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HOW TO DISCONTINUE OR CHANGE A SUPERVISORY ARRANGEMENT

by Simon Moss


Introduction

	Research candidates occasionally need to change one or more of their supervisors.  In most instances, the candidates and supervisors agree to this change.  For example

· supervisors might leave the organization, or even academia, and feel too occupied to supervise in the future
· candidates might shift their topic or methodology; the supervisors might feel they may not be as suitable after this change
· the supervisor and candidate might agree their beliefs or preferences—such as the methodologies they prefer—diverge from each other.  Hence, they might both feel that another supervisor could be preferable.  

	In these instances, the procedure is straightforward.  You merely 

· click “Nomination and change of supervisors” at https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/hdr-forms
· click and complete the form that relates to changes in supervision.   

	Occasionally, however, research candidates want to change a supervisor without consulting this person.  For example, the research candidates might have experienced a conflict with this supervisor.  Or they might feel this supervisor is not facilitating, and is indeed hindering, their progress.  This document 

· presents some guidelines on how to respond in these circumstances
· discusses problems that could unfold if you are funded by an external funding body or CDIPS
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Is the supervisor at fault?

	When research candidates contemplate a change of supervision, they occasionally commit one of two errors.  First, some candidates accept unsuitable supervisors.  These candidates, for example, might feel too uneasy to assert their rights and therefore abstain from this change.  Second, some candidates reject appropriate supervisors.  These candidates, for example, might overreact to appropriate criticism. To prevent these errors, the following table outlines some unsuitable and suitable supervisory behaviors. 

	Unsuitable supervisory behaviours
	Suitable supervisory behaviours

	Your supervisor has regularly breached the supervision agreement
	Your supervisor delivers negative feedback about specific topics—but offers helpful advice on how you can address this problem

	Your supervisor has denigrated some of your enduring characteristics, such as your intelligence, rather than restricted criticisms to specific behaviours that you can change.   
	Your supervisor encourages you to develop your skills—but does not allude to negative traits, such as laziness or incompetence

	Your supervisor discourages you from seeking advice from other academics or staff
	Your supervisor invites you to develop a schedule of tasks and deadlines

	Your supervisor refuses to discuss relevant topics, such as your concerns about the supervisory relationship or about the suggested methodology 
	Your supervisor indicates you had forged minimal progress on the agreed goals or deadlines—but can substantiate this concern

	Your supervisor becomes defensive when you challenge his or her advice
	Your supervisor has encouraged you to explore the answers to some questions yourself—such as which statistic to utilize.   If you cannot unearth the answer after a reasonable attempt, you should then email your supervisor.  

	Your supervisor castigates you for behaviours that are entirely suitable, such as rescheduling meetings as well as emailing or telephoning outside the scheduled meeting times
	

	Your supervisor commented on your appearance or sexuality, alluded to sexual stereotypes, or sought a sexual or romantic relationship. 
	

	Your supervisor asks you about your personal life—even though you have indicated that you do not want to discuss these matters
	Your supervisor occasionally asks you about your personal life, because you have engaged in these conversations willingly before

	Your supervisor alluded to ethnic, racial, or religious stereotypes that offended or upset you 
	

	Your supervisor coerced you into working significantly more than 40 hours a week for full-time candidates and 20 hours a week for part-time candidates
	

	Your supervisor coerced you into publishing some of your work
	Your supervisor encourages, but does not compel, you to publish papers during your candidature

	None of your supervisors want to read a specific chapter of my thesis
	None of your supervisors want to read and correct all my drafts—but all of your drafts are read by at least one of these individuals

	Your supervisor demands that you adopt a specific methodology or theoretical perspective even though you prefer other approaches
	Your supervisors indicate they can offer more assistance if you choose a specific methodology, theoretical perspective, or topic but permit alternative approaches





	To decide whether or not you should change your supervisor, you should apply a sequence of activities, consistent with an approach called unconscious thinking theory (Dijksterhuis, & Nordgren 2006; Sharpley, Moss, & Wilson, 2014).  In particular

· count the number of unsuitable supervisory behaviors your supervisor enacts, as listed in the previous table
· count the number of suitable supervisory behaviors your supervisor enacts
· imagine continuing your project with this supervisor as vividly as possible
· imagine continuing your project with an alternative supervisor as vividly as possible
· defer the decision for one or more days
· then imagine yourself, perhaps five years in the future, in a coveted role or position

	After a while, you might experience a strong intuition as to whether you should continue with this supervisor or not.  According to research into unconscious thinking theory, when individuals feel empowered, these intuitions tend to be astute.  You should thus trust this hunch.   






