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EXPLANATORY NOTE
The purpose of the Code of Practice, which has been prepared by the 
Doctoral Programme Committee, is to set out in clear and concise terms 
a set of Institute-wide standards on various key aspects of the supervisory 
relationship.

The Code is not intended to replace either the formal Institute Rules or 
Regulations (although, for the sake of consistency, some modest amendment 
of these Rules and Regulations will be required), or the various more detailed 
Departmental guidelines. Instead, it aims to specify a general norm that each 
Department should fully respect in applying its more detailed procedures.

The Code has two principal and inter-related objectives:
• First, it should be informative. All concerned with the supervisory 

relationship — academic staff, researchers, external supervisors, and, 
where appropriate, administrative staff — should, in the course of a 
few minutes, be able to read and understand these guidelines, and 
should be able to refer to them at a glance.

• Second, the Code should be persuasive. It is not written as set of 
‘legal’ norms with sanctions attached, but as a set of social norms to 
be taken seriously and internalised by all interested parties. The idea 
is that the Code be a highly visible document and a natural point of 
reference in guiding the supervisory relationship, rather than a formal 
text only to be consulted ‘in extremis.’
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I. INTRODUCTION
The aim of this Code of Practice is to set out a basic framework for the 
relationship between the supervisor and the supervisee at the EUI. More 
detailed rules can be found in the Academic Rules and Regulations for the 
Doctoral Programme, and also in Departmental Guides for Researchers and 
other guidance notes. In these more detailed rules you will observe some 
variation between Departments, reflecting the diverse demands of the 
academic disciplines covered by the different Departments. However, the 
guidelines set out below should be read as a guide to general standards, 
procedures and good practices that apply throughout the EUI. The 
implementation of these guidelines, which is subject to ongoing appraisal, 
announces our common commitment to ensure that the excellence of 
the EUI as a whole is founded on the excellence of its core activity—the 
preparation of the doctoral thesis.
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II. CHOOSING A SUPERVISOR
On arrival at the Institute, every researcher should already have been 
informed of the identity of their provisional supervisor. This is someone 
with whom the researcher can have preliminary discussions on the definition 
of research topic, and who can also give the researcher initial advice on how 
to begin to organise their studies. In particular, the provisional supervisor 
should offer advice on the courses and seminars the researcher should follow 
as part of the Structured First Year Programme. In offering such advice, the 
main focus of the provisional supervisor will be on academic courses, but (s)
he may also be able to offer general advice on language and library courses.

The final choice of the appropriate supervisor for the researcher should be 
made as soon as possible during the first year, with the exception of the 
Department of Economics, which decides on the researcher’s supervisor at 
the beginning of the second year.

Each Department will set a firm deadline for its decision. In many cases 
the final supervisor will be the same person as the provisional supervisor, 
but sometimes a different allocation will be made on the basis of a more 
considered assessment of the researcher’s needs and plans. In any event, 
the choice of final supervisor should always be by mutual agreement. 

The department guarantees that each researcher shall have a member of 
the Institute’s teaching staff as his or her supervisor. Normally the supervisor 
is a full-time member of the department. When appropriate, with the 
consent of the researcher, the department may assign a parttime professor, 
a professor of another department, a RSCAS professor, the RSCAS Director, 
an STG professor, the STG Director, the Dean of Post-Doctoral Studies, or 
the President of the Institute as supervisor. It will always ensure that effective 
supervision can be guaranteed and that a co-supervisor or a professorial 
advisor is assigned from amongst its current full-time members.

To guarantee continuity in supervision no supervisor will, in general, be 
assigned new research students during the last, or if the department so 
decides, last two, contractual years at the Institute.

In the majority of cases, the researcher will only have one supervisor. This 
does not of course prevent researchers consulting other Institute professors 
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on matters relating to their thesis, and, indeed, this practice is strongly 
encouraged in all Departments. If the supervisor and researcher are in 
agreement, however, it may also be possible to assign a co-supervisor in 
circumstances where the thesis topic requires additional expert guidance. 
The co-supervisor may be another professor at the EUI, perhaps from a 
different department, or, may be based outside the Institute. When the 
need for additional supervision for a particular researcher is ascertained 
and someone is identified as suitable to fulfil that need, the Department 
needs to formally appoint this person as co-supervisor and the main 
supervisor or Head of Department needs to explain to that person her or 
his responsibilities. 

