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Conflict with the Doctoral Student Supervisor — how to actin
accordance with the law

The relationship between a doctoral student and their doctoral student supervisor is one of the
key pillars of the doctoral education process. It is the supervisor who accompanies the doctoral
student at every stage of research - from selecting the topic, through developing the
methodology, to the preparation and defence of the doctoral dissertation. Under ideal conditions,
this cooperation is based on trust, mutual respect, and a shared scientific goal. However, in
practice, things may differ - differences of opinion, lack of communication, or excessive
expectations may lead to tensions or even serious conflicts. How should one act in such situations
in accordance with the law and the principles of academic ethics? The answer lies in good
academic practices, which increasingly take the form of internal regulations of the doctoral
school and codes adopted by universities and research institutes.

The role of the doctoral student supervisor and
sources of conflict in the relationship with the doctoral student

Article 190 of the Act of 20 July 2018 — Law on Higher Education and Science (consolidated text:
Journal of Laws of 2024, item 1571, as amended) stipulates that scientific guidance in the
preparation of a doctoral dissertation is provided by the doctoral student supervisor, or, in
justified cases, by more than one supervisor, or by a supervisor in cooperation with an assistant
supervisor. This provision highlights the importance of the institution of the supervisor as the key
guarantor of the quality of the research and educational process within doctoral education.

This approach clearly shows that the supervisor plays a crucial role in the research process -
being responsible for the direction of the research work, the quality of the dissertation being
prepared, and for supporting the doctoral student in developing research competencies.
Therefore, the supervisor's duty is not only to assess the student’s progress but also to provide
reliable scientific guidance and advice necessary for the proper implementation of the project. It
is worth emphasizing that this relationship should have a partnership character — although the
supervisor acts as a mentor and guardian, the doctoral student is an independent researcher
responsible for the content and originality of their work.

Conflicts between doctoral students and supervisors are not a marginal phenomenon. The causes
may vary considerably, including:
1.substantive differences - concerning methodology, research scope, or interpretation of results;
2.organizational problems - delays in providing feedback, lack of regular contact, or unclear
cooperation rules;
3.interpersonal aspects - lack of communication, excessive formality, or conversely,
unprofessional relationships;
4.abuse of academic authority - cases of violent or abusive behaviour, obstruction of work, or
unjustified blocking of the doctoral student’s progress.
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Most conflicts begin with minor misunderstandings: the supervisor does not respond to messages,
fails to comment on parts of the dissertation, or provides contradictory instructions. Although
such situations may seem trivial, they can quickly escalate into serious issues. The first step should
always be a conversation - calm, factual, and aimed at establishing clear rules for future
cooperation. It is advisable to put these arrangements in writing (e.g., meeting dates, chapter
submission schedules) to avoid misunderstandings. If direct dialogue does not bring results, a
meeting with the assistant supervisor or another academic teacher familiar with the situation may
be helpful.

Within every doctoral school, there are individuals and bodies responsible for supporting doctoral
students in problematic situations. The most important role is played by the director of the
doctoral school, who is the formal superior of doctoral students and is responsible for organizing
the educational process, including the proper implementation of supervisory duties. The doctoral
student may therefore address the director with a request for intervention or to organize a
mediation meeting. The director of the doctoral school thus performs not only an administrative
but also a protective function - ensuring that the doctoral student has real conditions for
conducting research and that cooperation with the supervisor proceeds in accordance with
academic ethics and the applicable law.

Cases of conflicts and possible actions

The relationship between the doctoral student supervisor and the doctoral student is, by
definition, an unequal one - the supervisor has more experience, formal authority, and influence
over the course of the doctoral education. Therefore, it is particularly important that universities
and research institutes establish procedures that protect the doctoral student and clearly define
how to respond in the event of a conflict.

Below are the most common types of disputes and possible courses of action consistent with the
law:

1. The doctoral student supervisor does not cooperate or avoids contact

This is the most common problem reported by doctoral students. It manifests as a lack of
response to submitted parts of the dissertation, inability to arrange meetings, absence of
feedback, or disregard for agreed deadlines.

It is advisable to start by sending a written reminder (for

example, an email) requesting a meeting or feedback on the
submitted materials.

If there is still no response, the doctoral student may inform
the director of the doctoral school that the cooperation with

the supervisor is not proceeding properly.

