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Abstract

Trust between the supervisor and student is the most important element that can pave the way to the
completion of a postgraduate degree. If the trust is eroded, it may be difficult for both supervisor and student
to work in tandem for the common goal of completing a research study. Trust is the responsibility of both
supervisor and student. Using an exploratory case study design, this study sought to explore issues that can
erode supervisor-student trust. For data generation, semi-structured interviews were used for five master’s
and five PhD students who had completed their degrees; these students were purposively sampled. Data were
thematically analysed, and revealed that a harsh manner of approach, a temperamental supervisor, long
turnaround time, communication barriers, failure to understand a student’s circumstances, impatience and
intolerance, unfair treatment and disrespect can erode supervisor-student trust. Therefore, this study
recommends that supervisors should always recognise that the manner in which they interact with students
may either make or break that trust. Supervisors should give prompt feedback to students while students can
still remember what they wrote. They should always bear in mind that students have other big
responsibilities, and take that into account when relating with them.
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1. Introduction

Are you aware that some supervisors’ actions can erode the trust that students have in their
supervisors? Supervisors should always watch their way of addressing their students as both persons
and adults. If they are not careful enough, they may erode the trust students have in them, and
possibly affect the success of the study. When students begin their research journey, they put all their
trust in supervisors as people who can lead and support them throughout their research. When that
trust is eroded, the working relations between a supervisor and student can also suffer. As supervisors
mentor students, they should offer emotional support, which entails trust, concern and listening;
appraisal support, which encapsulates affirmation and feedback; and instrumental support, which is
about money, labour and time (House, 1981). According to House, these issues are related to trust.
Supervisors should offer these types of support to their students, but ensure that they do not wear
away their trust.

Bui (2014) argues that the successful completion of a research study depends on the quality of
supervision and interaction between a supervisor and his/her student. Trust is one of the ways that

130



E-ISSN 2240-0524 Journal of Educational and Social Research Vol 11 No 6
ISSN 2239-978X www.richtmann.org November zo021

can serve as a yardstick to measure quality supervision. If students trust their supervisor, they can
adhere to all his/her instructions and guidance. Supervisors should always keep a check on their
supervisory philosophy since it can influence students’ expectations (Moxham, Dwyer, & Reid-Searl,
2013). According to Li and Tan (2013), trust is possible if the parties involved engage in emotional
investment and energy and reciprocation of care. Both supervisors and students should invest in trust
for the study to succeed. Trust requires supervisors to impart positive attitudes and enthusiasm
towards the guidance of students (Hauer ten Cate, Boscardin, Irby, Iobst & Sullivan, 2014). Whatever
supervisors do or say to students should have a positive bearing as well as create enthusiasm which
can motivate them to undertake their work with ease and zeal, because for successful mentoring, a
trusting relationship seems vital (Eller, Lev, & Feurer, 2014). This study therefore seeks to explore
issues that can erode supervisor-student trust, and thus help both supervisors and students to avoid
them.

2. Material Studied

The following aspects emerged when studying material pertaining to supervision of post-graduate
students. These aspects were perspectives on supervisor-student trust, students’ expectations during
supervision and student-supervisory ways of a caring supervisor and they are discussed fully below.

2.1 Perspectives on supervisor-student trust

Lundh, Palmgren and Stenfors (2019) argue that trust is a dynamic process based on students’
performance. Their argument is that trust grows stronger or weaker depending on that performance,
and supervisors look for signs of maturity and readiness from students. Lundh et al. identify
professional conduct and good communication as important signs of readiness in students. The way
students seek and respond to feedback can also shape the trust between them and supervisors.
According to Lundh et al. (2019), trust is something mutual and interrelated. They contend that it
becomes stronger or weaker as supervisors and students get to know each other. To this effect, issues
of language and communication between the supervisor and student characterised by mutual
openness, honesty, bravery and humour can help develop trust. A lack of dialogue can diminish trust,
hence Lundh et al. (2019, p.15) argue that “by giving trust, you receive trust”. Both supervisors and
students should play safe so that they secure mutual trust.

