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Abstract
This article focuses on reporting the relationship between research integrity and research
supervision. Initially, it briefly discusses the positive research supervision. By following a
detailed thematic analysis methodology, 66 published sources were compiled,
disassembled, reassembled and interpreted. The findings of this study highlight that
maintaining research integrity is the responsibility of all, and that more responsibility
falls onto the shoulders of instructors and supervisors who need to ethically perform
research supervision to maintain further research integrity. Further, they show crises
related to how research supervision is at danger, and how danger at supervision exists.
The insights reported in this study help raise further awareness towards effective research
supervision that in return and in effect enhances the overall research integrity. The review
also concludes with three critical messages (for higher education policymakers, admin-
istrators, instructor/supervisors, and students/supervisees) for a practical implementation.

Keywords Research integrity.Research supervision .Research ethics . Supervisors . Supervisees

Introduction

Research supervision, be it for master thesis, doctoral dissertation, or instructional courses, is
to help students develop critical, creative thinking and research skills, and contribute to the
existing body of knowledge (e.g. Anderson et al. 2006). It demands many skills on the part of
supervisors. In other words, the quality of the work production depends to some extent on the
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supervision quality such as supervisory style and students’ learning needs and patterns (e.g.
Hemer 2012). Effective quality preparation of master students helps supervisees differentiate
between critical (effective) and destructive feedback during their doctoral studies. Committed
scholars/supervisors encourage students’ being critical, and avoid thwarting their supervisees.
Thwarting students however reflects a lack of following the teaching and research ethics that
educational researchers must ‘provide proper training and supervision to their students,
supervisees’ (Educational Researchers 2011, 155). Further, providing destructive feedback is
not ethical, and hinders students’ creativity (Meng et al. 2017). Moreover, the unequal
treatment toward students for unknown reasons represents a violation of the academic laws
stated in the following quotes:

Education researchers do not engage in discrimination in their work based on race;
ethnicity; culture; national origin; gender; sexual orientation; genderidentity; age; reli-
gion; language; disability …. or any other applicable basis proscribed by law
(Educational Researcher 2011, 147).
Education researchers who serve as teachers, trainers, or administrators of education and
training programs perform their responsibilities conscientiously, competently, and with
integrity. They model and foster ethical behavior for their students and trainees
(Educational Researcher 2011, 154).

Providing proper supervision is the ethical responsibility of all educational supervisors who are
ethically obliged to care for their supervisees’ development of knowledge and behavior
(Löfström and Pyhältö 2018). Fostering ethical behavior for students enhances students’
honesty in general and research conduction in particular. Supervisors’ conscientious feedback
helps keep the research process ongoing (e.g. Shute 2008) and motivates students to accom-
plish the tasks (de Kleijn et al. 2013) competently.

Despite the presence of several codes of ethics concerning the application of research
supervision activity (e.g. the above quotes), there are still many cases reporting on students’
supervision dissatisfaction, abusive supervision, and sexual abuse (detailed in the next sec-
tions). The interpretation of such happenings implies less mastery of knowledge of research
supervision and/or research ethics and commitments. This poor or abusive supervision makes
supervisees complain publically (see for example, Quora, https://www.quora.com/search?q=
research+supervision). These complaints accentuate the significance of the supervision activity
and the urgent need for supervisors to be well prepared for performing it ethically and
professionally. The involvement of one-third scientists in inadequate research practices
(Martinson et al. 2005as cited in Kuroki 2018) reflects a serious danger affecting research
integrity. The destroying danger is that such scientists are either teaching instructors and/or
research supervisors, and this poses these two important questions: What is the relationship
between research supervision and research integrity? Is supervision at danger or is there danger
at supervision? Therefore, this critical review paper attempts to answer these two critical
questions, and provide insights for implementers (policymakers and administrators, supervi-
sors, and supervisees) for a practical implementation.