Could you prompt your supervisor to change?

	Often, supervisors are oblivious to the concerns of their research candidates.  And sometimes, when candidates express these concerns, the supervisors will adapt their behavior.   This conversation, although awkward, and certainly not obligatory, can be helpful.  The problem might subside.  A strong relationship might evolve instead.  This table presents some guidelines on how you could express your concerns and modify the behavior of your supervisor.  

	  Strategy
	Example  
	Justification

	Refer to the emotions you are experiencing, ending with a request for support 

	“I am feeling quite disillusioned at the moment about my work.  I have never felt this way before.  What is your advice on how to regain my confidence?”
	References to human emotions often elicits empathy and can change the behaviour of supervisors.  In addition, people tend to be more likely to fulfil requests than anticipated. 

	Refer to the emotions you experienced in response to the behaviour of your supervisor; nevertheless, concede you might have misconstrued their intentions 
	“I’m sorry if I seemed distracted last week.  But, for some reason, I did feel upset after you referred to my race.  I’m sure you didn’t mean anything by it”.  
	This response, although seemingly timid, is not as likely to elicit a defensive response. 

	If the supervisor compels you to initiate some action—such as work long hours—allude to the conflicting consequences of this action and ask the supervisor how to reconcile this conflict

	“How do you balance the motivation to work longer hours with the need to care for your family and maintain a healthy lifestyle?”
	When supervisors become attuned to the conflicting consequences of some action, their conviction dissipates; they become more receptive to other perspectives

	Prompt the supervisor to contemplate their own past
	“What were your main challenges when you completed your PhD?”
	When supervisors contemplate their past, the intensity of their emotions subsides and they often become less defensive or agitated




Seeking alternatives confidentially

	Before you decide to change supervisors, you should first seek alternative supervisors, but as privately as possible.  For example, you might seek advice and consult

· your other supervisors
· other possible supervisors at this university or at other institutions 
· your HDR convener or College Dean or, if unsuccessful,
· the Dean of Graduate Studies.

	If you prefer, you could write an email first.  Here is a sample email. Otherwise, if you prefer, you could arrange the meeting and only then convey the details.  



	Dear Professor Mustard

	If possible, I would like to meet you to discuss a confidential matter.  Because of some recent events, I am contemplating a change in supervisor.  My project revolves around whether mindfulness improves the immune system.  Would I be able to meet you to discuss how to proceed as well as other possible supervisors?

Thank you for your time

Jack Jacks
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How to preserve your reputation

Some candidates are concerned their reputation might be tarnished if they seek another supervisor.  They are worried that other staff and colleagues might be suspicious of their decision to change.  Therefore, when they seek another supervisor, candidates often need to resolve a challenging paradox.  Specifically

· candidates do not want to express derogatory remarks towards their previous supervisor, because otherwise they might be regarded as untrustworthy
· but candidates prefer to speak candidly rather than dishonestly or misleadingly
 
Fortunately, you can be honest but still discreet.  The following table reveals how you can demonstrate respect towards your past supervisor while you justify your decision sincerely. In particular, this table illustrates three strategies. 


	Strategy
	Examples

	Reveal how changes in opportunities culminated in this decision, at least partly
	Because the organization shifted their priorities, I had to change the project and approach.  My supervisor did not feel his expertise or interests were now relevant to this project

	Reveal how changes in your life culminated in this decision, at least partly
	Because my job changed, I realised the project I had designed was no longer viable. So, I needed to change the project and approach. My supervisor did not feel her expertise or interests were now relevant to this project

	Reveal how changes in the life of your supervisor culminated in this decision, at least partly
	Because my supervisor had been granted additional responsibilities, he felt he could not dedicate the time to this particular research—especially because this research was not as relevant to his expertise or interests



Although many events and considerations may have shaped your decisions, at least one of these strategies is likely to be relevant, at least to some extent.  That is, whenever possible, refer to other changes in your circumstances, life, or supervisors that could, partly or wholly, explain this decision.  



Does an external grant fund your research or living expenses?