Students trust the feedback they obtain from supervisors because they regard them as experts
capable of pointing out mistakes and giving advice, and supervisors’ comments help them to find the
right direction (Zheng, Yu, Wang, & Zhang, 2020), and be willing to implement their feedback.
Nienaber, Romeike, Searle and Schewe (2015) regard supervisor attributes as antecedents of trust. The
attributes they refer to are benevolence, which entails the degree to which the supervisor takes into
account the students’ needs and wellbeing; the supervisor’s competence, which includes his/her
knowledge and qualifications; and his/her integrity, which is about preserving organisational justice.
In order to create, develop and sustain trust, both supervisor and student should clarify mutual
expectations and their respective needs (Denis, Colet, & Lison, 2019) from the beginning of the
supervision process. Trust should be based on a vivid understanding of mutual expectations between
supervisor and student, so these expectations should be clarified from the onset of their relationship.
Trust in the supervisor neutralises the threats a student may fear about their relationship, and when
students trust their supervisor, they feel safe to take interpersonal risks (Li & Tan, 2013). In sum, their
trust enables students to take risks that are worthwhile. Thus supervisors’ actions can be positively
related to trust (McKnight, Cummings, & Chervany, 1998), hence supervisors should always keep a
check on their actions against students so that they do not erode the trust between them. They
should not only be mindful of their actions against students, but should also monitor their own
honesty, moral behaviour and loyalty towards them, because these can enhance trust (Chen, Eberly,
Chiang, Farh, & Cheng, 2011). There are five components of emotional intelligence which can also
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shape supervisor-student trust; they are self-awareness, empathy, social expertise, personal influence
and mastery of purpose and vision (Lynn, 2005). Both supervisor and student should be aware of
these components so that they can work to create trust.

2.2 Students’ expectations during supervision

The trust that students anticipate from supervisors is based on a number of expectations. These
expectations are presented by Holloway and Walker (2000) and Thompson, Kirkman, Watson and
Stewart (2005). They include support, encouragement, guidance and advice, constructive criticism.
accessibility and availability at appropriate times. They also comprise reading and commenting on
written work at acceptable times, ensuring that students have adequate facilities and resources,
receive appropriate research training and advice on progress, and have enthusiastic, committed,
knowledgeable and approachable supervision that helps them with academic and personal problems
which may interfere with the smooth running of the research. As postgraduate students, they may
trust their supervisors if they offer these services to them.

2.3 Student-supervisory ways of a caring supervisor

There are 10 ways of a caring supervisor, and these can shape trust between a supervisor and his/her
student. A caring supervisor is sensitive to interaction, does not hold back on compliments and
appreciation, motivates to write, clarifies the requirements of a research study, teaches time
management, helps tolerate uncertainty and criticism, monitors the fulfilment of the quality criteria
for the research project, provides any kind of feedback, and provides suggestions and options in
addition to questions (Maatta, 2015). Supervisors should keep a check on the way they interact with
students, and ensure that they do not hurt them. They should also be flexible in terms of emphasis
during the supervision process. If students do well, supervisors should give compliments and show
appreciation; this helps to motivate students and develop trust. Some students may be demotivated
by a number of issues while under supervision, so supervisors should keep motivating them.
Supervisors should always be explicit about their expectations of the study so that students know
what is expected of them. Students may struggle with a number of things during their research; it is
therefore the responsibility of the supervisor to clear away whatever confusion they may have. In
order to build and sustain trust, supervisors should provide feedback timeously, and suggest new
moves so as to assist students to complete their studies.

3. Methodology

The researcher employed a qualitative case study design that is powered by an interpretive paradigm.
Yin (2012) point out that qualitative research offers a powerful opportunity to gain in-depth
information and perspective through the eyes of the participants and their experiences as social
actors. Consequently, the qualitative approach assisted the researcher to develop understanding of
issues that can erode supervisor-student trust. The purpose of this study was to explore issues that
can erode supervisor-student trust. Postgraduate students are closely involved with supervisors as
they pursue their studies. They can erode or enhance the trust between them. Hence 10 students were
purposively sampled and engaged. They were chosen on the basis that they had completed their
master’s degrees or PhDs, and therefore certainly knew about the importance of mutual trust with
supervisors. Their engagement and experience with supervisors may have either eroded or enhanced
their trust, so they were the most appropriate subjects for the study. Semi-structured interviews were
employed to secure data from students. These were convenient because they enabled the
interviewees to provide their own insights and reflections freely since they were in control of the
interview sessions (Barbour, 2014). They also allowed the researcher to put follow-up questions if
need be. Data were analysed thematically, thus allowing the researcher to identify and analyse
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patterns of meaning to illustrate themes that were important in the description of the phenomenon
under study (Lifidn & Fayolle, 2015). Ethical issues were considered before the researcher undertook
this study, and approval was granted to undertake it. All participants participated on their own
volition as their rights to participate were spelled out in advance. Confidentiality and anonymity were
addressed through pseudonyms. Participants were informed about the duration and safety of storing
data, and when it would be destroyed.