A Brief Synthesis of Positive Research Supervision and Experience

Before detailing on the research methodology and reporting the relationship between
research integrity and research supervision, and how negative research supervision
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affects supervisees’ academic performances and personal lives -reflecting supervisors’
lack of ethics and commitment in one way or another, this brief synthesis is ethically to
acknowledge the actual presence of positive research supervision that of course leads to
supervisees’ positive experiences worldwide. There is no dispute that many research
supervisors are highly committed and devoted to providing the best supervision to their
supervisees. They are totally aware of achieving the main purpose of the research
supervision (assisting supervisees in developing critical, creative thinking and research
skills), and strategically approach the activity (e.g., performing like an emancipator, a
functionalist, an evaluator, a critical-thinking developer, motivator or using a mix of such
approaches), taking into consideration supervisees’ cultural backgrounds and expecta-
tions (Lee 2008, 2018). The critical thinking and research skills development enables
supervisees to conduct scientific research that contributes to the body of knowledge (e.g.
Anderson et al. 2006) and avoid committing any form of research misconducts, inten-
tional plagiarism in particular (e.g., Walker 1998; Walker and White 2014).

Furthermore, the committed scholars make the supervision activity enjoyable and
fruitful. For example, being highly aware of the importance of the supervision activity
and its connection to supervisees’ future research honesty, these committed scholars
carefully apply the research ethics codes, falling not into the trap of conducting any form
of abusive supervision. They do all their best to assist supervisees (doctoral students in
particular) to stand on their own feet (e.g. Lovitts 2008). In addition to their being well
versed in their fields of specialty areas, they have also developed a sufficient awareness
toward understanding the perceptions and body expressions of their supervisees. This in
return helps in effectively communicating with supervisees (Nilsson 2007), fearing not
the occurrence of misunderstandings.

These committed scholars are also aware of the importance of learning about the different
cultures and norms, and even purposively tend to discuss cultural issues and norms with their
supervisees in the initial sessions. This is specifically useful in lessening the stress supervisees
might go through; an important dimension in increasing the supervisees’ self-trust and the
overall trust toward supervisors and the supervisory activity (Killian 2001). Meanwhile, the
devoted scholars offer quality supervision because they received quality supervision or they
become determined not to make their supervisees suffer the same way they did in their student
days. This is further detailed in the following quote, which is a supervisors’ response to the
question of ‘why do you supervise the way you do?’ conducted by the University of Sydney’s
Institute for Teaching and learning on the Research Higher Degree Supervision Development
Program:

In some cases, supervisors say that they supervise the way they were themselves
supervised. Put simply: good supervision begets good supervision. It is the logic of
the trickle-down effect. In other cases, supervisors tell us that their practice has been a
reaction against their experience of being supervised. Their focus is now on ensuring
that their students are protected from either benign neglect or over-supervision (Milgate
2006, 93-94).

Performing research supervision ethically and loyally drives supervisees to (un)consciously
appreciate their supervisors’ efforts. There are several studies that report upon supervisees’
positive experiences with research supervision. For example, the results of the Postgraduate
Research Experience Survey [PRES] (2019) show a high rate of postgraduates’ satisfaction
toward research supervision. Following is a detail of the study methodology.
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Research Methods

This is a qualitative study following the content/thematic analysis method. The analysis
phases begin with compiling data and end with critical, concluding remarks.
Constructionism informs the epistemological bases of this study with reference to
theoretical perspectives from interpretivism and grounded theory methodological
tools—using the content/thematic analysis methods. The deductive approach analysis
using this framework has led to the identification of three significant themes. The first
theme shows the strong relationship between research integrity and research supervision.
The second discusses how research supervision is at danger while the third theme reports
upon the sad reality that, due to some research supervision practices, there is then danger
at supervision.

Research Sampling

In theory, the sample of this study is supervisors and supervisees of undergraduate,
graduate and postgraduate studies. However, since the study does not have any direct
intrusion with humans so the sampling used the published literature available on scien-
tific and research databases. These included: ScienceDirect (https://www.sciencedirect.
com/), Scopus (https://www.scopus.com/), Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/),
Taylor and Francis Journals (https://taylorandfrancis.com/journals/) and SAGE
publications (https://journals.sagepub.com/). The search terms included: research
supervision, research integrity, research ethics and supervision. The final selection of
the papers was based on the relevance of the accessed papers to these four main
searching words and their relevance to higher education research. The following figure
shows the sampling framework used in this paper (Fig. 1).

This paper aimed at exploring the relationship between research integrity and
research supervision through analysing previously published research on different
contexts, albeit, comparing context differences is not within the scope of this paper.
Hence, the generated output of this paper, based on the thematic analysis, relates to any
higher education institution and/or research centre wherein the research supervision
activity is at practice.

