degrees that are intensive programmes leading to professional registration (Smith, Personal 
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Communication, April 22, 2015). Thus the thesis component must be completed over 

and above all other professional competencies. 

 

Participants were recruited from three Masters Programmes in Clinical, Research and 

Masters by Thesis respectively. The intake for the 2015 academic year for these three 

programmes was 18 students. Participants were selected purposively based on their placement 

in their respective degree programmes and their ability to think reflexively about the topic 

under research based on their experiences and the nature of the discipline. 

 

Samples of 11 participants were recruited. The final sample of participants consisted 

of 8 females and 3 males. All participants were first generation students, with diverse ethic 

identities, one African female, four Coloured females and three White females, with two 

Coloured males and one White male. The profiles of students are mostly mature learners 

who have to cope with balancing work, family and their studies. The majority of participants 

have completed their undergraduate programme at the University of the Western Cape, thus 

were familiar with the Universities environment, facilities and Psychology department. 

Furthermore, all participants experienced research supervision within the first semester with 

a newly appointed supervisor, and were therefore able to articulate their needs and concerns 

in terms of the supervisory working alliance. 

 

3.5 Research approach: 
 

 

The present study included exploratory and descriptive research as the research 

approach. Malhotra and Birks (2000) identified the aim of exploratory research as generating 

insights into a situation or phenomenon with relatively small; subjectively selected samples to 

maximise generalisation of insights. Exploratory research is a term used to describe research 

on a subject that has not yet been clearly defined (Malhotra & Birks, 2000). Furthermore, 

Twinomurinzi (2010) argued exploratory research is appropriate when a researcher has little 

knowledge about the situation or had no information on how similar problems or research 
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issues had been solved in the past; it embarks on investigating and finding the real nature of 

the problem. Essentially exploratory research is aimed at gaining additional information about 

a topic and generating possible hypotheses to test, it is described as “gathering information in 

an informal and unstructured manner” (Burns & Bush, 2006). 

 

Exploratory research helps to determine whether to proceed with a research idea and 

how to approach it (Creswell, 2008). The present study was exploratory since it attempted to 

approach research supervision and working alliance from a new angle that focuses on the 

subjective processes involved in establishing a working alliance with a new supervisor in the 

first six months of the supervisory relationship. The groundwork on the importance of the 

working alliance has already been established in the literature (Malhotra & Birks, 2000). Thus 

this study tried to describe what is happening in more detail, filling in the missing parts and 

expanding our understanding of how working alliances are established. The research aimed to 

collect as much information as possible instead of making guesses or elaborate models to 

predict future outcomes. For that reason, the primary objective of exploratory research is to 

provide insights into the problem situation confronting the researcher. The results, however, 

are not hoped to be concise determinations but rather guidelines in achieving a better 

understanding of the problem situation at hand (Rutenberg, 2003). 

 

Descriptive studies usually have one or more guiding research questions, for example, 

“What were your reasons for enrolling in a directed Masters programme in Psychology?” and, 

“What were your expectations of the programme?”; however guiding questions are generally 

not driven by structured research hypotheses (Vilakati, 2009).A descriptive approach in data 

collection focuses on the collection of accurate data and providing a clear picture of the 

phenomenon under study (Malhotra & Birks, 2000). In regard to the supervisory working 

alliance, Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) reported that various studies have approached the 

question on how to deal with graduate students from a supervisory perspective, the present  
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study focused on the graduate students themselves. In this way the study fulfils the descriptive 

aspect of exploratory research as the research focused on the student perspectives, their 

interpretation and learning experiences with regard to the working alliance. 

3.6 Data collection: 
 

 

Semi-structured interviews were the method of data collection for the present study. 

Interviews can be used as a primary data gathering method to collect information from 

individuals about their own practices, beliefs, or opinions. Harvard Education (2015) on 

research methods notes semi-structured interviews are primarily used in explanatory research 

to understand the relationships between constructs, and to provide further information about the 

research area. Cohen and Crabtree (2006) underscored semi-structured interviews are often 

preceded by observation, informal and unstructured interviewing in order to allow the 

researchers to develop a keen understanding of the topic of interest necessary for developing 

relevant and meaningful semi-structured questions. Harrell and Bradley (2009) asserted this 

kind of interview collects detailed information in a style that is somewhat conversational. 

 

Qualitative interviewing does not simply involve recording information; it is a process 

of social interaction between two individuals, in which qualitative data is particularly useful 

when it comes to defining feelings and attitudes (Corbetta, 2003; Harvard Education, 2015). 

Instead of focusing on numbers, qualitative research focuses on observations and words, 

evocative characterisations, stories, visual depictions, interpretations and other expressive 

descriptions (Rustenberg, 2003). In view of that, the interview process was thus suitable for 

exploring students’ experiences in supervision and providing in-depth exploration and ample 

freedom (Harrell & Bradley, 2009). At the same time the researcher must ensure that all the 

relevant themes are dealt with and all the necessary information is collected in discretion 

(Corbetta, 2003). One of the strengths of interviews was their personal nature. Regardless of  
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how the data was emerging, interviews provided qualitative depth by allowing interviewees to 

talk about the subject in terms of their own frames of reference. In so doing, the method 

enabled the interviewer to maximise understanding of the respondent’s point of view 

consistent with Harun’s (2010) assertion. 

 

Interviews were conducted at the university which was known to participants and easily 

accessible. The semi-structured interviews used guiding questions that ensured the areas 

covered corresponded to the objectives outlined (Appendix A). The interviews were 

approximately one hour long and were conducted in English. Interviews were facilitated by the 

primary researcher and overseen by a supervisor with training in research methodology. Data 

collection and analysis occurred simultaneously until saturation was reached. 

 

3.7 Data Analysis: 
 

 

The study adopted a Thematic Analysis as the method of analysis. Thematic analysis is 

a type of qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Qualitative data may take the form of 

interview transcripts collected from research participants or other identified texts that reflect 

experientially on the topic of study. It can be used to analyse diverse groupings across data 

sets, whether it be interviews or surveys in order to find repeated patterns of meaning that 

relate to the detailed data. Essentially a thematic analysis is a method of identifying, analysing 

and reporting patterns (themes) within data (Alhojailan, 2012). 

 

Fundamentally, thematic analysis helps researchers move from a broad reading of the 

data toward discovering patterns and framing a specific research question, it gives an 

opportunity to understand the potential of any issue more widely; thus illustrates the data in 

great detail and deals with diverse subjects via interpretations (Komori, 2011). Researchers use 

thematic analysis as a means to gain insight and knowledge from data gathered. As a result, it 

minimally describes your data set in rich detail. Furthermore, Boyatzis (1998) emphasises 

thematic analysis is flexible and what researchers do with the themes once they uncover them  
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differs based on the intentions of the research and the process of analysis. Carrying out the 

thematic analysis, certain guidelines helped me analyse the available data in relation to the 

research question. Following Braun and Clark’s (2006) six prescribed steps to aid in providing 

a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data. Essentially, the following guidelines informed 

the analysis 1) Familiarising yourself with your data, 2) Generating initial codes, 3) Searching 

for themes, 4) Reviewing themes, 5) Defining and naming themes, and 6) Producing the report. 

For that reason, the objectives for thematic analysis included the identification of the content 

of the data, then reducing redundancy and representing that data in whole or in parts as themes. 

 
The resulting themes provided the basis for tentative recommendations and inferences that was 

consistent with the delimitations of explorative research produces (Parasuraman et al., 2004). 

 

3.8 Reflexivity: 
 

 

Reflexivity has gained a vital role in qualitative research, and “is accepted as a method 

through which qualitative researchers can validate their research practices” (Lambert, Jomeen 

 
& McSherry, 2010, p322). The main objective of using reflexivity in qualitative research is to 

acknowledge and interrogate the constitutive role of the researcher in research design, data 

collection, analysis, and knowledge production (Moon, 2008). In essence, a method where 

researchers can validate their research practices, and emphasise the continuous reflective 

 
process and how one’s own values, perceptions and behaviours come into play. Moon (2008) 

stressed that reflexivity is a process that challenges the researcher to explicitly examine how 

his or her research agenda and assumptions, subject location(s), personal beliefs, and emotions 

enter into their research. Similarly, Lambert, Jomeen and McSherry (2010) highlighted 

difficulties surrounding the practice of reflexivity, not only is it difficult to carry out, but that it 

is not always possible to stand back and examine the effects of one’s preconceptions, since it is 

possible that we do not have an awareness of them. 

 

Researchers must maintain self-awareness within the reflexive process. I have kept a 

journal of field notes and reflections tracking my own reactions to the research process.  
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Lambert, Jomeen and McSherry (2010) explained reflexive notes are not intended to provide a 

confessional of the researcher’s personal experiences, but are to demonstrate a methodological 

and theoretical appreciation, openness and a truly honest awareness of interactions between 

the researcher and participants. Krefting (1991) asserted that reflexivity refers to the 

assessment of the influence of the investigators own background, perceptions, and interests. 

For example, my personal experience in regard to a supervisory working alliance/relationship 

consisted within the Psychology Honours research process; in which the supervisee-supervisor 

working alliance was more of a mentored-style relationship; as such, I had certain 

expectancies of what a working alliance could entail. 

 

I am a NRF grantholder within the Masters’ postgraduate programme with a newly 

appointed supervisor, at the University of the Western Cape. I am a primarily English speaking 

female of ethnic designation, with a prior undergraduate degree from the University of the 

Western Cape; thus the environment as a student was familiar. Having experienced my first 

semester with a newly appointed supervisor, it was interesting hearing the diverse participant 

perspectives. Being a student myself, my experiences could resonate with those of the 

participants and gain new perspectives on the supervisory working alliance. These signifiers 

aided in building a rapport that was relaxed and informal, comfortable and easy to 

communicate. Throughout the research process, I reflected on myself as the researcher and the 

impact I had on the research process, particularly during data collection. As a trainee interested 

in the field of attachment theories, the interviews provided the participants with an opportunity 

to teach me, and I was aware of my interest in the reflections of the interviewees, which might 

have encouraged the participants to share their supervisory experience. I was aware that my 

interest deepened the rapport with the participants. Moreover, within the Masters’ programme, 

I too established a new working alliance with a newly appointed supervisor, in which 

adjustments were needed to establish a new supervisory style in order to establish a good 

working alliance within the supervision process. 
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 3.9 Trustworthiness & Credibility: 

 While credibility is defined as the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the 

research findings, credibility establishes whether or not the research findings represent 

plausible information drawn from the participants’ original data and is a correct interpretation 

of the participants’ original views (Golafshani, 2003; Major, Savin-Baden, 2010). 