4. Findings

The findings emanating from this study were reviewed as part of data analysis. Some categories of
themes emerged in the process of data analysis. All these categories were written and assigned
specific codes, and were carefully scanned later. After the classification of data guided by these
categories, the interpretation, and presentation of findings were processed. The analysis of data using
themes revealed nine issues that can erode supervisor-student trust. The first one was that the harsh
manners of approach by supervisor can erode supervisor-student trust. Secondly, if a supervisor is
temperamental the trust between a supervisor and student can be eroded. Thirdly, findings revealed
that a long turnaround time from supervisor to student can erode trust. Fourthly, communication
barriers between the supervisor and student can also erode trust. Fifthly, the supervisor’s failure to
understand a student’s circumstances can erode trust. Sixthly, if the supervisor is impatient and
intolerant of the student, trust can be eroded. Seventhly, if the supervisor treats students unfairly and
disrespectfully, trust can be eroded. These issues are discussed fully in the following sections.

5. Discussion of findings

Themes that emerged from the findings are discussed below. In order to make reference to
participants, P is used. For example, the first participant is referred to as P1.

5.1 Harsh manner of approach

Findings reveal that the harsh manner in which supervisors relate to their students can erode trust
between them. Many a time, students rely on supervisors for guidance and support throughout their
study. According to Hauer, ten Cate, Boscardin, Irby, lobst and Sullivan (2014) supervisors should
impart students with positive attitudes and enthusiasm when they offer guidance. Students expect
good manners from supervisors during both verbal and non-verbal interactions. If supervisors do not
interact appropriately with students, that can affect the trust the students should have in them.
Supervisors should be careful of how they address and relate to their students.

For example, P2 commented “I spent time googling, searching, reading and writing. After
submitting to my supervisor, he just returned my work with big words: ‘Go and read again. This is
bad.’ I don’t think he even read my stuff.”

P2 also alluded to the action of her supervisor “I happened to be around where he works, and
decided to go see him, but he chased me away, saying we never had an appointment. That was harsh.
He should have squeezed me in since he knows I stay far from the university.”

The assertion from P2 shows that he felt he was treated harshly after spending time researching
and writing his piece. However, the supervisor did not even spend enough time reading and trying to
make sense of what had been submitted, and this did not augur well for the student. The supervisor’s
action showed no sensitivity to supervisor-student interaction, which M&dtta (2015) regards as an
attribute of a caring supervisor. The action of the supervisor may be viewed as a lack of the attribute
of sensitivity to supervisor-student interaction because the supervisor failed to spend time reading
the work of the student. What the supervisor did was contrary to the suggestion of Thompson et al.
(2005) who argue that students expect supervisors to read and comment on a written work at an
acceptable time. The failure to do so became an issue that made the participant dubious about the
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supervisor. Also, Holloway and Walker (2000) suggest that students expect supervisors to be
accessible and available at all times, and to understand their situations, and bear with them. In line
with Holloway and Walker (2000) it seems like students are aware that they have pitfalls but
supervisors should bear with them since as the word suggests, they are still students who are
learning; so they are not perfect. To this extent, Chen, Eberly, Chiang, Farh and Cheng (2om)
maintain that supervisors should mind their actions and moral behaviour towards students because
they can erode or enhance trust.

Findings revealed expectations that some supervisors seem to be unaware of as they deal with
their students and this manifested itself from the behaviour they showed their supervisees. It looks
like some supervisors are unaware that students expect immediate feedback which can assist them
keep their focus and motivate them to continue with their studies. Also, supervisors seem to be
unaware that students expect them to be always available and accessible. Lastly, supervisors should
always bear in mind that they need to develop enthusiasm which influence students to do their
studies. These are all the issues that were only presented by the literature but seemingly supervisors
never took them into cognisance when dealing with students’ work. Therefore, the findings
complemented the views from the literature.