Theoretical population

• Research integrity

• Research supervision 

• Supervisors 

• Supervisees 

Accessible population

• Published research online 

Sampling frame

• Online databases 

Sample

• 66: papers, books, manuscripts 
and policy documents  

Sampling framework

Fig. 1 Sampling framework
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Research Measures

The study made use of an unobtrusive measure where there is no direct intrusion with humans.
The researchers used content analysis, namely, thematic analysis to analyse research integrity
and research supervision. Allen (2017) stated that “thematic analysis may be used to uncover
issues, problems, similarities, and differences as applied to communication” (1757).

The authors assured that trustworthiness in the conducted thematic analysis was established.
In other words, both validity and reliability were considered by the authors during the different
phases of the thematic analysis. The following table describes the procedures considered for
achieving credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Castleberry and Nolen
2018; Nowell et al. 2017) (Tables 1).

Table 1 Establishing trustworthiness during each phase of the thematic analysis

Phase Concepts Means Explanation of establishing trustworthiness

Compiling Credibility peer debriefing The initial list of articles was shared with three peers who
stated their views on the topic, themes and overall
structure of the first draft of the paper. The peers are
academics working at the same institution of the first
author. Their feedback concerned the possibility of
adding further quotations evidencing the researchers’
claims. They also advised on clearly stating the data
collection criteria for readership. These comments are
well addressed.

Transferability Thick description Data collection and data compiling procedures are
described in detail in the methods’ section.

Dependability Detailed
documentation

The researchers used detailed documentation for all steps,
processes and procedures of data compiling.

Confirmability Peer checking The two researchers checked reversely that the compiled
data is matching the required objectives of the study.

Disassembling Credibility peer debriefing The peers’ concern was related to the addition of more
quotes as evidence, and the development of the criteria
for data collection. Therefore, this final draft was
developed accordingly.

Transferability Thick description Coding, group and classification of the data are accounted
for in detail in the methods’ section.

Dependability Detailed
documentation

The researchers used detailed documentation for all steps,
processes and procedures of data disassembling.

Confirmability Peer checking The two researchers checked a couple times that the
coding, grouping and classification of the collected
data is consistent and goes towards the intended
objectives of the study.

Reassembling Credibility peer debriefing The three peers appreciated the proposed themes.
However, they agreed that the researchers should stage
and clarify whether these themes were generated
inductively, or proposed deductively. Also they
suggested linking the themes and trying to build a
theoretical and/or conceptual framework describing the
whole phenomenon of research integrity and research
supervisor.

Transferability Thick description Final decided-upon themes and generating the supporting
data are thoroughly explained in the methods’ section.

Dependability Detailed
documentation

The researchers used detailed documentation for all steps,
processes and procedures of data reassembling.

Confirmability Peer checking
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Research Design

The study aims to establish a stronger relationship between research supervision and research
integrity and a stronger integration between the two. In return and in effect, this helps empower
both supervisors and supervisees to create better relationships and ensure the conduction of
research with integrity. Figure 2 shows the study design.

Research Procedures

The authors collected data on research integrity and research supervision using international
databases as per detailed above. They focused on generating data supporting the three pre-
determined themes (i.e. research integrity and research supervision relationship, research
supervision at danger and danger at research supervision). The generated data included quotes,
paraphrasing and summarisation of relevant supporting ideas, findings and conclusion related
to these three themes. The generated data was merged with views of the researchers on these
three themes forming a discussion and evidence following the thematic analysis steps. The
authors of this paper detailed above the steps following the five phases of thematic analysis.
The list of references includes both the data sources list and the reference list. The references

Table 1 (continued)

Phase Concepts Means Explanation of establishing trustworthiness

The researched verified and discussed that the examined
themes are matching the objectives of the study.

Interpreting Credibility peer debriefing The peers advised to either refer to certain contexts with
evidence from the collected data or make it general.
This has lead to either providing evidence or deleting
statements without evidence.

Transferability Thick description Interpretation of the collected evidence for the examined
themes is detailed in the procedure section.

Dependability Detailed
documentation

The researchers used detailed documentation for all steps,
processes and procedures of data interpretation.