Paraphrasing was done throughout the interviews; ensuring participants had an opportunity to 

verify the correctness of their expressions relative to the research questions. After each 

interview the transcription was reviewed in order to provide reflexive feedback and inform 

further data collection. Through reflective discussions, participants identified their subjective 

factors that facilitate and inhibit their postgraduate process; as a result through data gathered 

from participants, broad common themes were identified (Roets & Botma, 2012). 

 

Two persons, the principal researcher and a supervisor, conducted the analysis 

independently to strengthen the credibility of the analysis and the trustworthiness of the 

findings. Vilakati (2009) emphasised data analysis is done to preserve the uniqueness of each 

participant’s lived experience while permitting an understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation. Thus in qualitative research the most basic aspect of validity centres on how 

representative the results are and how justifiable the findings become (Calabrese, 2012). The 

researcher and research supervisor further reviewed the initial codes that were highlighted into 

themes and clusters to strengthen the trustworthiness of the findings. The openness to the 

suggestions of others and informed consent provided an opportunity to strengthen the 

credibility of observations and a more robust tracking of process (Cresswell, 2011). 

 

3.10 Ethics considerations: 
 

 

Ethics clearance (Registration no: 15/5/4) and project registration were granted by the 

Senate Research committee at the identified university (Appendix B). Permission to conduct 

the study with students at the identified university was requested and granted from the  
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Registrar (Appendix C). Eligible participants received an information sheet containing 

relevant information about the study. Indicating the purpose of the research project was to 

explore how students approach establishing a working alliance with a newly appointed 

supervisor, and to identify the factors that facilitate or hinder good working alliances. Data 

collected was in the form of interviews, in which audiotapes were used from the interview to 

assist in transcribing the information given. All participants consented to participate in the data 

gathering process and participants have provided written consent attesting to their wiliness to 

participate voluntarily and their understanding that they can withdraw at any time without fear 

of negative consequences or loss of benefits (Appendix D). Actions were taken to facilitate 

specific ethical principles. Accompanied interview schedules with open-ended interview 

questions were included. An information sheet facilitated informed consent, recourse and 

underscored rights and responsibilities of the participant and researcher as a representative of 

the identified university. Additionally, the information sheet described what the current study 

entails, in addition to the secure handling and storage of transcripts and data. Furthermore, 

issues of confidentiality regarding the interviews not containing information that would 

personally identify participants, their anonymity, and consent were addressed at the beginning 

of the session to maintain the confidentiality of the student respondents, as well as their 

supervisors. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Results and Discussion 

 

Results from the thematic analysis produced two thematic categories. The two thematic 

categories identified from the thematic analysis were: 1) Requirements for a Working 

Alliance, and 2) Support. Each thematic category is comprised of themes and subsidiary 

themes that will be discussed separately. The results have also been tabulated to facilitate an 

overview of the cascading thematic clusters. Illustrative quotes are provided to further 

elucidate the themes and sub-themes. 

 
4.1 Thematic Category 1: Requirements for a Working Alliance 

 

The first thematic category was entitled requirements for a working alliance. This 

category referred to the patterned responses participants gave about the factors that contributed 

to establishing a working alliance with a new supervisor. The category was comprised of three 

themes namely: 1) Basic Requirements for Establishing a Relationship; 2) Structural 

Requirements and 3) Knowledge of Working Styles and Preferences. Table 4.1 Reflects the 

Themes and Sub-themes that make up this first Category. 

 

Table 4.1 Thematic Category 1: Requirements for a Working Alliance 
 

Category Themes Sub-theme 
   

Requirements for a Working Basic Requirements for establishing Establishing a Relationship 

Alliance a Relationship 
 

Clarifying Expectations 
   

  Building a Mutual Rapport 
   

  Degree of Decision Making 
   

 Structural Requirements Ground Rules 
   

  Consistent Communication 
   

  Feedback 
   

 Knowledge of Working Diverse Working Styles 
 

Styles and Preferences 
 

 Prior Experiences 
   

  Compatibility 
    
 

 

4.1.1 Theme 1: Basic Requirements for Establishing a Relationship. The first 

theme centered on the views expressed by the participants on the basic requirements for 

obtaining a strong working relationship. This theme included four sub-themes namely, 1) 
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Establishing a Relationship, 2) Clarifying Expectations, 3) Building a Mutual Report, and 4) 

Degree of Decision Making. These four sub-themes identify core features that contribute to 

the establishment of a working alliance. 

 
4.1.1.1 Sub-theme 1: Establishing a Relationship. This theme entails the participants’ 

viewpoints regarding the basic components that are required to establish the dyadic 

relationship between supervisor and supervisee. Table 4.2 below presents illustrative quotes for 

the first sub-theme related to the establishing a relation. 

 

 

Table 4.2: Category 1, Theme 1, and Sub-Theme 1 - Establishing a Relationship 

Illustrative Quotes 
  
“It’s important that both parties realise that this is something new that actually rapport has to be established”. 

Participant A  
“Like building any new relationship, sort of getting to know one another, seeing what the requirements are, what their 

needs are, also put across your needs. I think obviously first your interpersonal rapport. It is sort of critical to 

establish a relationship then quickly”. Participant B  
 
“Approachability from the supervisors side… must be approachable and you must feel comfortable coming to  

them with stuff, just being approachable is important. Definitely a relationship of trust, you know where you 

can trust them with asking any questions. Honesty – how you feel about a topic, how you feel as a student, how 
you feel the relationship direction should go in and just to have that balance between supervisor and student is  
important”. Participant K  
 

 

Participants underscored that building a relationship is integral to forming a supervisory 

relationship. The participants essentially identified the relational aspects as a basic requirement for 

the supervisory relationship to be established. Participant B expressed the opinion of all 

interviewees by articulating that there needs to be a process of “getting to know each other.” 

Participants emphasized different aspects in this requirement. For example, Participant K 

emphasised the role of approachability and being at ease with one’s supervisor, as well as trust and 

honesty to produce a strong working alliance. Participant B identified familiarization (“sort of 

getting to know one another”), boundaries (“seeing what the requirements are”), mutual sharing 

(“what their needs are, also putting across your needs”), as well as engagement and contact 

(“Spending some time at the beginning to consider how the relationship will work”). Regardless of 

the aspects mentioned, participants underscored that the relationship had to be 
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actively built or established. Thus, establishing a supervisory working alliance was 

understood as an active process that drew on different skills and processes. 

 
This first theme resonated with earlier literature where Kam (1997) underscored that 

research supervision has no set prescriptions, which is why the supervisor must actively 

consider factors that enhance the supervisory working alliance, i.e. role expectations of the 

student and supervisor, the quality and style of supervision; and the research field of study. 

More recently, Schulze (2012) suggested that supervisory relationships are as unique as every 

supervisor and student are different that in turn necessitates a negotiation of common meanings 

and a mutual trust and narrative. This author further argued that the success of the student– 

supervisor relationship was dependent on the success of the negotiation between student and 

supervisor. Similarly, Severinsson (2015) concluded that the research supervisory relationship 

are created and ideally would take on a caring, constructive, supportive, and empowering 

quality. Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) stated that a focus on the relationship must occur 

early on in the relationship and attributed successful completion to it. Severinsson (2015) 

argued that supervisors must create a trusting relationship using clear communication, 

maintaining an awareness of supervisee goals and expectations. These quotes from the 

literature underscore the importance of recognising that establishing a relationship is an 

intentional task that is best attended to earlier on in the supervisory relationship. Thus, a 

working alliance is built or established, it does not emerge spontaneously. 

 

4.1.1.2 Sub-theme 2 Clarifying Expectations. This sub-theme related to the need for 

expectations to be clarified in order for a working relationship to be established between 

supervisor and supervisee. Essentially, participants felt that clarifying and setting realistic 

expectations could help prevent problems and foster success. Table 4.3 below presents 

illustrative quotes for this second sub-theme. 
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Table 4.3: Category 1, Theme 1, Sub-Theme 2 - Clarifying Expectations 

Illustrative Quotes 
  
“I prefer it when the supervisor is in control and there is an agenda. I prefer structure, think I prefer it 

when they come to me with a certain structure, and much rather prefer the supervisor to tell me when 

things are due. Good time management, responding well to your e-mails and giving feedback”. 

 
Participant E 

 
“Research for me is just something that needs to get done. I am here to get a job done, so I want to sit down. 

I want to have a plan of action. I want to go through work, talk about interviews, talk about analysis and 

then leave. I like a structured kind of guidance”. 

 
“Masters level, there are certain expectations about your ability to do your research, your ability to think 

independently and work independently, so I think in the beginning you do feel like you need that hand 

holding, but like proper step by step guidance”. Participant G  
 
 

 

Participants expressed a desire for a clear set of expectations. For example, Participant 

G reflected a need for “proper step-by-step guidance” even though there are expectations about 

the student’s ability to conduct research. Similarly, Participant E expressed a personal 

preference for a set structure that will encapsulate expectations and directives. What emerges is 

a clear expectation that supervisors must initiate a process through which the goal posts or 

parameters are made explicit. For example, Participant G stated a preference for the 

supervisors to “come to me” and “to tell me when things are due.” Participants are looking to 

supervisors to take the lead in providing structure and clarifying expectations for various 

aspects of the project including time management. 

 
This theme resonated with literature that stated that both the student and the supervisor 

have different roles and/or responsibilities to fulfil in the research process, and these have to be 

comprehended by both parties if their relationship is to be smooth (Masembe & Nakabugo, 2004). 

Literature denoted that students often have misperceptions of standards or requirements of the 

supervisor's role (Lessing, 2001). Unrealistic or baseless expectations of each other are 
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likely to result into unnecessary frustrations (Masembe & Nakabugo, 2004). Thus, the issue of 

clarifying expectations has been identified as an important component of establishing effective 

supervisory relations. 