5.2 Long turnaround time

When students submit their piece of work to supervisors, they expect quick feedback so as to know
what they did right and what they need to improve. If supervisors take a long time to respond, trust can
be eroded and the morale of the student can be affected. Students expect feedback promptly before they
forget what they wrote and submitted. These concerns were presented by P8, P10, P5 and P3.

P8: “I submitted my work to my supervisor, and expected to receive my feedback in at least two weeks as
per policy. It did not happen. I waited and waited, and decided to make a follow-up after four weeks, and
my supervisor said he had not even started with it for some reason; I did not know whether to trust him
again.”

P1o: “After I submitted my work, my supervisor told me he could only look at it after four weeks since he
was very busy. After four weeks there was still no feedback, and I didn’t know whether to trust him
anymore.”

P5: “When I heard my friend saying she had received feedback from her supervisor within a week after
submission, I even wished I was supervised by the same supervisor who was that quick in giving
feedback.”

P3: “A supervisor who gives you feedback within two weeks after submission encourages you to trust
him as an expert in the field.”

Students are frustrated by feedback that takes longer than expected. When they submit their
papers they want to know where they need to improve so that they can work on that immediately.
Zheng, Yu, Wang and Zhang (2020) suggest that comments from supervisor assist students to find
the right direction. Therefore, students need direction or confirmation of direction immediately after
submitting their work so that they know where and how to progress with their studies. If they do not
receive feedback as they expect they may start losing trust because a long turnaround time affects not
only their morale, but their work schedule. This is echoed by McKnight et al. (1998), who argue that
supervisors’ actions can be positively related to trust. So, immediate feedback from supervisors has a
positive bearing on the supervisor-student trust. If supervisors do not act positively by giving
feedback promptly, supervisor-student trust can be eroded. A failure to give feedback in good time
can affect a supervisor’s integrity, which is one of the attributes of a good supervisor (Nienaber et al.,
2015). According to Zheng et al. (2020), supervisors are experts capable of pointing out mistakes and
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giving advice. It means that students expect to know their mistakes and receive advices promptly for
they may lose focus if it takes long time.

Seemingly, findings suggest that some supervisors were not aware that giving their students
immediate feedback is associated with integrity and is an attribute of a good supervisor; this can be
attributed to the literature consulted. It is also unclear whether supervisors knew that their feedback
always assist to give direction to their students. Had they be aware, they might have not delayed
feedback as they did. So, the more there are delays on feedback, the more students may have to wait
since they need direction and advice from their supervisors. Delaying feedback seem to have serious
repercussions on students’ progress hence McKnight et al. (1998) advices that supervisors’ actions can
be positively related to trust. So if supervisor’ actions are not as expected by students, they may not
contribute positively to students’ progress.

5.3 Communication barrier

Communication is one of the mechanisms for healthy supervisor-student trust. If communication
becomes a barrier, then trust can be eroded, hence the argument of Lundh, Palmgren and Stenfors
(2019) that “by giving trust, you receive trust” seems substantive. Communication is one of the means
for sustaining trust. It is incumbent on both supervisor and student to ensure that they maintain
proper communication in order to nourish and sustain trust between them. Bui (2014) argues that a
research study can be completed if there is quality interaction between supervisor and student.
Interaction between a supervisor and student should be healthy so that everybody understands
his/her role and this can be maintained through good communication.

P4: “Each time I submit my work she will not acknowledge receipt, will not give feedback in time, and
when she sends it, I can't find her on her phone for clarity regarding comments she made; she won't
answer, and never comes back to me. I will have to keep on trying her phone until I'm lucky. I keep
praying for the grace of the Lord to complete my study and cut ties with her.”

As per Lundh et al. (2019) the lack of dialogue can undermine trust. In other words, as noted
above, a communication barrier has a bearing on supervisor-student trust. If communication is poor
there may be no smooth sailing for the work that brings supervisor and student together. A student
may be unclear about what to do since he/she always waits for the supervisor’s guidance and support.
Thompson et al. (2005) maintain that students expect support, encouragement, guidance and advice
from their supervisors, and these expectations should be fulfilled immediately so as motivate and
encourage students to work unremittingly.