Confirmability Peer checking The researchers checked the contribution of one another
towards consistent interpretation of the collected data.

Concluding Credibility peer debriefing The first peer raised the issue of the introduced general
conclusion for all supervisors and revising the
possibility to be specific as this generalisation might be
different from one context into another. The second
and third peers raised the issue of why the conclusion is
directed with messages to several parties: supervisors,
supervisees, policy-makers and administrators. In other
words, this peer reviewing suggested a focused party to
be directed via this research.

Transferability Thick description Inferencing criteria for the conclusion are approached in
the methods’ section.

Dependability Detailed
documentation

The researchers used detailed documentation for all steps,
processes and procedures of generating concluding
remarks.

Confirmability Peer checking The two authors and three peers checked the conclusions
and their relevance to the objectives, the collected data
and the findings.
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that were not used as sources data are marked with an asterisk (*). The three themes are
presented below with a thematic mapping for each at the end of each section. The concluding
section includes a conceptual map—brining the three themes together.

Research Findings

Research Integrity and Research Supervision: Relationship

The increasingly high competition of publications indicates the significantly dire need for
stronger research integrity in all research and study fields. Research integrity associated with
research ethics application (Steneck 2006) is in contrast to misconducts in research such as
falsification, fabrication or plagiarism (Resnik et al. 2015). Research misconducts can occur
due to internal factors (such as lack of academic skills, personal pressure, and pride) and/or
external factors (such as ICT and web, control over students’ performance, and teaching)
(Fatima et al. 2019). Betrayal of truth (falsification and fabrication), or that of trust (plagiarism,
irreproducibility and inadequate research practice) is a typical classification of research
misconducts (Kuroki 2018).

Research supervision is an activity that is meant to provide advice, funding and emotional
support (Pyhältö et al. 2015). This advice is basically related to teaching supervisees research
skills, research ethics and how to apply them in reality. The development of research skills and
the true application of research ethics lead to stronger research integrity. However, this
demands a full mastery of research skills and research ethics on the part of research (and
workplace) supervisors (even experienced ones) who also need “to keep up to date ... [and]
understand more about the growing field of research ethics, intellectual property…. (Lee 2018,
889). It also relies on the relationship between supervisors and supervisees. If this relationship
is misused in one way or another, it actually compromises research integrity as the following
statement reads:

… the traditional culture of respecting for mentors and elder people strengthens the
hierarchy between the senior and junior researchers. The hierarchy not only influences
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Fig. 2 Study design
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the health of the student-promoter relationship, but also compromises research integrity.
For example, the promoter or the senior researcher may claim the position of the first
author of a manuscript written by a PhD student, while the PhD student cannot say no to
that, since his/her future more or less depends on a good relation with the promoter.
Some students perceive this as acceptable due to their respect for the promoter (Li and
Cornelis 2018, 363).

In their comparative study, Li and Cornelis (2018) also reported that ‘researchers in the
contexts of China and Finland ‘still hold a less determined or neutral attitude towards some
research misbehaviors’ (364) and this could be due to the lack of training on research integrity.
They also informed that Chinese researchers were ‘more flexible than the Flemish in violation
of such values as honesty, fairness, and verifiability’ (Li and Cornelis 2018, 365). While
searching for relevant studies, the authors have found that many studies reported upon the
research supervision in the Chinese context, which is an interesting matter to investigate
further. For example, these studies report that supervisors do not encourage their supervisees
towards creativity, or engaging them to become members of the scholarly community (e.g.
Shen and Chen 2018). Further, ethical considerations such as falsification and plagiarism are
not paid attention by supervisors (Zhou et al. 2010; Rong 2011; Wu et al. 2012 as cited in Peng
2015). Supervisees are not satisfied for a number of reasons such as inadequate supervision,
insufficient time and efforts, and lack of research competence (for details, see Peng 2015, 93–
95). The review paper of Peng (2015) also provided critical suggestions for the improvement
of research supervision in China. Of course, the research supervision quality differs from one
university to another, as it is also the case with universities in all contexts. Meanwhile, it differs
from one scholar to another within the same institution and/or department.