 
Explicitly stated expectations help to establish a frame of reference within which the 

student and supervisor can conduct or execute their respective tasks. For example, Emilson 

(2007) identified having a frame for supervision as a pedagogic method that ultimately 

enhances the likelihood of a positive outcome. Bordin (1983) identified mutual agreement and 

understanding between the supervisor and supervisee on the goals of supervision, as well as 

mutual agreement and understanding of the tasks of each partner to accomplish those goals as 

integral to successful completion. Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) further emphasised 

that the working alliance provided a frame for agreement upon specific goals and tasks for 

supervision. Therefore, McGill (2016) argued that the clarity and mutuality of given 

agreements are essential to a strong working alliance. Furthermore, bonds are built when a 

common enterprise is carried out and experience shared. The establishment of a supervisory 

contract as a way to negotiate goals and tasks, and parameters of the relationship is 

encouraged (Falender & Shafranske, 2004). 

 
4.1.1 3 Sub-theme 3: Building a Mutual Rapport 

 

This subtheme related to the role and importance of building mutual rapport in establishing a 

working alliance. Applicants viewed building a mutual rapport between the supervisor and 

supervisee as an important influence filtering the basic requirements in establishing a 

relationship. Table 4.4 below presents illustrative quotes for the third sub-theme of theme 1 of 

category 1. 
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Table 4.4:  Category 1, Theme 1. Sub-Theme 3 -Building a Mutual Rapport  
 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
“Rapport is important I think your approach should be to actually establish rapport at the outset”. Participant A 

 
“There needs to be a kind of mutual respect … a kind of understanding, you and your supervisor are on the same page   

kind of thing”. Participant C 

 
“I think there must be a good rapport between the student and the supervisor… must be some kind of connection so the  
rapport is the first step”. Participant E 

 
“You need to build some rapport, you don’t have to be friends but there needs to be a genuine core in terms of, 

you really not having a good day, or you have a bad whatever…you know this is what happened now so they are  
understanding. So rapport is important”. Participant F  
 
 

 

Participants identified that mutual rapport as an aspect of establishing a relationship 

and determining the quality of the supervisory relationship that in turn is vital to positive 

outcomes in supervision. For example, Participants A and E underscored the need to “establish 

good rapport between the student and supervisor at the onset of the relationship for a 

conducive working alliance”. Similarly, participants C and F indicated that “a type of mutual 

respect is required to have some form of understanding.” What emerges clearly is the sense of 

a productive and reciprocal relationship being contingent on mutual rapport. 

 
Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) stated that rapport is a measure of the 

supervisor’s effort to build a bond or relationship with the supervisee. Huber et al. (2010) 

asserted that developing out of their work together; building rapport highlights the 

interpersonal connection and emotional bond between an advisor and advisee. Bordin (1983) 

asserted that the most pivotal tasks necessary to sustain the thesis endeavour included the 

emotional bonds between the supervisor and supervisee i.e. rapport. As stated before, early 

meetings are considered important for building rapport that will contribute to the establishment 

of a stronger student-supervisory relationship or working alliance. 

 
Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) emphasised that the working alliance is a 

collaborative endeavour that is based on mutual agreement. Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) 

pointed out that the central focus of the beginning phase in this relationship is the development 

of trust between the supervisor and supervisee. Research suggest a stronger working alliance 
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within the supervisory relationship if supervisees had a choice in who their supervisors would 

be. For example, Huber et al. (2010) highlighted that stronger advisory working alliances are 

linked to students who chose their advisor, especially during the first 6 months of the advising 

relationship, than advisees who were assigned by their department. Within a research-based 

supervisory working alliance, Ray (2007) suggested perhaps the most significant decision a 

students can make in the beginning of their research career is the selection of a thesis 

supervisor. Abiddin and Ismail (2011) recommended that universities should ensure that 

students and supervisors have similar interests and supervisors should have expertise in the 

students’ research area. Thus, establishing rapport is an important component of establishing 

the working relationship early in the supervisory process; additionally supervisors have to 

actively engage in their relationships with their students in order to help them to find their 

own voice (Schulze, 2012). 

 
4.1.1.4 Sub-theme 4: Degree of Decision Making. The fourth sub-theme related to 

the extent to which students have decision-making power in the research project. Participants 

identified that a degree of decision-making power or ownership on the research project is an 

important requirement to establishing a working relationship. Table 4.5 below presents 

illustrative quotes for this fourth sub-theme of theme 1 category 1. 

 

 

Table 4.5: Category 1, Theme 1, Sub-Theme 4 - Degree of Decision Making 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
 
“I didn’t want to do the topic, I was forced to do the topic and my preference would have been to work with 

my previous supervisor. The area of focus of your supervisor definitely determines your level of 

interest and the level of input that you will offer”. Participant D  
 

“I wasn’t really given the option or the opportunity to choose my topic, so it feels like it is an 

assigned topic and I am really just having to fit in with the researcher”. 

 
My expectation for Masters was that I would choose the topic and it would be my motivation or my interest 

that would drive the process, but what has happened, is not that at all… not this whole romantic 

notion that I choose something that I am motivated about”. Participant I  
 

“My first semester it was tough, I didn’t chose my topic for my thesis… it was so challenging because I 
 
have never worked in that field and I wasn’t familiar with the terms or anything”. Participant J  

 

45 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



“I think be willing to allow me to be able to give my own input and ideas, and not just throw your own 
 
ideas and I need to follow that, or allow me to have some leeway and allow me to have some 

independence. I think it’s important that we, it’s our study we take ownership of it and we allowed leeway 

for some independent thinking. I want to state upfront that I would want to implement some of 

my ideas in, just letting them know from the start what my challenges were before.” Participant K 
 
 
 

 

Participant D identified the preference of choice. The level of interest in and commitment 

to the study is influenced by the extent to which the student has the freedom or responsibility to 

choose his or her research topic and area of study, as well as selecting a supervisor you are more 

inclined to work. Participant K spoke to the balance between being directed versus being guided. 

For students the impact of feeling that they do not have input into the research adversely impacts 

the entire process and the quote from Participant K speaks to the need for clarifying that they will 

have an input or the extent to which they will have decision-making power. Participant J captured 

the impact of having topics and foci or research questions imposed. This participant clearly 

identified that it not only made the process more challenging, but also posed an obstacle to 

establishing a relationship between student and supervisor. 

 
In short, these sentiments expressed by the participants illustrate that the working 

relationship was impacted by the extent to which the students were afforded independent 

thinking and decision-making power in the research process. The emergence of this theme 

was an intuitive finding that resonated with the literature. For example, Schulze (2012) argued 

students should find their own voice and take ownership of their projects. This leads to 

legitimate power and self-transformation. Similarly, Lessing and Schulze (2003) reported that 

students who chose their supervisors were more satisfied with their supervision experience. 

Schulze (2012) underscored supervisors and students should share experiences, perspectives 

and decision-making tasks. Unilateral decision-making within power-centered supervision 

constrained students. A healthy, power-balanced supervision relationship can improve the 

quality of theses or dissertations and, by implication, the quality of graduates. 

 
4.1.2 Theme 2: Structural Requirements. The second theme centered on those 

 

aspects that are provided by the supervisor in the process of establishing a working alliance and 
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have been termed structural requirements. Participants identified three issues namely, 1) 

Ground Rules, 2) Consistent Communication, and 3) Feedback. Participants felt that these were 

necessary requirements for establishing a relationship. This theme was structured to include 

three sub-themes that correspond to the three issues identified by the participants. These three 

sub-themes identify core structural provisions that contribute to the establishment of a working 

alliance. 

 
4.1.1 5 Theme 2, Sub-theme 1: Ground Rules. Participants reported that it was important 

for the supervisor to implement a preliminary set of ground rules within the supervisor-supervisee 

relationship in the initial stages of the working alliance. A number of factors or issues were 

identified that could form part of these ground rules. This subtheme differed from the subtheme, 

“clarifying expectations” in theme 1 in that this theme specifically refers to actions by the 

supervisor whereas in clarifying expectations there was an interaction between the supervisor and 

the student. Ground rules refer specifically to the supervisor providing parameters for the process. 

Table 4.6 below presents quotes that illustrate some of these ground rules that participants 

identified; identifying a plan of action, setting mutual boundaries and exploring possible solutions 

to aid in establishing a working alliance. 

 
Table 4.6: Category 1, Theme 2, Sub-Theme 1: Ground Rules 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
 

“You need to set boundaries within the beginning of when you start supervision with the supervisor in 

terms of what the supervisor expects from you and what you expect from supervisor”. Boundaries and 

setting up rules or things that you and your supervisor can abide to”. Participant C  
 

“In terms of barriers when everything is due… the work ethic between the supervisor and the student.  
Being organized. Having certain due dates set in place and you know you are going to get your feedback”. 

 
Participant D  

 
“It probably would have been a good idea to set some boundaries or set parameters in the beginning in 

the initial meetings with the supervisors, just in terms of how long feedback should take”. Participant G 
 

“Just to put ground rules down at the beginning already as to what is expected and how is it going to 

work”. Participant H 
 

“We have a structure in that we meet certain days and submission days, like certain days set for 

submission and for feedback so we stick to that”. Participant J  
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From the above quotes, it emerges that participants expected that supervisors would 

provide a framework or structure that clearly stipulated the ground rules. For example, 

Participants C, G and H all stated the importance of setting boundaries or parameters in the 

beginning meetings to know what to anticipate within the working alliance. Participant D and J 

underscored the importance of structure, regular attendance and an agreed-upon work ethic 

between the supervisor and the supervisee within the working alliance. The participants 

expressed a need for or expectation that supervisors will articulate ground rules that will assist 

the establishment of a productive working alliance. 

 
This subtheme resonates with the body of literature where a framework for the 

supervisory relationship and working agreements provided by the supervisor were identified 

as playing a pivotal role in the participants’ outcomes. For example, Dysthe, Samara and 

Westheim (2006) identified regular attendance, mutual obligation, structure and clear rules as 

critical factors that must be articulated as ground rules for supervision. Similarly, Reid and 

Westergaard (2006) recommended that a ‘facilitating environment’ must be created in 

supervision. Such an environment aims to develop an open relationship in which language, 

expectations and ground rules are common understandings developed between the supervisor 

and the supervisee. Thus, such an environment becomes facilitative of an effective working 

alliance and is containing. 

 
McEvoy (1998) identified clear boundaries as a structural provision that good 

supervisors prioritize in their supervisory relationships. Similarly, Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail 

(2011) concluded that thoughtful supervision must be informed and guided by ground rules that 

create consistency and availability. Huber et al. (2010) also reported that ground rules such as 
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frequency of advising meetings typically resulted in satisfied advisees whereas a lack of ground 

rules provided by the supervisor resulted in dissatisfaction amongst advisees. Supervisors should 

provide structured supervision and guidance in the form of regular (weekly) consultation meetings 

(Lessing & Schulze, 2003). These authors further argued that none of the manuals on postgraduate 

supervision explicitly recommend specific ground rules as a structural provision, but underscore 

that students expressed the need for supervisors to do so. 