The findings revealed that some supervisors seem to be unaware of the significance of
communication in nourishing trust with their students. The manner some supervisors related to their
students indicates that they do not understand the importance of communication in supervisor-
student trust as literature suggests. According to the literature, communication should be of a good
quality but findings were mum regarding that. From what the literature affirms, it looks like some
supervisors were unaware that as they do not communicate promptly with their students, that can
undermine trust.

5.4 Failure to understand students’ circumstances

Students are busy with a number of things while they pursue their studies. Most of them are working
and thus studying part-time, and they are mothers and fathers of their families, with responsibilities
on top of their studies. This calls for supervisors to always bear that in mind whenever dealing with
them, as their students expect. However, if supervisors do not understand the circumstances that
students find themselves in, trust can be eroded.
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P6: “I was supposed to submit my work the other day, but since my child was not well, I couldn’t; as a
married woman [ had to take my child to hospital. The next day I received an email from my supervisor
saying that I'm not serious about my work. I explained the challenge I had, but it was pointless.”

Pg: “I was not clear about the theoretical framework. I asked my supervisor to clarify it for me, but he
told me to google search and read articles since I'm a postgraduate student. I told him I was not familiar
with googling since I was a new student, but he insisted I should. I was hoping he would guide me on
how to do that, but no, he didn't. He failed to understand that everything was new to me.”

Li and Tan (2013) suggest that trust can be possible if the parties involved engage in emotional
investment and energy, reciprocation of care, and increased subordinate satisfaction. It goes without
saying that the supervisor in the reference above did not show signs of emotional investment and
caring for students. Since Lundh et al. (2019) suggest that trust is mutual, it can be assumed that
there is no mutual understanding between the supervisor and his students. It looks as if the
supervisor lacks benevolence, which encompasses the degree to which the supervisor takes into
account the students’ needs and wellbeing (Nienaber et al., 2015). If a supervisor does not care,
mutually understand his/her students and take their needs into account, trust can be eroded.
Supervisors should always take the interests of their students to heart for their trust to persist.

The findings show that supervisors do not understand some issues that constitute trust with
students. The literature indicates that both supervisors and students need to engage in emotional
investment and energy. This suggests that both supervisors and students need to understand that for
the study to be accomplished they also need to sympathise and empathise with each other. However,
findings show that some supervisors did not sympathise with their students even when they
presented valid reasons for their failure to do and submit work in time. Therefore, even though
students did not explain how they want supervisors to treat them when they are experiencing
problems but the literature was clear on what students expect from supervisors.

5.5 Impatience and intolerance

Since most postgraduate students have never been exposed to postgraduate study, they expect
supervisors to be patient and tolerant with them. If they do not get this patience and tolerance, they
may doubt their supervisors. If supervisors are not patient and tolerant, they may not assist their
students to correct their mistakes and complete their studies.

P1: “After submitting my work he responded to say he expected that I would submit good work since we
were workshopped about proposal writing. I told him this was the best I could do. Since he expected me
to be knowing he criticised me for being lazy. I expected him to be patient with me and help me get
through. Instead he accused me of being lazy.”

One of the responsibilities of supervisors is to create the enthusiasm that can motivate students
to undertake their work with ease and zeal (Eller, Lev, & Feurer, 2014). Their patience and tolerance
with students can create students’ enthusiasm and motivation. On the other hand, impatience with
students can demoralise them into losing their focus and interest. Therefore, it is imperative for
supervisors to be patient and tolerant with their students. According to Maatta (2015) they should
help them to tolerate uncertainty and criticism.

Findings suggest that students expect supervisors to tolerate them during the course of the
study. They go to an extent of saying they feel offended if referred to as lazy. The actions of the
supervisor went against creating enthusiasm expected from supervisor as explained by Eller, Lev and
Feurer (2014). The supervisor failed to help the student tolerate uncertainty. It seems some
supervisors are unaware of the consequences of their comments to students. Therefore, supervisors
should be careful of how they react and comment to their students because they can demoralise and
demotivate them.
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5.6 Unfair treatment of students

The way supervisors treat their students, through comment and interaction, can influence trust
between them. The way students are treated can motivate or demotivate them. Consequently,
supervisors should be wary about the way they treat their student so that they do not feel it is unfair.