The academic capacity of supervisors is a one crucial factor for the success of a thesis/
dissertation (Dietz et al. 2006 as cited in Simon 2014). Having knowledge about research skills
is also significant but not enough; possessing other skills as stated in the following quote is
also of equal significance:

Academics may have excellent research skills and be highly respected in their field of
study. However, there is often little preparation for the role of supervisor, which requires
particular communication skills, personal qualities; and the building of a working and a
personal relationship with the doctoral student (Simon 2014, 537-538).

Supervisors appear to learn about supervision via reflecting on how they were supervised
(Doloriert et al. 2012 as cited in Simon 2014). If the supervision is positive, it will positively
influence the supervision practices, and the other way around is true. In other words, the
presence of supportive and friendly climate is positive towards strengthening research integrity
(Bouter et al. 2016). Therefore, it is safe to note down that there is a strong connection between
research supervision (particularly during the stage of master thesis supervision), and research
integrity. For this specific reason, it is valuable for research supervisors to pay a greater
attention towards this particular stage of training, and do their best toward providing critical,
constructive, and practical supervision with a view to building and enhancing research
integrity. This also depends on the type of relationship between supervisors and supervisees,
which is detailed below.

The relationship between supervisors and supervisees is important and should serve in the
betterment of the thesis/dissertation. Researchers have described the relationship between
supervisors and supervisees in several contexts. For example, Ribau (2018) used the term
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‘attrition’ to describe the situation of doctoral supervision in Portugal and reported that only
good quality supervision can help reduce the rate of ‘attrition’ relationship between supervisors
and supervisees. However, good supervision is based on trust between supervisors and
supervisees, and the presence of similar research interests. Meanwhile, lack of interest,
support, and presence of conflict are key factors for low supervision in Australian undergrad-
uate studies (Roberts and Seaman 2018, 33). By applying the five-principle model of
Kitchener in analysing data, Löfström and Pyhältö (2017) reported that doctoral supervision
should help strengthen the learning and application of stronger ethical norms. Drawing upon
the five-principle model of Kitchener (1985, 2000as cited in Löfström and Pyhältö 2017), the
following figure depicts the relationship between supervisors and supervisees and the main
categories and key factors that lead to the violation of research integrity in supervision (Figs. 3,
4, 5 and 6).

The presence of functional supervision is more meaningful for supervisors and supervisees
(Elliot and Kobayashi 2018). This supervision is further significant for doctoral students who
are also forming the identity of becoming supervisors (Halse 2011). In this concern, Lee
(2008) proposed that the functional roles of a supervisor (e.g. enculturation, critical thinking,
emancipation and emotional intelligence within the relationship development) are effective for
quality supervision. Drawing on the works of Lee (2008, 18), the following figure illustrates
the levels of supervision and research integrity violation.

The base level is the largest and operates at all institutions with a focus on performing the basic
requirements for supervision and research integrity. The second level refers to motivating
supervisees to develop their academic works excellently. However, violation of research integrity
could take place when a supervisor assigns seniors to supervise juniors and the supervisor—

Non-maleficence

•Exploitation and abuse

•Misappropriation

•Dual relationships

Beneficence

•Well-being

•Lack of a collective culture

•Supervisor competence

•Structural issues
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Autonomy

•Intrusion of supervisor views

•Narrowness of perspectives

•Conflicting demands

Fidelity

•Abandonment

• Inadequate supervision

•Disrespect

Justice
• Inequality

•Unfair owner/authorship

Fig. 3 Research integrity impacted by supervisor-supervisee relationship
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mentoring both seniors and juniors. The third level is related to supervisees’ critical thinking
development and use in research. This could be encouraged or discouraged by supervisors. The
fourth level relates to the formation of self-identity as an independent researcher—enhanced and
supported by the first three levels. In other words, should this be the only phase, then, it would turn
into the ‘ghost supervisor’ role where the student is given the full freedom to work and this could
affect research integrity more when the supervisee is not well-qualified and remains so after
graduation. For well-qualified supervisees, research integrity is overtly violated by losing opportu-
nities that should have been offered and highlighted by their supervisors. The top level is connected
to the relationship between the supervisor and the supervisee that –by considering the type of
relationship- either enhances or violates research integrity.

