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ENHANCING MEETINGS WITH 
RESEARCH CANDIDATES: 
SUBSEQUENT MEETINGS

by Simon Moss

Introduction


After the first meeting, the supervisor who is the main contact—often the principal supervisor—should meet the candidate regularly, at least once a month.  This document outlines some principles supervisors should consider during meetings


A useful format


Meetings obviously do not need to follow a standard format.  All supervisors and candidates have developed their own distinct suite of preferences and habits.  Nevertheless, to prevent unnecessary distractions, supervisors might consider or adapt the format that appears in the following table. 

	Activity
	Justification or example

	Review progress on goals

You might ask candidates

· How did you progress on the tasks we set during the last meeting?
· What obstacles did you experience?
	· If goals are reviewed each meeting, candidates feel especially motivated to persist on tasks that otherwise seem challenging 

	Collate problems to solve

Identify problems and challenges you should help candidates solve.  You might ask candidates

· Besides these obstacles, what are your main challenges at the moment?
· What issues would you like to discuss?
	Problems might include challenges with the project in particular or with life in general, such as 

· I cannot access the money I need to purchase the necessary equipment 
· I am not sure whether I can recruit enough participants
· I am not sure how to analyze these data?
· I am now sure which method I should utilize to collect these data?
· I do not feel I can write efficiently
· I feel too busy to complete this work on time
· The PhD feels lonely at times
· I am feeling very overwhelmed
· I am not sure which career paths I should pursue after I finish

	Sort these problems into clusters

You might arrange these problems, as well as previous challenges the candidate has yet to resolve, into clusters—that is, sets of problems that perhaps could be resolved concurrently.  
	For example, the following problems may belong to the same cluster around efficiency

· I do not feel I can write efficiently
· I feel too busy to complete this work on time
· I am feeling very overwhelmed

After candidates sort their problems into clusters, they do not feel as overwhelmed 

	Brainstorm provisional solutions

Together with the candidate, initially brainstorm provisional solutions—that is, possible avenues to address each cluster

	To brainstorm solutions around efficiency, you might consider

· writing exercises
· opportunities to extend the timelines
· books on assertiveness training—to diminish responsibilities, and so forth

	Extend and integrate some of these solutions

You could, for example

· decide which of these provisional solutions may be worth discussing and elaborating 
· blend some of these solutions to develop more innovative, feasible, and effective courses of action.  
	

	Next steps

You could then convert these provisional solutions to specific goals or plans.  
	Possible goals or plans could be

· to complete 5 to 8 of these writing exercises over the next fortnight
· to contact the research office and clarify the grounds that can be considered to seek an extension
· to read 20 to 25 pages of a book that discusses how to behave more assertively
· to apply 1 to 3 of these strategies
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Did you know
	When individuals utilise a range to set their goals—such as the goal to apply 1 to 3 strategies—rather than specific numbers—such as the goal to apply 2 strategies—they tend to perform better






Foster confidence and enthusiasm

During meetings, one of your main roles is to foster confidence and enthusiasm in research candidates.  The following table offers some insights on how to achieve this goal.   


	Principle
	Justification or example

	Acknowledge some of your own limitations, including the challenges you experienced while completing a research degree
	· Candidates feel more willing to concede their own concerns if you acknowledge your limitations
· Candidates feel they may be able to overcome their limitations—a key determinant of persistence 

	Indicate your role is partly to help candidates address any of their own concerns or limitations  
	· For example, you could indicate that, if they are not confident in writing, many opportunities to develop this skill are available.  To illustrate, the CDU website for HDR candidates offer extensive resources around writing  






Candidates who do not work on the campus full time

Some candidates can work on campus full time.  In contrast other candidates, especially if enrolled part-time or living remotely, cannot work on campus full time.  These candidates often experience a distinct set of challenges. For example, according to Zhang et al (2020), relative to full time candidates, part time candidates 

· are not as certain of their goals—especially goals that relate to the academia and career
· are not as likely to be granted opportunities to work at the university, especially in teaching or research assistance
· feel they are granted less support to complete their research

Therefore, when supervising candidates who are studying part time or living remotely, you should consider the following provisions 
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	Individual meetings

· Together with these candidates, identify the main obstacles they might experience because they do not work on campus full time—such as limited opportunities to learn information incidentally from peers
· Brainstorm measures that could address these concerns
· Help these candidates develop a plan of goals they want to achieve, and tasks they need to complete, over the next year.  These goals and tasks should encompass both their thesis and their other responsibilities  

Team meetings

· Each month or two, invite these candidates—as well as other candidates—to an online meeting, preferably convened in an evening.  
· During these meetings, arrange break-out rooms in which candidates discuss what they learned during the week
· Arrange a platform, perhaps using Group Me or Microsoft Teams, in which candidates are instructed to share at least two papers a month that peers might use
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Did you know
	Whenever possible, converse with candidates in person rather than online.  The reason is that 

· people monitor the facial color of one another
· so, when a face seems red, the person is perceived as more dominating and friendly (Thorstenson & Pazda, 2021).

During online discussions, however, facial color is harder to monitor.  So we are not as certain how the other person is feeling. We do not adapt to accommodate people as well.





Other principles

To optimise meetings with candidates, consider some of the following suggestions or principles
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	Frequency, duration, and location

· In the first month or so, meetings should be weekly or fortnightly, because the perspectives of candidates often change rapidly during this time
· Meetings should range from 30 to 60 minutes
· The location should not be intimidating.  For example, the supervisor should not sit on a grand chair while the candidate sit on a flimsy chair
· Minimize distractions; turn off electronic devices, when possible    

Attendance

· Some meetings should include only the candidate and main contact, usually the principal supervisor; meetings with all supervisors can be intimidating
· Associate supervisors should attend when relevant
· But, at least a few times a year, all supervisors should attend meetings

Content

· In general, supervisors should listen and talk to a similar extent as the candidate
· Occasionally, set aside time to enable candidates to deliver feedback to supervisors and vice versa.  

Behavior

· Ask more questions to invite candidates to share their opinions and perspectives.  Unfortunately, supervisors often shift the conversation to their own experiences. After a year or so, they tend to overestimate their knowledge of the candidate and are thus not as likely to listen intently—called the closeness communication bias (Savitsky et al., 2011)  
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