	Most candidates receive either no scholarship or an RTP scholarship.  In some instances, however, the supervisor, in collaboration with other colleagues, had attracted funding, such as an ARC, NHMRC, or MHFF grant, from outside the university.  This funding was then utilised to support the research or living expenses of the candidate.  If you received funding derived from a grant outside the university, your decision to discontinue a supervisory arrangement might elicit some complications.  
Specifically

· in these circumstances, supervisors are unlikely to relinquish their association with the project
· if the supervisors did relinquish their association with the project, the funding might then be withdrawn.  
   
Therefore, if you discontinued this supervisory arrangement, the funding or privileges you received may be withdrawn, depending on the terms of your contract.  The following table outlines how you could address this complication.

	Possible alternatives
	Details

	Your supervisor might continue to be an investigator on the broader program that attracted the grant—but not on your project in particular 
	· To illustrate, some grants might entail several PhD projects
· Your supervisors might agree to supervise the other PhD projects but not your project
· This alternative is hard to negotiate unless you have maintained a productive relationship with your supervisor

	You could maintain this supervisory arrangement until you can arrange alternative funding, such as an RTP scholarship 
	· In most years, you can apply to receive an RTP scholarship twice a year
· You could then change supervisors only after you receive this funding

	You might be able to continue without a scholarship
	· Your fees could be waived, especially if your project is especially relevant to the research priorities of CDU
· If you are a domestic candidate, you might be able to work part-time and study part-time—and thus earn significantly more than a typical scholarship 



  	To discuss how to proceed, you should contact your HDR coordinator.  Or, if still uncertain, contact Research.Degrees@cdu.edu.au to arrange a meeting with the research office and Dean of Graduate Studies.   






Does CDIPS fund your research or living expenses?

	Some international candidates received funding that was derived from another scheme called CDIPS: the Charles Darwin International PhD Scholarship.  This funding was actually directed to particular supervisors.  Therefore, if you no longer want to be supervised by this person, 

· contact the HDR coordinator in your college or school to determine whether the issues that motivated a change in supervisor could be resolved or managed
· if these issues cannot be resolved or managed, contact Research.Degrees@cdu.edu.au to arrange a meeting with the research office and Dean of Graduate Studies.

During this meeting, we will consider various alternatives, such as 

· opportunities to attract other funding in the future, such as RTP, and the likelihood you could attract this funding
· other measures to manage the issues you are experiencing—such as an intermediary to manage the relationship between you and your supervisor 
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	To organize this change in supervision, you need to click the “Nomination and change of supervisors” option at https://www.cdu.edu.au/research-and-innovation/current-students/hdr-forms and then complete the appropriate form.  Nevertheless, although this change can be implemented without the support of your past supervisors, you probably would prefer to manage this procedure sensitively.  To achieve this goal, consider these actions.

· Seek advice from other relevant academics, such as your HDR convener, on how to communicate your decision to this supervisor
· You might want to email your supervisor a respectful but firm message.  Here is a sample email


	Dear Frank

	Recently, I spoke to Dr Smith about my work.  This conversation was very informative and inspiring. In addition, I felt that, especially in recent weeks, your approach to the project diverged from my inclinations.  Because of these events, my feeling is that I should be supervised by Dr Smith instead of you.  
	I do appreciate your support, and I hope you concur with my position.  Let me know if you need to discuss this decision

Kind regards

Bob 




Trial periods with additional supervisors

Sometimes, you will be assigned a supervisor with whom you are not familiar.  For example, your principal supervisor might suggest you include another supervisor on your panel.  This circumstance can raise complications.  For example

· you might soon discover that you feel uncomfortable with this person for a variety of reasons
· but you do not feel confident enough to discontinue this arrangement. 

If you are concerned about this complication, you should perhaps designate the first month or two with this supervisor as a trial period.  To illustrate, you could write an email that resembles the following example.




	Dear Sam
     
Thank you for agreeing to the possibility of co-supervising my PhD.  If you do become an associate supervisor, I will need to complete a form to inform the research office. 

Nevertheless, the research office recommends that candidates meet and collaborate with supervisors for at least a month, and preferably more, before they complete this paperwork.  The reason is that, after a month or two,      

· the supervisors might feel they have already imparted all the relevant advice—and, hence, their services are no longer necessary. These individuals could still be co-authors on papers as well as collaborate with the candidate but not maintain their role as supervisors
· the parties might realise the expertise or interests of the supervisors do not match the needs and preferences of the candidate  
 
     Therefore, do you feel we could work together for a while and then decide whether you would like to remain as an official supervisor?

Kind regards

Bob 
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