Research Supervision at Danger

It is necessary for research supervisors to equip themselves with all knowledge needed for
performing the supervision activity excellently; otherwise, research supervision will be at
danger. Many cases show how the research supervision can be at danger. For example, when
research knowledge and interpersonal skills (Beasley 1999), and flexibility with several
operational roles (Quinn et al. 1996 as cited in Vilkinas 2002) are lacking on the part of
supervisors, the research supervision is then at danger. Furthermore, requesting a committee
member to ease the processes of the thesis defence for a supervisor’s supervisee (Muthanna
2016) shows that the research supervision is at danger. It also implies that the supervisor is
aware of the reality that they did not perform the activity professionally, putting it at danger
indeed.

Helping supervisees feel ‘being like researchers’ without imposing on them, and
engaging them in a collaborative reflection (Ginn 2014) is significant; however,
providing a critical, constructive feedback is further significant since some supervisees
(particularly those who would reflect on their peers) may lack sufficient knowledge on
the subject-matter under discussion. Such peers might also lack research ethics as
well. Moreover, clarifying the intercultural differences and similarities, and stating the
research goals supervisees need to achieve, help decrease implicit and explicit misun-
derstandings during the supervision processes (for details, see Hu et al. 2016).
Nonetheless, less awareness of intercultural issues and lack of pointing them out in
advance with supervisees put research supervision at danger.

Relationship 

development

Enculturation

Critical thinking

Emancipation

The functional approach

Fig. 4 Levels of supervision and research integrity violation
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Additionally, research supervision can be at danger when there is a lack of departmental
support that might bring about less effective relationships between supervisors and
(international) students (Cotterall 2015). The complexity of relationships might also force
students to have a loneliness life (Elliot et al. 2016) adding to the cultural and linguistic
challenges. Therefore, knowing of supervisees well before accepting to supervising them is
useful. As students come from different backgrounds (even if they belong to the same nation,
they still have different backgrounds), it is valuable for supervisors to be culturally aware and
learn how to deal with multicultural backgrounds (Siddiqui and Jonas-Dwyer 2012). It is
important that the feedback should be constructive, effective, and useful and fosters a better
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Fig. 5 A thematic mapping of research supervision at danger

A Thematic Review on Research Integrity and Research Supervision:... 105



understanding for the supervisees (e.g. Chanock 2010; Poulos and Mahony 2008; Weaver
2006). Otherwise, the supervisees might not feel positive about the feedback. Further, the use
of monologue while providing feedback might lead to dissatisfaction on the part of supervisees
(Nicol 2010). This dissatisfaction might then lead to producing low quality works, reflecting
how research supervision is at danger. Following is a model showing the main factors that
place research supervision at danger.

Danger at Research Supervision

Danger at research supervision occurs for several reasons. Primarily, the violation of
research ethics is the main reason for the presence of danger at research supervision.
Many cases show how danger is present at the research supervision activity. For
example, when supervisors are not practicing academic ethics by themselves, the
misconduct of data falsification and plagiarism (e.g. Fang et al. 2013; Rong 2011)
becomes common. This carelessness of supervisors towards the implementation of
research ethics brings about much danger at research supervision. It actually instigates
students to be careless toward practicing research ethics. Further, accepting to super-
vise many students without making a proper arrangement or allocating a sufficient
time (Fang and Li 2009), or providing unfair treatment towards supervisees (Chen
et al. 2003) are actions reflecting danger at the research supervision.

Furthermore, danger at research supervision is easily detected when supervision
becomes abusive. Abusive supervision relates supervisors’ inconsiderate actions or the
use of ridiculing, criticizing, or destroying a supervisee’s confidence (Tepper 2007).
Abusive supervision is destructive, and negatively influences creativity (Meng et al.
2017). It brings about students’ distress (e.g. Tepper 2007), life conflict (e.g. Harrison
and Westwood 2009; Hoobler and Brass 2006), emotional exhaustion (e.g. Scheuer
et al. 2016; Wu and Hu 2009) or vicarious trauma (e.g. Harrison and Westwood
2009). Vicarious abusive supervision is more dangerous and affects any desired results
(Harris et al. 2013). Supervisors who ‘give their supervisees the impression that they
are emotionally unstable, do not do what they have said they would, tend to blame
others, and are inaccessible, non-supportive and barely able to satisfy supervisees’
expectations’ (Meng et al. 2017, 609) are examples of abusive supervisors. Unfortu-
nately, abusive supervision also exists among colleagues at the same institution (e.g.
Hershcovis and Barling 2010; Tepper 2007). The implication is that if such colleagues
treat one another in such abusive manner, it might be more abusive when it comes to
treating their supervisees. These abusive treatments threaten the well-being of students
and lead to continual stress that develops to become medically untreated.