After reviewing the case, the director may request an
explanation from the supervisor or amange a mediation
meeting.
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2.Substantive or methodological conflict

It often happens that the supervisor and the doctoral student differ in their views on the research
concept, the scope of the dissertation, or the interpretation of results. This does not always
indicate a serious conflict — science is, by nature, based on intellectual disagreement. The
problem begins when the supervisor imposes their own research vision, thereby limiting the
doctoral student’s independence.

As a first step, it is advisable to ask the supervisor to jointly write
down and approve the research plan and schedule.

If the dispute escalates, the assistant supervisor, who performs

an advisory role, may help to ease the tension.

After reviewing the case, the director of the doctoral school
may request explanations from the supervisor or organize a
mediation meeting.

3. Abuse or violation of academic ethics

Some conflicts are more serious and concern situations in which the supervisor exceeds the
boundaries of an academic relationship. Such behaviours may include:

. exerting excessive psychological pressure,

. offensive or humiliating comments,

« Obstructing the publication of research results,

« unauthorised use of the work or research results conducted by the doctoral student.

Such actions not only harm the doctoral student, but also violate the principles of academic
ethics. In such cases, the issue should be immediately reported to the director of the doctoral
school, who has the necessary tools to investigate and clarify the situation. It is crucial to
document all problematic situations - emails, notes from meetings, and excerpts of the doctoral
dissertation containing the supervisor's comments. Such evidence allows the entity operating the
doctoral school to objectively assess the circumstances and take corrective action aimed at
improving the doctoral student’s situation. Abuse of supervisory authority is not the norm, yet it
can have serious consequences for the doctoral student’'s academic career. Therefore,
universities and research institutes increasingly establish clear procedures to protect the rights of
doctoral students and promote a culture of dialogue, in which any conflict can be resolved
constructively and in accordance with the law.
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Change of doctoral student supervisor

The regulations of the doctoral school specify, among other things, the rules for the appointment
and change of the doctoral student supervisor. These rules may be determined autonomously by
the entity operating the doctoral school. However, academic literature emphasises that the
doctoral student should have the right to request a change of supervisor when further
cooperation with the current supervisor is no longer possible or hinders the implementation of the
schedule for preparing the doctoral dissertation. In many doctoral schools, the procedure for
changing a supervisor follows a similar pattern:

1.The doctoral student submits a written request for a change of supervisor to the director of the
doctoral school.

2.The request should:
« provide justification for the change,
. indicate a proposed new supervisor (if they have already given preliminary consent),
. include any relevant opinions or confirmations.

3.The decision to change the supervisor is made by the scientific council of the discipline or the
director of the doctoral school, in accordance with the regulations of the specific doctoral school.

What if the supervisor does not consent to the change?

The lack of consent from the supervisor does not completely block the possibility of changing the
scientific supervisor. While such consent is welcome, it is not obligatory - the final decision rests
with the entity operating the doctoral school.

If the doctoral student can justify that cooperation is impossible (e.g. the supervisor fails to fulfil
their duties, does not provide consultations, does not support the research, or there are conflicts
or unethical behaviours), the director of the doctoral school or the disciplinary council may
dismiss the supervisor and appoint a new one.

In such a situation, the doctoral student should:
« describe the difficulties in cooperation in an objective and factual manner,
« include evidence or statements (e.g. from the assistant supervisor, research team members, or
the programme coordinator),
. identify a possible new supervisor or request that the doctoral school’s relevant authority
appoint one (as provided in the school’s regulations).

After the request has been approved, an ordinance or decision on the change of supervisor is
issued. From that moment, the new supervisor assumes all responsibilities related to the scientific
supervision of the doctoral candidate, while the previous supervisor loses their formal status as
supervisor. In certain cases, the head of the doctoral school may recommend updating the
individual research plan or the schedule for preparing the doctoral dissertation.
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Assistance and support in difficult situations

In situations where a doctoral candidate is unsure how to proceed, or when the conflict with the
supervisor is particularly complex, it is advisable to seek assistance from the Doctoral Candidates’
Rights Ombudsperson of the Polish National Association of Doctoral Candidates. This is an
authority whose role is to provide legal and advisory support to doctoral candidates across
Poland. The Ombudsperson may, among other things:
. clarify the applicable regulations concerning the rights and obligations of doctoral
candidates, advise on how to formulate an application or an appeal,
« mediate in communications with the university or research institute,
. indicate possible legal and institutional steps in cases where a doctoral candidate’s rights
have been violated.

Contact details for the Ombudsperson and detailed information on the scope of assistance can
be found on the website of the Polish National Association of Doctoral Candidates:
https://krd.edu.pl/rzecznik praw doktoranta/

AUTHOR:
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