 
 The literature further resonated with the findings in that it identified a framework is 

containing, and enhances satisfactory subjective experiences. For example, ground rules are 

not expected to include or even imagine the variety of possible situations that may arise 

between a supervisor and a candidate, but instead convey enthusiasm, support, and overall 

guidance from the supervisor. This in turn will be containing for students and strengthen the 

relationships (Lessing & Schulze, 2003). A framework reportedly will also provide direction 

for reconciling differences. For example, Huber et al. (2010) stated the differences or 

disagreements between student and supervisor can be improved by the frequency of meetings 

which would have been formalized in a framework. Similarly, Lessing and Schulze (2003) 

reported that satisfied advisees typically attended frequent advising meetings that were set as 

part of a clear framework for how they would work together. Thus Huber et al. (2010) 

suggested now that the advisory working alliance has been shown to be related to important 

training variables (e.g., ability to choose their advisors, frequent weekly advising meetings, 

discussed career plans and advisee-advisor conflicts), these ground rules seem important to 

gain a better understanding of the factors that influence the advisory working alliance in order 

to guide future advising relationships. 

 
4.1.1 6 Sub-theme 2: Consistent Communication. Participants underscored the need 

for consistent communication within the supervisory relationship. The practice of 

communicating with one another is developed over time, based on mutual trust and respect, 

establishes the tone of the relationship. Table 4.7 below presents illustrative quotes for the 

second sub-theme of theme 2 of category 1. 
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Table 4.7: Category 1, Theme 2, Sub-Theme 2 – Consistent Communication 

 Illustrative Quotes 
 
“Open communication from both the student and supervisor. Open communication that you can in a way say 

what you feel, that you don’t need to hold back because you are being judged”. 

 
“Two way communication and access to the supervisor that is not once in three months. If that relationship is 
 
open and there is a two way communication”. Participant B 

 

“Constant communication between the supervisor and the student”. “Main thing is communication. 

Constantly just communicating with your supervisor, process of just checking in is very important… we 
 
constantly keep in contact via e-mail or WhatsApp”. Participant C 

 

“I basically have to always go to my supervisor to establish any kind of communication. There was 

hardly any communication from his part, as well as the relationship road” 

 
“Good communication between the student and supervisor. Just a good relationship, good communication, 
 
giving your ideas and tips of where to go. Just giving good guidance”. Participant E  
 

“For us to come together and plan. Just to have a conversation about that; speak about the different steps, 

get open communication. I think open communication is best”. 

 
“It’s important that you establish a good relationship and I think open communication, discussing everything 
 
that works and doesn’t work is important”. Participant K  
 

 

Participant B, C and E stated that ‘two-way open communication’ from both the student 

and supervisor would be ideal. Communication was expected to be non-judgmental and 

instructive. Such communication would include constant check-ins that enhances the working 

alliance. Participant K maintained that open communication to discuss and plan different steps 

is a requisite that would be important in establishing a good working alliance. The participants 

identified communication as an important component or requirement to establish a working 

alliance. Moreover, they expressed an expectation that the supervisor will create an atmosphere 

for open communication that will enhance the student and supervisee relationship. The tone 

established for communication is considered the responsibility of the supervisor and thus a 

structural provision 

 
This subtheme reciprocated the literature where effective supervision is characterized 

by good communication. For example, Vos (2013) stated that the quality of supervision was 

determined by regular contact and effective communication between supervisors and students. 
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Similarly, Pearson and Brew (2002) identified good communication between the supervisor 

and the student as a feature of adequate supervision. Conversely, the lack of communication 

often made challenges faced by students in dissertations more difficult. Vos (2002) stated that 

the lack of communication extended to the communication of trade secrets or tacit knowledge 

of the features and approaches to dissertations. Subsequently, most supervisory problems 

could be overcome if there is clear and open dialogue on all aspects of the project. For 

example, Abiddin, Ismail and Ismail (2011) highlighted that without open and honest 

communication, it is very difficult to identify the nature of and reasons for the shortfalls 

perceived by the student, in which both parties should be open to criticism, willing to listen to 

each other and to talk openly. Therefore, these authors recommended that a supervisory skill 

set should include good communicative skills, attentive and active listening and being able to 

comment openly, objectively and constructively. 

 
4.1.1 7 Sub-theme 3: Nature of the feedback. This theme centered around 

feedback from supervisors on their work and the participants’ expectations in this regard. 

Table 4.8 contains quotes that illustrate the content of sub-theme. 

 
Table 4.8: Category 1, Theme 2, Sub-Theme 3 - Nature of the feedback 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
 

“Also with my academic requirements now, if I do something, I need quick feedback. I like structure. So 
 

quick feedback, structured feedback. I also like to be able to contact them either by e-mail or WhatsApp, 
 

not only via scheduled appointments”. Participant B 
 

“I felt it was all just an editing process really. I didn’t find it very supportive. Just give me some 

guidance”. Participant I  

 

“I am not saying be unnecessarily harsh but there are ways of diplomatically saying, this is not on. They are 

the supervisors, so they are the experts, I think once you in a role here, the idea is to learn, so you are 

going to come in and you are going to take what they are telling you”. Participant F  
 

You can actually perform way higher than someone who is giving you constant criticism. I’m not against 

healthy criticism; I think it’s just important that you give a balanced feedback. You cannot just be 
 

criticizing and negative criticism all the time”. Participant K  
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Participants indicated that they expect feedback and expect to be directed and corrected 

through the feedback process. For example, participant F indicated that “you [have] to take 

what they are telling you.” In addition, the feedback is coming from supervisors who have been 

constructed as experts and thus there is an expectation of the feedback being substantial, 

valuable and instructive. Participants also commented on the nature and frequency or 

timeliness of feedback. In particular, a need or expectation was expressed for structured 

feedback provided within a quick turnaround time. For example, participant B captured the 

sentiment of all participants by saying “I need quick feedback.” The need for a faster 

turnaround time extended to the need to be able to contact supervisors via alternative means 

such as social media (e.g. WhatsApp). 

 
Participants also expressed that tactful communication helped to make feedback more 

 

constructive and palatable. For example participant F stated that “there are ways of 

 

diplomatically saying …” In essence the nature of feedback constituted an important aspect 

 

that assists in providing a containing framework for the working alliance and contributes to the 

 

quality of the relationship between student and supervisor. As such, feedback becomes an 

 

essential part of the teaching process. Both supervisors and supervisees can view the nature of 

 

feedback as a detailed or constructive way of addressing the structural requirements within the 

 

working alliance. 

 

These findings are consistent with the literature where the quality, nature and timing of 

feedback was identified as an important factor in the working alliance. For example, Vos 

(2002) stated that students expected prompt feedback, a balance between direction and 

independence, appropriate expert advice from the supervisor, and suggestions for alternative 

designs if problems arose. Similarly, McGill (2016) highlighted that feedback needs to be 

specific, often detailed, and constructive since it is recognised as part of the learning process 

and more than just error correction. Diplock (2010) identified that the provision of the 

supervision process offers an opportunity for reflection, feedback, and where appropriate, 

guidance on the student’s work. Barnett, Cornish, Goodyear and Lichtenberg (2007) reported 
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that constructive feedback that is supportive must be provided in order to promote a mutually 

respecting relationship between supervisor and supervisee. In addition, McGill (2016) 

recommended that feedback should include constructive comments that make specific 

suggestions that improve the writing more quickly, because they reduce trial and error. 

 
Conversely, vague and destructive comments do not explain or address identified 

problems. Thus, the literature over the last two decades resonated with the findings of the 

present study identifying feedback needs to be done in a responsible manner that facilitated 

learning and further enhanced the working alliance. In short, it identified that feedback is 

important and they have identified various aspects such as the frequency, nature and tenor of 

the feedback. 

 
4.1.3 Theme 3: Knowledge of Working Styles and Preferences. The third theme in 

category one centered on the knowledge of working styles and preferences. This theme 

included three sub-themes namely, 1) Diverse Working Styles, 2) Prior Experiences, and 3) 

Compatibility. These three sub-themes collectively speak to the impact knowledge of working 

styles and preferences have on establishing a working alliance. 

 
4.1.1 8 Sub-theme 1: Diverse Working Styles. Participants highlighted working styles 

within a supervisory relationship, and how that frames expectancies or a mismatch within the 

supervisory relationship. Table 4.9 below presents illustrative quotes for the first sub-theme of 

theme 3 of category 1. 

 
Table 4.9: Category 1, Theme 3, Sub-Theme 1 – Diverse Working Styles 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
 
“We just have a very different work ethic, which is very new for me. Ever since then it has just been a bit of a struggle to 

maintain your own sense of motivation with your own thesis. If you feel sense of a lack of motivation from your own 

supervisor, I mean as a student it’s a long process, you going to have up and down motivation levels – and if you see your 

supervisor is not really keen either, it just makes that process completely, a lot more difficult. It feels like it’s almost a mountain 

you’ve got to climb and then you also just demotivated so you don’t really want to do anything, and it translates 

over to your thesis”. Participant H  
 

“Research I still feel like there is no connection between me and the supervisor… on the other hand, the supervisor also 

indicated to me that why aren’t you asking for more help, why aren’t you saying that you are struggling with this. It was 

a bit of a miss-match there”. 
 

Participant I  
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“This new supervisor is very different, and I feel like I’m almost pushed out my comfort zone, which is not a bad 

thing, but also very – it’s very intimidating… high expectations creates an atmosphere where you don’t feel 

comfortable. And you know you not going to be able to thrive like you would be in a non-judgmental space”. 

 
“Sometimes I feel these power relations where I feel, well you feel the difference, you feel the one is very superior 

and you feel sometimes intimidated to ask those questions”. 

 
“I think the mistake that we did, we didn’t actually sit down and discuss our different styles of working, and didn’t discuss any 

of those things… we had never really sat down and discussed the working relationship. These high standards caused uneasiness, 

it caused power relations where I really felt inferior, intimidated. He didn’t make it easy by his short temper, very impatient, and 

he didn’t make it easy. And I feel, still until this day, you know I’ve been trying, but I think it’s still not as smooth as it can be. 

There is still not a smooth relationship, not only his style of supervision, it’s their personality”. 