Where the original supervisor leaves the Institute prior to the researcher 
completing the thesis, arrangements will be made to ensure that the 6 
European University Institute researcher continues to receive adequate 
supervision. The departing professor should submit a report on the state of 
progress of the researcher’s thesis at least four months before the termination 
of her/ his contract. On the basis of this report and after full consultation 
with the departing professor and the supervisee, the Department should 
as soon as possible decide on the future supervision arrangements that are 
most appropriate to the needs of the researcher. These arrangements may 
take the form of (i) the departing professor continuing as sole supervisor, (ii) 
the departing professor sharing full supervisory responsibilities with a co-
supervisor appointed from the current full-time departmental staff, or (iii) the 
replacement of the departing professor as sole supervisor by a current full-
time departmental professor. Where the decision is made to continue with 
the departing professor as sole supervisor, an additional liaison professor 
will nevertheless be appointed from the current full-time staff to provide 
additional assistance and guidance to the researcher, and so guarantee that 
in all cases the researcher retains a direct link to the current Department.

The appointment of a liaison professor from the current full-time staff is also 
appropriate where the sole supervisor, although still a full-time member of 
staff, is expected to be absent from the Institute for an extended period. 
Again, the objective is to ensure that, whichever formal supervision 
arrangements are in place, the researcher should retain a direct line of 
contact with the active academic and administrative life of the Department 
and Institute.



8EUROPEAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTE - Doctoral Supervision at the EUI

III. THE SUPERVISORY RELATIONSHIP
There is no formula that can specify every detail of a good supervisory 
relationship. Different researchers have different needs and expectations, 
and different supervisors have different styles — and, indeed, should be 
prepared to adapt their style to the different needs and expectations of 
different researchers. Some variation in the supervisory relationship, 
therefore, is only to be expected. Indeed, insofar as it reflects sensitivity 
to the diverse needs of researchers, it is to be encouraged. However, in 
acknowledging the existence of legitimate differences in approach, we 
should also recognize two general principles that are central to the Institute’s 
supervision philosophy.

In the first place, it is important that at the very beginning of the supervisory
relationship, and at various intervals thereafter, the professor and the 
researcher should have a full discussion in which they communicate what they 
expect of one another and come to an agreement concerning the terms on 
which supervision should proceed, including such matters as frequency of 
meetings, submission of written work etc. Some professors and supervisors 
may wish to write down this agreement in the style of an ‘informal contract.’ 
However, regardless of the form that the agreement takes, what is vital is 
that it be fully understood by both parties, and that it be clearly intended 
as the basis for a working relationship whose paramount objective is the 
completion of a high quality thesis within a period of 4 years. 

In the second place, the supervisory relationship, including the major issues 
that should be resolved at the initial meeting, should be the subject of 
certain minimum standards of good practice. 
These should include the following:

During term time, meetings should take place at least once a month. This 
ought to be supplemented by Email or other forms of communication. 
However, Email communication should not be seen as an adequate 
substitute for face-to-face meetings, except where the supervisor has a 
lengthy leave of absence or where the researcher is absent on an extended
research mission, academic exchange or stage, or for any other exceptional 
reason. In periods of intensive preparation of work, such as the period 
leading up to the first year submission and the thesis writing- up period, 
more frequent communication is advisable.
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Each party should always be able to make an appointment with the other 
on reasonably short notice. During term time, either party should be able 
to arrange for an appointment to take place within a week, unless the other 
party is absent on mission or for any other exceptional reason.

Researchers should be expected and encouraged to submit written work 
to the supervisor at reasonably frequent intervals. When the researcher 
does submit written work (including course work and assessments as well as 
drafts of thesis chapters or sections of chapters), it is vital that the supervisor 
gives a clear indication of the time period within which (s)he will be able 
to provide feedback, and that the provision of timely feedback be treated 
as a high priority. The feedback need not always take the form of written 
comments, but whether it is written or oral or both, it should involve a 
serious consideration of the researcher’s work and of its contribution to the 
overall thesis. 

All important decisions in the development of the thesis should be taken 
only after discussion between both parties and by mutual agreement. For 
example, a decision to undertake a lengthy period of field research on a 
particular topic, or at a particular time, should only be made by agreement. 
Equally, a decision to concentrate on one part of the thesis rather than 
another, or to pursue the topics within the thesis in a particular order, or 
to set a particular timetable for completion of different parts of the thesis, 
should be taken only after discussion and by agreement. Further, where the 
researcher is contemplating a significant modification of the thesis topic or 
of his or her general analytical approach to the thesis, prior consultation 
with and agreement of the supervisor is indispensable. In all cases where 
key decisions are under consideration, the aim should be to ensure that 
the researcher retains the freedom to make his/her own fundamental 
choices of subject-matter and intellectual emphasis, but that in exercising 
that freedom full recognition be given to and full benefit drawn from the 
expertise and experience of the supervisor, and proper account be taken 
of the importance of making and remaining committed to a systematic and 
manageable research plan.
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IV. REVIEWING PROGRESS
The progress of the researcher is reviewed at various stages of the 
thesis in order to ensure that the researcher receives the best possible 
assistance in pursuit of the thesis. More specifically, periodical review is 
useful in encouraging the researcher to maintain steady progress, in offering 
support, advice and constructive criticism to the researcher, in identifying 
difficulties and permitting steps to be taken to overcome these difficulties, 
and in allowing the researcher’s work to be exposed to a wider audience.