Above all, it is catastrophic to read that some supervisors exercise the sexual abuse for the
sake of graduation (Zhang 2007). This is the most critical factor that shows the highest degree
of danger at research supervision. All types of abusive supervision and the lack of practical
implementation of research ethics are catalysts for the presence of danger at the research
supervision activity.

In this regard, Chamberlain (2016) proposed ten types of supervisor-supervisee
relationships. By expanding the use of this classification, we attempt to explain the

A. Muthanna, A. Alduais106



danger of research supervision through research integrity and creativity levels. The
first column shows the type of the relationship and the second one describes this type
of relationship. More importantly, the third column identifies the state of the research
integrity. We used three indicators: not threatened (+), threatened (−), or could be
either threatened, not threatened or a mixture of both (♯). The forth column attempts
to predict the creativity level based on the characteristics of the role. We also used
three indicators positive (+), negative (−), or could be either positive, negative or a
mixture of both (♯). The assigned values for the third column are decided based on
the performed roles by both the supervisor and the supervisee. When the supervisor
acts as major, boss, leader, VIP, intelligent, absolute decision-maker, etc., and the
student is minor, worker, follower, stupid, etc., then such practices threaten the
research integrity. For this reason, only two of these 10 types have the mixed value
and non-threatened value. For number nine, the supervisor acts as a counsellor and
based on the practice of this function, the value can decrease or increase but in all
cases there is a positive side since the supervisor is playing the role of a counsellor.
In case 10, professionalism is the major role played by the supervisor and this is
where research integrity is both overtly and covertly ensured. Creativity has three
patterns based on this classification: negative, positive and a mixture of both. Crea-
tivity is threatened in most cases due to the overt role of the supervisor in some cases
and/or unprofessionalism in some other cases and this pattern is the most frequent one
among the ten types. The second pattern is the mixed pattern and has three possibil-
ities for creativity to take place. First, when the supervisee is well-qualified and the
“ghost supervisor” is only required to formalise the supervision process. Second, when
sexual relationship is taking place between the supervisor and the supervisee and this
could psychologically push and/or motivate either or both of the two parties to
function creatively, especially the supervisor. Third, when the supervisor acts as a
counsellor and based on the professional degree of this counselling and the compre-
hension level of the supervisee—creativity can sharpen up or down. The third pattern
is the positive one where the supervisor provides training and guidance based on
observing the weaknesses of the supervisee and working towards producing a skilled
researcher/colleague other than being blinded by the concept of producing a rival
(Table 2).

Table 2 An illustration of danger at research supervision

relationship type characteristics research integrity indicator creativity

clone supervisor-based research – –
cheap labour major-minor role – –
ghost supervisee-based research – ♯
chum servant-boss role – –
collateral damage VIP-ordinary role – –
combatant intelligent-stupid role – –
creepy crawlers shepherd-herd role – –
captivate and con sexual-desire role – ♯
counsellor expert-patient role ♯ ♯
colleague in training major-minor colleague role + +
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Concluding Remarks and Critical Messages

Research integrity differs from one context to another and from one discipline to another
within the same context (Jiang et al. 2013); however, the presence of professional
conduct standards (Macfarlane et al. 2014) is important for all supervisors and
supervisees worldwide. Real collaboration among supervisors and supervisees helps
supervisees develop expertise (Casanave 2019; Saavedra et al. 2019). Following the
existing accepted guidelines is productive for both supervisors and supervisees (Mitchell
and Carroll 2008). However, these guidelines should be unified for both national and
international supervisees to avoid conflicts and research misconducts (Taylor and Bicak
2019). And for further resolution to conflicts among supervisors and supervisees, the
presence of a co-supervisor is recommended (e.g., Johansen et al. 2019). However,
ensuring that the doctoral supervisees “do not ‘fall between two stools’ because both
supervisors think that the other one is responsible for a particular part of supervision …
[and ensuring] that workplace supervisors feel an important part of the academic team
…” is crucial for successful supervision (Lee 2018, 889).