Participant K  
 
 
 

Participants reflected that perceived or actual differences in working styles, personality 

and work ethic impact the research process and supervisory working alliance. For example, 

Participant H and I related not having a connection with their supervisors. Not having a 

connection or ‘not clicking’ with the supervisor was highlighted as having a major adverse 

impact on the supervisory working alliance. These mismatches help students develop a sense 

of who they would work with best. For example, participant K stated that [she] ‘definitely 

see[s] which personality styles, supervision style [she] work[s] better with. Participants also 

identified that mismatches increases the subjective experience and awareness of power 

differences and detracts from their ability to assert themselves in the supervisory relationship. 

Similarly, participants reflected that different supervision styles and work ethics can be 

intimidating and “out of their comfort zone.” These findings suggest that there is more to be 

considered when assigning students to supervisors. 

 
Research has examined the impact of personality or psychological factors such as self-

esteem on the working alliance between supervisors and students. For example, Lee (2008) 

argued that emotional intelligence and flexibility play a large part in working with students 

through to successful completion. The findings resonate with the literature where personality 

styles and ways of working have been identified as important factors in the research process. 

There is some evidence that poor emotional intelligence, a mismatch in styles (such as when 

the student is still dependent but the supervision style is one of ‘benign neglect’) leads 
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unsurprisingly to poor completion rates. Lee (2008) stated that more responsibility rests on the 

supervisor taking the initiative to establish a productive relationship. Thus supervisors must be 

able to track the impact of their own preferred working styles on the working alliance, as well 

as have an awareness of the conditions under which students function or learn optimally. As 

such, there should be a structure in place as to what is expected of the student and a 

framework for supervision which facilitates rather than hinders development and creativity. 

 
4.1.1 9 Sub-theme 2: Prior Experiences. Participants highlighted previous 

experiences within a supervisory relationship, and how that frames expectancies within the 

current supervisory relationship. Table 4.10 below presents illustrative quotes for the 

second sub-theme of theme 3 of category 1. 

 
Table 4.10: Category 1, Theme 3, Sub-Theme 2 - Prior Experiences  

 

Illustrative Quotes 

 

“I suppose the unrealistic expectation that it is going to go the same [as Honours supervision]… thinking because if the 

previous one would have direct ways of doing things, whereas the current one, it is very different, so it has been a 

bit challenging”. Participant F 

 

“I think going from someone close, from my previous working professional relationship to something a bit more 

distant is something that I struggle with and still struggle with this year… the only time I actually really sat in my 

supervisor’s office was the day of handing for the proposal ethics as well as our first meeting”. Participant H 

 

“Honours year, I had a supervisor who had a really easy going approach, not lazy or laid back, just easy going, the 

whole process. I felt like I was able to thrive in the environment. Felt I was comfortable around him, felt like I 

could express myself, felt comfortable and confident. Knew that he would guide me, put in the right format and 

right way without taking away my independent thinking. 

 
“He also didn’t give a lot of negative criticism – don’t mind criticism but constant negative seems like what is it that you 

doing right. I think also giving that kind of praise and acknowledgement, already made me feel somewhat build 

up. I felt like he was really on my side”. Participant K 
 
 
 

 

Participants reflected on prior supervisory experiences at the Honours level. They 

reported on the natural tendency to make comparisons between the working alliance and 

supervisory styles of the respective supervisors. For example, participant F reflected that there 

was an expectation that the supervisory relationship during masters was going to be the same 

as in honours. This participant in retrospect was able to reflect that the expectation was 
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“unrealistic” and that there is such a tacit assumption or expectation that the tenor of 

previous relationships would continue into the current supervisory relationship. 

 
Participants made several comparisons between previous and current supervisors and 

appeared to emphasise differences where the current relationship was less satisfying. For 

example, participant K reported that the previous supervisor had a “more relaxed style” and 

provided “praise and acknowledgement.” In short, the implication was that the previous 

supervisor was able to create a relationship that was more conducive to work than the 

current supervisor. This participant captured a sentiment that students compared the extent to 

which different supervisory styles enable them to perform optimally. 

 
Participants also compared supervisory relationships in terms of how closely they 

worked together. This included frequency or regularity of meetings, and the nature of 

contact. For example, participant H reflected that contact with the current supervisor was 

minimal and guided by requirements or deadlines in comparison to a far closer working 

relationship in the previous degree. This highlighted that students vary in the extent to which 

they desire closeness and direction etc. The findings also demonstrate that students have a 

sense of the conditions under which they work best. The aim is not to change things to suit 

them, but there should be periodic assessments where students can provide such feedback 

and where unrealistic expectations can be clarified. 

 

Participants appeared to adopt a negative tone during these comparisons suggesting that 

they come into new relationships with expectations of the manner in which the relationship 

would manifest and thus end up expressing disappointment. It is unclear to which extent the 

students are engaging with the productivity of the new relationship since they expressed their 

disappointment in indirect terms. The findings suggest that students invariably compare 

supervisors and develop a sense of which style was more conducive to their progress and 

success. Moreover new working alliances are entered into with expectations based on previous 

experiences. Thus supervisory working alliances are not established in a vacuum, but are partly 
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a product of prior experiences. 

 

The findings reported above resonate with Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte’s (2010) 

finding that the differences in student-supervisor expectations regarding approaches to 

managing the relationship have been linked to supervisory satisfaction. Mat Min (2012) 

highlighted that each individual who is involved in this relationship has his or her own 

expectations, particularly about the experience that will occur in this relationship. The 

literature though is not explicit that previous supervisory experiences will inform the 

expectations of current supervision and subjective experiences of the working alliance. 

 
4.1.1.10 Sub-theme 3: Compatibility. This sub-theme entailed the compatibility 

between the student and supervisor in general and in relation to working styles and preferences 

in particular. Participants essentially expressed the sentiment that relational compatibility is an 

important contributor to establishing a working alliance. Table 4.11 below presents illustrative 

quotes for the fourth sub-theme of theme 4 of category 1. 

 
Table 4.11: Category 1, Theme 3, Sub-Theme 3 - Compatibility 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
 
“I think another thing that is quite important is the type of fit, I mean if I look at my research supervisor now, I am 

quite type ‘A’ personality, he is the same. That works for me, I like structure. So if we have the same type 

of working style that for me works”. Participant B  

 

“I suppose you must be able to get along. I think if somebody that I really didn’t like, it would be very difficult  
 
to be able to relate to somebody like that, so you must be able to get along”. Participant C  
 
“I don’t think I had a very good relationship with my supervisor in the first term… What is making it difficult for 

me is that I never really had a – still don’t have a real connection with the supervisor. He gives me very good 

feedback. I just don’t feel that there is a real connection, so it makes the working alliance difficult”. 

Participant E   
“My supervisor and I haven’t connected at all… and I started to see we not clicking well at all, we just two very 
 
different people… like I said initially maybe I just attributed it to the – maybe it was her style, but you know it 
 
is just beyond that it’s we just don’t connect… at all, on that kind of level”. Participant H  
 
 
 

 

Participants expressed that the supervisory relationship or working alliance remains a 

relationship that is predicated on a level of relational compatibility. For example, participant C 

explicitly stated that being “able to get along” was an integral requirement for supervisors and 
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students to establish a productive working alliance. Similarly, participant H attributed much 

credence or importance to personality compatibility and the impact it would have on the ability 

to establish a working alliance. Thus compatibility at the level of personality becomes a 

facilitating, if not prerequisite factor, for establishing a working alliance. 

 
The findings in this sub-theme underscore the relational aspects and determinants of the 

 
 

working alliance noted in literature as well. For example, Bordin (1983) identified that the 
 
 

development of a strong and supportive emotional bond is one of three major tasks within the 
 
 

working alliance model. Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) underscored that establishing a 
 
 

safe, trusting, and respectful climate for supervision is of primary importance for supervisees 
 
 

before they can expose themselves comfortably to their supervisors. Incompatibility poses a 
 
 

threat to such a bond. Coker and Schooley (2012) stated that strong emotional bonds between 
 
 

supervisor and supervisees create an environment that encourages the supervisee. 
 
 

Abiddin (2006) indicated the importance of compatibility in the relationship between a 
 
 

student and a supervisor in this particular context where the two work closely over a period of 
 
 

time. As characteristics of the relationship - whether working styles or interactions influence 
 
 

the overall supervisor-supervisee relationship, ideally ‘getting along’ on some relational level 
 
 

would mutually benefit the supervisory relationship (Severinsson, 2015). 
 
 

Smith (2004) reported that the working alliance was a proxy for attachment style which 

essentially speaks to the quality of the relationship. As previously stated the quality of research 

supervision can be enhanced by improving the relationship between postgraduate students and 

their supervisor. Thus compatibility at the most basic level of personality style could impact on 

academic supervisor–postgraduate student interaction that in turn influences the quality of 

research supervision and the outcome of the supervision process. 
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4.2 Thematic category 2: Support. The second thematic category was entitled, 

Support. This category referred to the patterned responses applicants gave regarding guidance 

and direction that stems from support with the supervisory working alliance. The participants 

within the study conveyed their views on support within the supervisory relationship. This 

thematic category included a singular theme labelled, “Guidance and Direction.” The theme 

included core features of support that facilitate establishing a working alliance. Three 

subthemes emerged namely 1) Encouragement, 2) Emotional and Psychological Support and 3) 

Dynamics of Co-Supervision as illustrated in Table 4.12 below. 

 
Table 4.12 Thematic Category 2: Support 

 
Category Themes Sub-theme 

Support Guidance and Direction Encouragement 

  Emotional and Psychological 

  Support 

  Dynamics of Co-Supervision 
 

 

 4.2.1 Sub-theme 1: Encouragement. Within this subtheme, participants identified 

encouragement sought from their supervisors. Participants highlighted encouragement as 

an important feature of support in supervision. Table 4.13 below presents illustrative quotes 

for the first sub-theme. 

 
Table 4.13 Category 2 Theme 1 Sub-Theme - Encouragement 

Illustrative Quotes 
 

“Supervisor constantly encourages and motivates his/hers students… your supervisor will constantly push 
you and encourage you to finish or reach your goal” 

 
“It’s important that supervisors constantly encourage or push their students… it’s quite emotionally and mentally 

draining and it is quite a lot of work if you don’t have that encouragement or motivation from your supervisor”. 