Pg: “I submitted my work and she returned feedback, and I worked on her comments and suggestions,
and submitted again. She again returned work with new comments on the same sections I had worked
on. I felt as if this lady didn’t do her work well enough, and I found it unfair to go back and do something
I thought I had put behind me.”

P3: “When [ was at my proposal stage, she suggested that I start by defining the concepts I was
addressing, like approach and paradigm, and I did that. After marking my work, she changed without
explanation and told me not to define concepts, but to get straight to the point since I was at the
proposal stage. It was unfair to me to write and then delete due to a suggestion from the supervisor.”

The literature reveals that supervisors should clarify requirements of a research (Maattd, 2015)
for their students and it also asserts that students should receive appropriate research training
(Thompson, Kirkman, Watson and Stewart, 2005). However, when supervisors change tunes when
giving directions and clarifying what students need to do confuses students hence they find deem it
as unfair treatment. This suggests that literature reveals some of the expectations from supervisors in
order to avoid unfair treatment of students. Supervisors must be careful not to somersault because it
can upset students. If they change their mind they should explain that to students so that they are
not confused. If students think they are unfairly treated by their supervisors, they will lose trust in
them.

5.7 Disrespect

Respect is the cornerstone of any relationship, whether at work or elsewhere. If disrespect can ruin
any relationship, it can also ruin the trust between a supervisor and his/her student. This is a
sensitive issue because with very rare exceptions, postgraduate students are adults, and many are
married men and women. As they pursue their studies, they want to be respected by their
supervisors. If they feel disrespected, they may start distrusting their supervisors and thus
complicating the mammoth task ahead. Maitta (2015) argues that a caring supervisor is sensitive to
interaction. This indicates that he/she should always be careful of how he/she relates with students
because it can enhance or erode trust. For example,

Ps5 asserted: “When I received feedback with words like ‘rubbish’, ‘nonsense’, ‘why did you put this here?’,
T told you not to do this’, I felt so disrespected and almost quit.”

Findings reveal some words that seem unacceptable from supervisors’ point of view. The
literature, unfortunately, did not allude to such words. The use of such words is contrary to
constructive criticism (Holloway and Walker, 2000) that students expect from their supervisors. The
use of these words is totally unacceptable since they were referred to postgraduate students who are
adults and they are grossly disrespectful. As Maatta (2015) argues, a caring supervisor can hardly use
these words to his/her students. Therefore, supervisors should refrain from commenting in students’
work with such words, they are disrespectful and can erode trust.

5.8 A temperamental supervisor

A temperamental supervisor is difficult to work with because a student cannot detect if the
supervisor is in a good or bad mood. A student can come fully prepared to undertake a task with the
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guidance of the supervisor, but if it is a bad day for the supervisor, it can also be a bad day for the
student, and that can affect the trust between them. Thompson et al. (2005) contend that personal
problems should not interfere with work. A moody supervisor can derail the morale of the student.

P1o: “It was difficult to predict my supervisor’s attitude because today she’s happy, tomorrow she’s
something else, hence I had to read her mood first before I knew what to do or say.”

One can learn from the findings that it is difficult to work with a supervisor who is moody
because the student must start by reading the mood of the supervisor first before saying or doing
anything. This suggests that the progress of the study may be determined by the temperament of the
supervisor. In contrast to this, literature reveals that personal problems should not interfere with
student’s work. Also, the literature warns that supervisors should guard against their behaviour
(Chen et al., 2011) in relation to their students. Supervisors should note that it is difficult to work with
a temperamental supervisor because he/she can throw tantrums anytime. When the supervisor is not
in a good mood, he/she may not handle students professionally and well.

6. Conclusion

This research study was undertaken to explore ways that can erode supervisor-teacher trust.
Following the findings of the analysed data, the study concludes that supervisors’ behaviour towards
their students can either enhance or erode trust. Supervisors who do not respect students, are
intolerant, impatient or moody make it difficult for students to seek guidance and support in order to
complete their studies. Long turnaround time retards the students’ progress, and failure to
understand their circumstances demoralises them.

As a sequel to these findings, this study recommends that supervisors should always recognise
that the manner in which they interact with students may either make or break the trust between
them. This study also recommends that supervisors should give feedback to students promptly, while
students still remember what they wrote. Supervisors should always bear in mind that students have
other big responsibilities, and take that into account when relating with them.
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