The Structured First Year Programme, with its various written and oral 
assessments, contains a number of early opportunities for checking progress. 
As the researcher moves beyond the foundational framework of the first year 
and spends an increasing period of time in private study, it becomes all the 
more important that, as well as being periodically assessed by the supervisor, 
the researcher’s work be exposed to a wider audience. Therefore, in second 
and subsequent years, researchers should expect to present their work to 
their peers, professors and other members of the intellectual community of 
the Institute. Researchers should also be encouraged, where possible and 
appropriate, to present their maturing work to audiences beyond the EUI. 
As well as providing an opportunity for useful feedback, oral presentations 
are useful in developing the skills researchers may need in their future 
careers as academics, public servants etc.
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V. PROBLEMS IN THE SUPERVISORY 
    RELATIONSHIP
Where problems arise in the supervisory relationship, they should not 
be allowed to develop in a manner and to an extent that is harmful to 
the progress of the researcher. Often difficulties arise out of simple 
misunderstandings or out of some reasonable disagreement over the 
best way to achieve a shared academic objective. Often, therefore, 
these difficulties can be overcome simply through closer and clearer 
communication between the researcher and the professor, underscored by 
a shared appreciation of the need to pay due regard to the intellectual 
freedom of the researcher, the expertise and experience of the supervisor, 
and the importance of developing and maintaining a manageable research 
plan. In some cases, however, even where the difficulty or disagreement is 
not fundamental, the difference in formal status between the researcher and 
the professor means that a third party may need to intervene to help resolve 
the difficulty.

The appropriate Departmental third party in such circumstances is the 
Director of Graduate Studies or equivalent Departmental office-holder 
(except where the Director of Graduate Studies is also the supervisor, in 
which case the Head of Department should act as substitute). The student 
representatives can be an important support and point of confidential 
advice for the researcher in arriving at a decision to seek the intervention 
of the Director of Graduate Studies, although the researcher may prefer 
to decide and act independently. On being approached, the Director of 
Graduate Studies will seek to find a solution while respecting confidentiality. 
If, however, the various parties concerned come to the conclusion that it 
would be to the benefit of the researcher to seek another supervisor, steps 
will be taken to find a suitable replacement. Equally, where the supervisor 
has misgivings about the progress of the supervisory relationship, (s)
he may also take the initiative in approaching the Director of Graduate 
Studies with a view to seeking a resolution of the problem or suggesting a 
change of supervisor. Where any of the above parties are of the view that 
a non-departmental perspective might be helpful in resolving a supervisory 
dispute, they may choose to consult the Dean of Studies.
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VI. THE WELFARE OF THE RESEARCHER
It is both impossible and undesirable to separate broader questions 
pertaining to the welfare of the researcher from the proper working of 
the supervisory relationship. Where there are difficulties in the supervisory 
relationship, these can have repercussions for the general welfare of the 
researcher, and that is one important reason why it is imperative that any 
such supervision problems are identified and addressed quickly.

Conversely, problems of general welfare — where, for example, researchers 
are experiencing financial problems or problems in their private life — can 
have repercussions for the quality of their work and can affect the speed and 
sureness of their progress. As the supervisor is often the member of Institute 
staff the researcher feels most comfortable to confide in, the researcher may 
wish to approach the supervisor directly to discuss a more general welfare 
problem, and should feel able to do so. The supervisor may only be able to 
offer limited assistance, but should always be prepared to act at least as a 
‘gatekeeper’ or point of contact to other personnel within the Institute who 
can offer more detailed help or guidance. If, alternatively, the researcher 
prefers in the first instance to seek help with welfare problems from other 
sources in or beyond the Institute, the researcher should nevertheless ensure 
that her/his supervisor(s) be kept sufficiently well informed of the situation to 
be able to offer the researcher the necessary academic support and guidance 
at a time of personal difficulty and vulnerability. Concern for the welfare 
of the researcher also requires that a research or teaching assistantship is 
carefully assessed whether or not it will be useful for researchers by helping 
them acquiring additional academic skills or providing them with additional 
income, or might cause instead stress and delays with academic deadlines. 
The supervisor should always be involved in such decisions, also when 
assistant jobs are offered to a supervisee by other faculty members or the 
EUI administration.

Assistance provided by supervisees must be registered and remunerated 
according to EUI standards. Yet supervisors must also be aware that 
researchers might find it difficult to turn down a request for assistance by 
their supervisors, on whom they depend not only for their thesis but often 
also later on for their careers prospects. For this reason, supervisors should 
never ask supervisees to perform private work for them, no matter whether 
paid or unpaid.
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