Participant C  
 

“Coming to supervision can sometimes be very daunting, you have submitted and now your work is ripped apart and 

it is like you see all these track changes – it does make you feel like have I done nothing right. Perhaps you 

know for all the wrong that I did, find one thing that I did right and mention it”. Participant F   
“She [supervisor] was very supportive and she kept on empathizing that it is going to get easier, she understood that 

I didn’t have any idea of what was going on, but as time went on, I got to understand more. So it became 

easier towards the end of the first semester actually”. Participant J   
“No matter how hectic things get, if you’ve got somebody whose telling you can do it, work hard, you can do 

it, and really spurring me on as a mentor, I feel you can actually perform way higher in that specific situation. 

Taking on a mentor role – I don’t think a supervisor should be an authoritative person, should be one to mentor 

you through this, you know emotionally as well, that is also very important for me”. 
 

“I would actually like someone to tell me where I am doing something right. It is not that I need acknowledgment, but 

I would like to know the areas that I am doing right. At the end of the day, you know we’re still human and we would 

like to see where we are going – yes where we did badly, but we’re also doing really 

well”. Participant K  
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From the above quotes, it becomes apparent that students look for encouragement and 

validation as an important factor in establishing a working alliance. The responses of all 

participants reflected an appreciation for encouragement and support from their supervisors. In 

particular, of efforts made during the research process and the impact on their progress. For 

example, participant K best illustrated the desire for encouragement and positive feedback when 

stating, “I would like to know the areas I am doing right,” Although participant K denied that she 

needs acknowledgement, the quote continues to underscore the humanity of students that implies a 

need to be both encouraged and challenged, as well as to improve and for gains made to be 

acknowledged. When this balance is lacking, the vulnerability of students is emphasised. For 

example, participant F reflects the subjective experience of receiving feedback that was lacking in 

the acknowledgement of work that has been done well or correctly. 

 
Participant K further connects encouragement of a supervisor to that of a mentor’s 

guidance throughout the research process. Mentoring can also involve supporting students 

with the emotional dimension of their experience, as they learn how and when to assert 

independence. This may mean broadening the range of assistance offered, to not only 

academic, but including personal development. 

 
Consistent with the findings of the present study the literature highlighted the 

importance of encouragement from supervisors since the supervisory relationship is likely to 

be the most significant relationship graduate students will have. For example, Foster, Heinen, 

Lichtenberg and Gomez (2006) emphasized that supervisors who are supportive and 

instructional are associated with positive supervisory experiences. Huber et al (2010) noted that 

students who felt supported and guided by their advisors (supervisors) were more likely to 

report satisfactory supervision experiences. 

 
Millar, Holloway and Henderson (2014) stated people perform best when they feel 

encouraged, appreciated, understood and accepted. The findings resonated with Severinsson’s 

(2015) assertion that encouragement and motivation from a supervisor was essential for the 

development of postgraduate students as academic researchers, but also for the academic staff 
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and research in general. Abiddin (2006) argued there are many views and definitions of the 

role of a mentor, but all include verbs like support, guide and facilitate. Similarly, Jansen 

(2004) stated that supervisors are to be encouraging, mentoring, and aware that student’ lives 

extend beyond postgraduate studies. Millar, Holloway and Henderson (2014) noted that the 

encouraging supervisory relationship provides a space where learning from mistakes, coping 

with uncertainty, and processing our emotions, are valued as normal and actually essential 

elements of our professional development. For that reason throughout the research process, 

supervisors of beginning students should provide high levels of encouragement, support, 

feedback, and structure in order to facilitate and enhance the working alliance. All supervisors 

have opportunities to develop appropriate skills and subject knowledge to enable them to 

support, encourage and monitor research students effectively (Young, 2014). Essentially the 

supervisor should ensure the well-being of the supervisee (O’Donovan, Halford & Walters, 

2011). 

 
4.2.2 Sub-theme 2: Emotional/Psychological Support. This sub-theme related to 

emotional or psychological support from supervisors. The expectations of emotional or 

psychological support from supervisors varied based on the needs of respective students. Table 

4.14 below presents illustrative quotes for the second sub-theme of theme 1 of category 2. 

 

Table 4.14 Category 2, Theme 1, Sub-Theme 2: Emotional/Psychological Support  
 
 
Illustrative Quotes  
“I enjoy having someone that can guide me through the process and actually support me. Not necessarily 
academic support that I needed more, but it’s probably more the emotional support. It is important that 
support, the relationship influences your whole experience of it, also when and if you finish”. 

Participant A  
“Support from the supervisor, life happens man and there needs to be a level of support”.  
“Emotional support, it kind of influences you and affects you. You tend to then look at your supervisor as 
a mentor, as a source of guidance, support… but there needs to be a level of support professionally”.  

Participant D  
“I found my relationship with my supervisor quite frustrating. I felt very alone and I didn’t feel like I got 

enough support from my supervisor… and from a personal point of view that hinders your engagement with the 
research”. 
 
“It’s quite overwhelming to be thrown into and to conceive this huge thesis project, so I think definitely a 
lot more hand on guidance. As a student, you are still looking for a lot of guidance, which maybe is not 
readily given”. 
 
“You feel very unsure of yourself and your skills and it’s just a lot emotionally. So I feel like the research is one area 

which they can provide more containment in terms of how they structure the help that they give you, or the 

guidance or feedback”. Participant G 
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Participants A and G reported that the overall research experience is an overwhelming 

one, where not only academic support but emotional/psychological support is often needed. 

Participant G states the research process in postgraduate training is emotional, and as a 

student, “you feel uncertain of your skills”. 

 
The findings in this sub-theme underscore the literature where the need for emotional 

and psychological support is identified as a key requirement. Participants expressed the need 

that the supervisor will create an atmosphere of not only academic support, but also 

emotional/psychological support to enhance the student and supervisee relationship and 

overall working alliance. The tone established for the specific emotional/psychological support 

is considered the responsibility of the supervisor. 

 
The literature suggests the success of the supervisory relationship relies largely on 

the supervisor’s role in providing the expertise and support necessary to foster graduate 

students. Supportiveness is the quality that graduates student’s value most highly in 

supervisors (Janssen, 2004). Research identified intrapsychic or psychological factors as 

important influences in the facilitation or hindrance of student retention and throughput. 

Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) highlighted that the success of the supervisory 

relationship relies largely on the supervisor’s role in providing support necessary to foster in 

their graduate student the skills that will ensure the production of a successful thesis. Pearson 

and Brew (2002) noted that supervisors have to consider widening the kinds of supportive 

relationship they are prepared to have in order to respond to the emotional needs and the 

maturity of students. 

 
Bilodeau, Savard and Lecomte (2010) reported that emotional support provided in 

the working alliance is often cited as a means through which competence is enhanced and 

supervisee development is facilitated. Thus, the emotional bonds between the supervisor and 

supervisee become necessary to sustain the endeavour (Bordin, 1983). Similarly, Mat Min 

(2012) indicated that supervisees with high support conditions were more satisfied with their 
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supervisory relationship. Chiappetta-Swanson and Watt (2011) noted the success of the 

supervisory relationship relies largely on the supervisor’s role in providing support necessary 

to foster in their graduate student the skills that will ensure the production of a successful 

thesis. 

 
Roets and Botma (2012) stated that the tasks for supervisors are to assist students to 

access available support systems and to guide students to become independent. Foster, Heinen, 

Lichtenberg and Gomez (2006) cited ‘supportive’ supervisor behaviour as one of the qualities 

associated with a positive supervisory experience. Similarly, Janssen (2004) identified 

supportiveness as the quality that graduates students valued most highly in supervisors. Thus, 

an important part of the supervision process is an awareness of the range of advice and support 

available to students, and knowledge of how students can access it (Young, 2014). 

 
4.2.3 Sub-theme 3: Dynamics of Co-Supervision. Participants highlighted the 

dynamics of co-supervision in establishing a working alliance. Participants reported both 

negative and positive outcomes of co-supervision. Co-supervision was reported to augment or 

complement the shortcomings of the primary supervisor, but it requires more careful attention 

to the logistics and ground rules of the arrangement since it now involves a third person in the 

relationship. Table 4.15 below presents illustrative quotes for the fourth sub-theme of theme 1 

of category 2. 

 

Table 4.15 Category 2, Theme 1, Sub-Theme 3: Dynamics of Co-Supervision 

Illustrative Quotes 
 
“I have a co-supervisor and I felt my relationship with him was a lot better. He was more involved in the 

work, and because my topic was in line with his research area. I felt like I had a lot more connection 
with him, a better working alliance but with my actual supervisor it was a bit different, there was no 
communication between co-supervisors and supervisor, so it was very disorganized, very disconnected”.  
“I have four supervisors. One for Clinical and the thesis, a group supervisor and a Psychometry supervisor. 
So I feel like supervision is important. It can be helpful, depends on how good the relationship is, because 
sometimes it can actually be a waste of time” 

Participant E  
 

“For me the difficulty is the fact there is two of them. Two supervisors… what I find difficult is that if you 

need an answer now, you can WhatsApp your supervisor, but they first have to confirm… once they decide 

together they come back as a unit which I completely understand and respect that the one won’t answer 

you without the other, but sometimes it is a bit frustrating, waiting on both of them to have a look at it. I 

found that one on one was better, previous experience showed me that, that is what worked best for me”. 

Participant F  

 

63 

 

 

 

 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



“I think if you going to have co-supervisors, there needs to be a lot of consistency between what they 
communicate to you together… it was very frustrating, because I would then submit my proposal and it 
would be accepted by one supervisor but then the other would come and pretty much change the entire 

thing. There was a lack of consistency which is very frustrating”.  
Participant G 

 

 

Participant E states the supervisory relationship as important if there is a connection and 

a good relationship which aids in a better working alliance. Highlighting the co-supervisor 

being more involved within the research process, in which the research topic correlated with 

the co-supervisor more than the actual or focal supervisor. Essentially the supervisory 

relationship was more beneficial due to the co-supervisor, noting the research foci was 

connected to the co-supervisors research area establishing more of a connection. While 

participants F and G collectively stipulated challenges between the dynamics of the 

supervisors, identifying that consistency, consultation and role clarification are important to 

ensure that the dynamics do not become a barrier to completion. These participants noted that 

the presence of more supervisors increased the challenges associated with establishing a 

working alliance. Participant F reflected challenges in that co-supervision made for slower 

communication and thus became frustrating. For that reason, supervision must be dealt with 

differently to ensure that co-supervision does not become a barrier to the progress of the work 

and the supervisee. 