The following are critical messages to the key stakeholders engaged in preparing higher
education policies and their implementation. Putting these critical messages into practice helps
in the betterment of the research supervision activity that in return and in effect enhances
research integrity.

A Message to Higher Education Policymakers and Administrators

The establishment of several associations (e.g., American Educational Research Association,
(British) Higher Education Academy, European network for research integrity, International
Center for Academic Integrity, etc.) is useful in preparing codes and guidelines concerning
teaching and/or research supervision. Similarly, establishing and joining such societies en-
hances a deeper awareness toward a professional planning of institutional policies that
ultimately target ‘excellence’ in teaching and supervision activities. Further education on the
effect of abusive/vicarious supervision and on the resolution of decreasing it is also useful for
top management/administration (Harris et al. 2013) in strengthening institutional and depart-
mental guidelines and codes that strictly address such issues. It also helps them reflect upon the
importance of providing supervisors with quality supervision workshops, and establishing
writing centres (for those universities that have not established such centres) that support the
development of students’ academic writing skills. Organizing undergraduate and graduate
courses on research integrity is also a possible policy response (Li and Cornelis 2018) towards
the improvement of research integrity and supervision. Considering quality rather than quan-
tity helps in achieving quality supervision; admitting a few number of students helps in
providing a quality supervision.

Meanwhile, rewarding supervisors and supervisees on the production of accountable theses/
dissertation not only possibly motivates them to collaborate effectively but also encourages
other colleagues and supervisees toward the research integrity application and achievement.

A Message to Instructors/Supervisors

Essentially, it is ethical to acknowledge the presence of many supervisors who are
committed to achieving high quality in research integrity and supervision in every nation.
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Similarly, the presence of less ethical, committed and/or well-qualified supervisors also
exists (for example, see Hershcovis and Barling 2010; Harrison and Westwood 2009;
Hoobler and Brass 2006; Meng et al. 2017; Tepper 2007; Scheuer et al. 2016; Wu and
Hu 2009; Zhang 2007). Supervisors play a significant role in either the success or failure
of their supervisees’ research. They could make students more successful and/or potential
supervisors later or the other way around. This demands bearing in mind that the thesis/
dissertation work is simply the starting point for those students who need effective
guidance, and that admitting to supervise some research students implies one’s accep-
tance to be ethically responsible for their research behaviour and works. Further, joining
such above-mentioned associations, attending supervision workshops, reading different
articles on research supervision, and updating one’s knowledge are supportive mecha-
nisms in this respect.

For a better communication of ideas/thoughts, supervisors are recommended to improv-
ing their fluency and competency in the language used for the production of the thesis, and
studying the different backgrounds of their supervisees; actions leading to the smooth
continuity of the processes of effective supervision. Further, there is no dispute about the
reality that research is based on trust; however, checking up the collected data of one’s
supervisees is critical and ethical in enhancing research integrity. Allowing senior students
(doctoral supervisees) to supervise junior students (master supervisees) might not be an
effective decision as they still struggle with their own works.

A Message to Students/Supervisees

It is useful for supervisees to prepare a clear time plan. This requires setting certain, clear
objectives to achieve within the particular supervision period. To avoid confusion and frus-
tration, a student researcher has to have read or continually reads several published scholarly
articles so that they obtain sufficient knowledge allowing them to have a clear idea on what
they are searching for or analysing.

For international supervisees, understanding the host culture is necessary and helps avoid
misunderstanding. Spending time on developing communication skills is not regrettable.
Expanding one’s global network would also help in getting critical reflections on one’s
research works.

Conceptual Mapping of the Critical Messages

Avoiding putting supervision at danger or making danger at supervision helps main-
tain research integrity. Being ethically aware of the positives and negatives of research
supervision is important and helps achieve excellence in supervision. The continuity
of professional development concerning research integrity (and the types and forms of
research misconduct) and research supervision is an effective way of increasing
awareness and maintaining research integrity (e.g., Angelina et al. 2018). Agreeing
to supervise some research students indicates one’s being ethically responsible for
their students’ research behavior and works. Finally, while trust is at the heart of
research and supervision, checking up the collected data of one’s supervisees is still
ethically critical in maintaining research integrity. Following is the conceptual map of
the main findings reported in this paper (Fig. 6).
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