 
The findings in this sub-theme resonated with the literature where the need for set 

structures and consistency between dual supervisors was deemed as important since all 

supervisors have a joint responsibility towards their supervisees. The interaction among group 

members becomes more complex, and there are more decisions to be made around roles and 

responsibilities and expectations for the relationship. For example, Chiappetta-Swanson and 

Watt (2011) stated that as a member of a co-supervisory team, there are a number of structural 

and organizational issues that need to be addressed and negotiated. These authors further 

argued that there is much debate around the merits and challenges of co-supervision or a 

supervisory panel compared to the traditional single supervisor model. This echoes the mixed 

reports in the present study. 
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Literature suggested that the goal of achieving a good match between supervisor and 

student becomes even more challenging in an added co-supervisory relationship, where there 

are three or more individuals each with a different view of the roles, responsibilities and 

expectations for the working alliance. The benefits of co-supervision is underscored by 

Grossman and Crowther (2015) who suggested that informal co-supervision serves as a way 

to supplement the supervisors’ needs by using the co-supervision potential of co-workers, 

postdoctoral students and senior postgraduate students to assist in the training of other 

postgraduates. Thus, co-supervision can take many forms and is subject to diverse regulatory 

practices. As a result, the role of the co-supervisor(s) will vary according to the various 

research projects. In many cases the co-supervisor will play a major role in directing the 

research, in other cases the role will be more supportive (Grossman &Crowther, 2015; 

Chiappetta-Swanson & Watt, 2011). Thus, the role of the supervisors and their relationships 

with their students are of critical importance and it is accepted that a wide range of successful 

student-supervisor relationships will exist. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

5.1 Executive summary 
 

 

The present study was conducted with master’s students who were in their first 

semester of enrolment in a Psychology Masters programme at the University of the Western 

Cape. Samples of 11 participants were recruited for the study, from three Masters Programmes 

in Clinical, Research and Masters by Thesis Psychology respectively. The current study was 

exploratory as it highlighted research on a subject that has not yet been clearly defined. As the 

study aimed at exploring psychology masters students’ subjective experiences of establishing 

a working alliance with their newly appointed research supervisor, in the first semester of 

supervision. The focus on how supervisory relationships are established was based on core 

findings in the literature indicating that 1) the working alliance is an important and significant 

factor in predicting completion, 2) the early stages of the relationship are crucial and 3) 

subjective experience is an important predictor of subsequent student behaviour. Thus the 

present study explored psychology masters students’ subjective experiences of establishing a 

working alliance with a newly appointed supervisor. 

 

Semi-structured interviews were the method of data collection. Interviews explored 

students’ view on a good quality working alliance between a supervisor and supervisee should 

entail; their approach towards establishing a supervisory relationship with a newly appointed 

supervisor, what factors contribute to establishing a working alliance in a new supervisory 

relationship and lastly how that compares to prior established supervisory relations. Interviews 

were transcribed and subjected to a thematic analysis. 

 

5.2 Core findings 
 

 

The findings of the current study indicate that two thematic categories emerged from the 

exploration of supervisees’ subjective experiences of establishing a working alliance with 
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their supervisor. The categories spoke to a) requirements for a working alliance, and b) 

support. The first category included the requirements for a working alliance, which 

compromised of three structural themes, each containing sub-themes. Theme one consists of a) 

basic requirements for establishing a relationship; expanding the sub-themes a) establishing a 

relationship, b) clarifying expectations, c) building a mutual rapport, and the d) degree of 

decision making. Theme two consists of the a) structural requirements; with the sub-themes a) 

ground rules, b) consistent communication and c) feedback. The final theme in category one 

relates to the a) knowledge of working styles and preferences, connecting the sub-themes a) 

diverse working styles, b) prior experiences and c) compatibility. 

 

Category Themes Sub-theme 
   

Requirements for a Working Basic Requirements for establishing Establishing a Relationship 

Alliance a Relationship 
 

Clarifying Expectations 
   

  Building a Mutual Rapport 
   

  Degree of Decision Making 
   

 Structural Requirements Ground Rules 
   

  Consistent Communication 
   

  Feedback 
   

 Knowledge of Working Diverse Working Styles 
 

Styles and Preferences 
 

 Prior Experiences 
   

  Compatibility 
   

 
 

 

The first theme related to thematic content about what participants considered basic 

requirements for establishing a working alliance. These requirements were summarized into 

three sub-themes. Firstly, basic requirements for establishing a relationship included 

establishing a relationship, clarifying expectations, building a mutual rapport, and the degree 

of decision making. Participants emphasised there are different aspects required in establishing 

a working alliance, what emerges clearly is the role of approachability and being at ease with 

one’s supervisor, as well as having trust and honesty within the working alliance. Participants 

clarified spending some time at the beginning of the relationship, developing a relationship and 

to consider how the alliance will work in a long-term mutually effective relationship. 
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The second theme was structural requirements which entailed ground rules, consistent 

communication, and feedback. Overall participants indicated that supervisors were responsible 

for providing a framework that included a clear set of expectations, roles and ground rules to 

adhere to. This theme was entitled structural provisions to reflect the expectation that 

participants had of supervisors. In this way it was considered a provision by the academic 

departments and considered a structural provision. 

 

Theme three identified that it was important for supervisors and students to have a 

working knowledge of working styles and preferences in order to facilitate the establishment of 

a working alliance between supervisor and supervisee, underscoring the diverse working styles, 

prior experiences and compatibility. Participants also compared supervisory relationships in 

terms of how closely they worked together, students noted regular physical contact as more 

conducive and beneficially desirable than distant and infrequent communication. Findings 

further indicate there are a number of factors that note the manner supervisees and supervisors 

interact with one another will affect the quality of the relationships and what they accomplish 

within the research process. 

 

The second category was support, with one overarching theme of guidance and 

direction. This consisted of three sub-themes namely; encouragement, emotional and 

psychological support and the dynamics of co-supervision. 

 

Category Themes Sub-theme 

Support Guidance and Direction Encouragement 

  Emotional and Psychological 

  Support 

  Dynamics of Co-Supervision  
 
 

 

The first sub-theme highlighting encouragement indicated that it was apparent that 

participants looked for encouragement as an important factor in establishing a working alliance. 

Participant responses further reflected an appreciation for supportive encouragement made during 

the research process, particularly efforts made in their progress. The second sub- 
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theme, emotional and psychological support indicated participants felt the research experience 

to be overwhelming, whereby not only academic support but emotional/psychological support 

is often needed during the working alliance. The third sub-theme consisted of the dynamics of 

co-supervision, in which participants stipulated the presence of more supervisors increases the 

challenges associated with establishing a good working alliance; in which participants 

highlight if there is a connection between supervisor and supervisee it fosters a good 

relationship which aids in a better working alliance overall. 

 
The findings indicate the importance of encouragement from supervisors since the 

supervisory relationship is likely to be the most significant relationship graduate students will 

have during their supervisory working alliance. The importance of encouragement is in 

correlation to a type of emotional/psychological support from the supervisor during the 

working alliance, which will aid in the overall working relationship. 

 

 

5.3 Attachment formulation and interpretation 
 

 

Attachment theory posits that the quality of current relationships is a function of early 

relationship experiences. For that reason, the assumption is that earlier relationships form a 

sort of template or blueprint for current or future relationships. Thus starting a new relationship 

activates experiences, anxieties and coping mechanisms from earlier relationships. 

 

The findings of the present study reflect a similar process albeit differently formulated 

or constructed. Participants clearly indicated that prior supervisory or mentoring experiences 

influenced expectations of the current relationship and the subjective experiences of 

establishing a new relationship. Previous supervisory experiences have been presented in the 

literature from an attachment perspective. For example, Huber et al (2010) reported that 

attachment orientations are linked to the supervisor- supervisee relationships. It is expected that 

faculty advisors would likely emerge as attachment figures to their advisees. That is, similar to 

the stress associated with working through interpersonal problems, the wide range of stressors 
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associated with graduate training would likely produce the need for an attachment figure. Thus 

the understanding is that earlier relationships form a sort of template for future or current 

relationships, and when there are mismatches, students might experience increased anxiety and 

dissatisfaction that in turn can impact completion. 

 
Students did not link their experiences in an attachment formulation, but emerged 

from their description of the process of establishing a relationship reflected needs, anxieties, 

emotional reactions and desires that were part of learnt expectations from other relationships. 

All the subthemes and themes spoke to their need for containment, structure, reciprocation, 

mutual respect and boundaries that ultimately become the parameters for the quality of the 

relationship. Students spoke about their experience of establishing a supervising relationship 

that was sufficiently containing emotionally and academically that in turn would facilitate 

retention and throughput. 

 
Participants’ particular attachment orientation influenced their orientation or stance 

towards the supervisor and the supervisory relationship. Students, who placed greater 

emphasis on the emotive aspects of the supervisory relationship such as rapport building and 

the matching of personality styles, reflected an internal working model in which they attempt 

to hyperactivate the relationship in an attempt to manage their anxiety resulting from a more 

anxious ambivalent attachment style. Similarly, students who used distancing and avoidance 

or felt less able to impact how the relationship was being shaped by asking or setting demands 

or expectations, demonstrated an internal working model consistent with anxious avoidant 

attachment. 

 
Students who were able to choose their supervisors and were able to communicate 

clearly what they needed in the relationship and academic endeavour demonstrated an 

instrumental coping style which reflected an internal working model consistent with secure 

attachment. Thus the manner in which students identified their particular needs and approaches 

to establishing a relationship were reflective of attachment needs and associated internal 

working models and coping styles. 
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The fine attunement demonstrated the quality of the relationship and the comparison 

not only to prior relationships, but to other observed relationships clearly demonstrated that 

the emerging supervisory relationship was being represented mentally or that there are 

internal representations created. These representations meant that there was the capacity for 

students to engage with the supervisor in real time, but also as a mental representation; in 

which the latter is where the attachment needs of the student were more visible. Thus, the 

nature of the interviews that were conducted did not explore the prior attachment of the 

students more explicitly, which could be attributed in part to the closeness of the primary 

researcher to the topic and to the lack of training to conduct a more clinically oriented 

interview. 

 
The findings indicated in essence that students were looking for a relationship and not 

simply a functional academic partnership. The supervisory relationship as a relationship will 

be subject to all psychological constructs including but not limited to attachment style. The 

expectations that students had of supervisors in establishing the relationship reflected their 

particular attachment orientations or styles. Thus consistent with Smith (2004) the expectations 

students had and the manner they went about establishing the relationship was driven by the 

quality of the relationship that in turn reflects attachment. Smith (2004) reported that the 

working alliance was a proxy for attachment style which essentially speaks to the quality of the 

relationship. As previously stated the quality of research supervision can be enhanced by 

improving the relationship between postgraduate students and their supervisor 

 
Over time as new supervisors better understand the needs of supervisees, the general 

supervising approach can be tailored. Also if students have insight into their particular 

attachment needs they can have a better understanding of the internal pressures or 

motivations for their behaviour, thoughts and emotions in the process of establishing a new 

working relationship with supervisors. Supervisors can also track how these expectations 

potentially could influence the working alliance. 
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5.4 Conclusion 
 

 

The purpose of the study was to explore students’ subjective experiences of 

establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor. It was the intent of this study to 

explore how students approach the supervisory relationship with a newly appointed supervisor. 

Whereby identifying the processes involved in establishing a working alliance with a newly 

appointed supervisor, and the quality of the working alliance established in the first semester of 

supervision. Essentially, identifying factors that contributed to the quality of the working 

alliance. 

 

Significant conclusions that can be drawn from the literature review indicating the 

establishment of a good working alliance within supervision is a central process for the successful 

completion of graduate students. As Abiddin, Ismail & Ismail (2011) highlight in recent years, 

research supervision has become very critical for graduate students to achieve higher degree 

certification. Likewise, Chiappetta-Swanson & Watt (2011) emphasised the success of the 

supervisory relationship relies largely on the supervisor’s role in providing the expertise and 

support necessary to foster in their graduate student the skills that will ensure the production of a 

successful thesis. Overall, findings gathered from the analysis of data revealed supervision as a 

valuable component in the supervisory working alliance; and that supervisory relationships do not 

occur spontaneously, but result from intentional actions on the part of both supervisor and 

supervisee. There is a clear indication that students look to supervisors as the authority figure and 

expect them to actively initiate actions that will result in the development of a strong working 

alliance. Thus, the components and features identified by participants all speak to the importance 

of a frame work within which the work is to be completed. A number of factors were identified 

that contribute to the establishment of a functional working alliance or supervisory relationship, 

but what was telling was that participants did not reflect on their contribution to the relationship, 

instead largely focused on the relationship of the supervisor. What was a very important finding 

was that students go about establishing a relationship with 
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their supervisors by deferring to the authority of the supervisor and adopting a particular 

stance that renders them dependent and less able to initiate or even express their expectations, 

views, needs etc. This underscored the notion that the supervisory relationship is also a 

relationship of unequal power that is intersected by race, gender, social class, generation status 

as a student etc. Thus, the supervisory relationship is clearly seen as a relationship, albeit a 

working relationship that requires cultivation. 

 

5.5 Limitations to the study 
 

 

While most supervisory relationships are essentially dyadic in nature (Ghazali et al., 

2015), the supervisors’ perceptions were not documented; and could have provided a richer in-

depth view of a dyadic supervisory relationship. Additionally, the study was confined to the 

Community and Health Sciences Faculty at the University of the Western Cape. The sample 

size was small, limited to Psychology students as a cohort as they were primed and more 

reflective of their supervisory experiences. However, the literature also suggests that discipline 

specific investigation is better since it captures the particular contexts of students. Limited use 

of the theoretical framework was a limitation as the depth of the interviews could have been 

significantly enhanced if the framework was used to guide the enquiry and not just the 

formulatory interpretation of results. In addition, the researcher was not a trained clinician and 

thus had a limitation in the manner that interviews were conducted to explore more depth 

interpretations and examining whether students have thought about their attachment styles 

rather than only asking how they went about establishing a new relationship. This required a 

strong interpretive stance in the results or integrated discussion. The researcher opted to limit 

the interpretation from the theoretical framework to a formulation rather than infusing it into 

the discussion as it might have required a greater degree of inference. 
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5.6 Recommendation for future studies 
 

 

Future research could investigate what supervisors consider important for establishing a 

good quality working alliance. Furthermore, as this study only targeted selected Psychology 

masters’ students within the Community and Health Sciences discipline, future research may 

replicate the study with other target groups. 

 

Findings indicated that co-supervision can be two-fold, either to augment or 

complement the shortcomings of the primary supervisor and need to be managed explicitly. 

Thus the dynamics of co-supervision could be explored further to facilitate growth within the 

research process and to ensure that it does not become a barrier to the progress of the work and 

the student. 

 

5.7 Significance of the study 
 

 

The proposed study was measured from the students’ vantage point, their subjective 

experience of establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor. Essentially, the 

study addresses the stated gap in the literature that reports on how early supervisory 

relationships are established from the student’s perspective. The study contributed to 

developing insight into the experiences of psychology students who form part of a vulnerable 

population that has been at risk for retention and throughput resulting in a further loss of 

scarce skills. 

 

This makes this study, and potential future studies important as we can see that early 

supervisory working alliances can impact student’s academic achievement and completion 

positively or negatively. The insights into subjective experiences are important as student’s 

subsequent behavioural responses to supervision and behaviour in supervision are primarily 

informed by subjective experiences regardless of their accuracies. Furthermore, the study 

represents an attempt to use psychological theory to understand relationship formation. At a 
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practical level, the findings provide a way for supervisors to broach the topic of a working 

alliance with students. If a good quality supervisory working alliance can lead to a less 

stressful postgraduate research experience of the thesis, the beneficial implications for tertiary 

institutions could be far-reaching. As research has shown that constant, thoughtful supervision 

and availability is the key to successful graduate programme completion. 
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APPENDIX A: Interview Schedule 
 
 

 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
 

Tel: +27 21-948 3748 Fax: 27 21-948 3796 
 

E-mail: tarrynbm@gmail.com 
 
 

 

Data Collection Tool: Semi-structured Interviews 
 

 

Open-ended interview question: 
 

 

1. What in your view does a good quality working alliance between student and 

supervisor entail? 

 
2. How do you (as a student) approach the supervisory relationship with a newly 

appointed supervisor? 

 
3. What processes are involved in establishing a working alliance with a new supervisor? 

 

4. How would one explore the quality of the working alliance established in the 

first semester of supervision? 

 
5. How would one then identify the factors that contributed to the quality of 

the established working alliance? 

 
6. How does the way you approach the relationship with your supervisor compare to how 

you approached or established new relationships previously? 
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APPENDIX B: Ethics Clearance & Project Registration  
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APPENDIX C: Permission to Conduct the Study  
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APPENDIX D: Information Sheet  
 

 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-948 3748 Fax: 27 21-948 3796 

E-mail: tarrynbm@gmail.com 
 

INFORMATION SHEET 
 
 

 

Project Title: Exploration of Psychology Masters students’ subjective experiences 

of establishing a working alliance with their research supervisor. 

 

What is this study about?  
This is a research project being conducted by Tarryn B Mullins at the University of the 

Western Cape. We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you are a 

Masters Student in Psychology currently in the first semester of studies and have begun to 

establish a working alliance with a research supervisor. The purpose of this research project 

is to explore how students approach establishing a working alliance with a newly appointed 

supervisor, and to identify the factors that facilitate or hinder good working alliances. 

 

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate?  
You will be asked to participate in an interview. That entails a semi-structured interview with 

guided questions relating to the quality of a good supervisory working alliance. The interviews 

will be conducted at UWC, approximately one hour long and will be conducted in English. 

 

Audio taping/Videotaping/Photographs/Digital Recordings  
This research project involves making audiotapes. As audiotapes provide data from the 

interview and assist in transcribing the information given - to ensure your confidentiality, 

interview sessions that are audio-recorded will be stored on computer files that are 

password-protected, and locked filing cabinets and storage areas will ensure any transcribed 

data to be securely placed. 

 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential?  
To ensure your anonymity, information regarding the interviews is anonymous and will not 
contain information that may personally identify you.  
To ensure your confidentiality, interview sessions that are audio-recorded will be stored on 
computer files that are password-protected, and locked filing cabinets and storage areas 
will ensure any transcribed data to be securely placed. 

 

If we write a report or article about this research project, your participation and 
personal information will be kept confidential. 
 
 
 

What are the risks of this research?  
All human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of risks. We will 

nevertheless minimise such risks and act promptly to assist you if you experience any 

discomfort, psychological or otherwise during the process of your participation in this study. 
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Where necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to a suitable professional for 

further assistance or intervention. 

 

What are the benefits of this research?  
This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the 
investigator learn more about the individual experiences of establishing a working alliance 
with their research supervisor.  
We hope that, in the future, other people might benefit from this study through improved 
understanding of what students perceive as a good quality working alliance. You do have the 

opportunity to think reflexively about your relationship with your supervisor to date and may 

gain insights from this process that can impact your continued relationship. 

 

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?  
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at all. 

If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time. If you decide 

not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalized or 

lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify. However, I urge you to finish the study once you 

have started, but it would not be held against you if you decide to withdraw. 

 

What if I have questions?  
This research is being conducted by Tarryn Mullins (Department of Psychology) at the 

University of the Western Cape. If you have any questions about the research study itself, 

please contact me at: 072 517 3591 or email: tarrynbm@gmail.com 

 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant or 
if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please contact: 

 

Supervisor: Dr. Mario Smith (Clinical Psych), Columbia University, 
USA Senior Lecturer  
Department of Psychology, UWC 

Faculty of Community and Health 

Email: mrsmith@uwc.ac.za 

Tel: 0219592283 

Cell: 0823309284 

 

Head of Department: Dr. M. Andipatin 

Department of Psychology, UWC 

Faculty of Community and Health 

Email: mandipatin@uwc.ac.za 

Tel: 0219592453 

Fax: 0219593515 

 

Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences: Prof José Frantz, UWC, Private 

Bag X17, Bellville 7535, chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za  
This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Senate Research 
Committee and Ethics Committee. 
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APPENDIX E: Consent Form  
 
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 
 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
Tel: +27 21-948 3748 Fax: 27 21-948 3796 

E-mail: tarrynbm@gmail.com 
 

 

CONSENT FORM 
 
 
 

 

Title of Research Project: Exploration of Psychology Masters students’ subjective 

experiences of establishing a working alliance with their 

research supervisor. 

 
 

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the 

study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to 

participate of my own choice and free will. I understand that my identity will not be disclosed 

to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason 

and without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits. 

 

 

___ 

 

___ 

 

 

I agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study. 

 

I do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study. 
 

 

Participant’s name……………………….. 

 

Participant’s signature………………………………. 

 

Date……………………… 
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