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Abstract 
The purpose of the present study is to explore the “misfits” occurring between doctoral students 
and their supervisors. More precisely, we investigate the types of incongruences that occur, 
whether and how they are regulated and their consequences on students’ outcomes. Qualitative 
interviews were conducted with 21 former PhD students (8 completers and 13 non-completers). 
Results show that, when facing a misfit, PhD students either (1) learn to live with it and/or turn to 
alternate resources, (2) suffer from it without being able to address the problem with their super-

visor, (3) address the issue with their supervisor and 
try to solve it in various ways, or (4) are unable to 
address the issue because it reached a point of no 
return. Further, types of misfit regulation are likely 
to have an influence on students’ motivation and 
engagement. These results are discussed in the light 
of person-environment fit, coping, emotional regu-
lation, and conflict management frameworks. 
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Introduction 
The doctoral student’s supervisor may be considered as “one of the most important persons - if 
not the single most critical person - with whom doctoral students will develop a relationship dur-
ing their doctoral degree program” (Barnes & Austin, 2009, p. 297). Numerous studies have 
showed the critical influence of advisors’ supporting style on various PhD students’ motivation 
and achievement (Bair & Haworth, 2004; Devos et al., 2015; Hollingsworth & Fassinger, 2002; 
Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Jones, 2013; Martinsuo & Turkulainen, 2011; Paglis, Green, & Bauer, 
2006; Sambrook, Stewart, & Roberts, 2008; Wao & Onwuegbuzie, 2011). In a longitudinal study 
over five years, Paglis et al. (2006) found that the quality of advisors’ supervision had an impact 
on PhD students’ research productivity, career commitment, and self-efficacy. In a qualitative 
study, Jairam and Kahl (2012) underlined the role of advisors’ professional support, that is, feed-
back, advice, and problem-focused assistance in doctoral students’ completion.  

Yet, several authors have stressed that doctoral supervision is not a unilateral but a bilateral pro-
cess; a complex interaction that is open to mutual adjustment, change and negotiation (Acker, Hill 
& Black, 1994; Deuchar, 2008; Kam, 1997). According to Martinuso and Turkulainen (2011), “it 
is not supervisor behaviour as such that explains degree progress, but its interplay with the stu-
dents’ expectations and characteristics” (p. 106). In this direction, Pyhältö, Vekkaila, and 
Keskinen (2012) recently stressed the role of the degree of fit between the students and their su-
pervisors. Their study is based on the Person-Environment (P-E) fit framework, which stresses 
the importance of the congruence between the individual and his environment (Edwards, 2008). 
A large number of doctoral students (N = 1184) and supervisors (N = 431) completed a survey 
composed of open-ended questions and Likert-type statements. They found that the degree of “the 
fit between the doctoral students’ and supervisors’ perceptions of resources and challenges is 
linked to the doctoral students’ satisfaction with their studies and the supervisory relationship” 
(p. 395).  

Using this approach, this last body of research has shed a new light on doctoral students’ supervi-
sion. While most studies have addressed the influence of the supervisor’s characteristics (e.g., 
supporting style) on doctoral students’ outcomes, the line of research considering supervision as a 
bilateral process (e.g., Pyhältö et al., 2012) has highlighted the importance of considering the way 
(a) supervisor practices are perceived by the students and (b) the extend that these practices fit 
with students’ own perspectives and needs.  

Person-Environment Fit 
According to Greguras and Diefendorff (2009), “the match between employees and their work 
environment is one of the most widely researched topics in organizational behavior” (p. 465). 
Person-Environment (P-E) fit (or misfit) has been defined as “the congruence, match or similarity 
between the person and environment” (Edwards, 2008, p. 168) or “the compatibility between 
people and organizations that occurs when: (a) at least one entity provides what the other needs, 
or (b) they share similar fundamental characteristics, or (c) both” (Kristof, 1996, pp. 4-5).   

This general definition has been distinguished in terms of supplementary fit and complementary 
fit. Supplementary fit refers to the similarity between the person and the environment. Comple-
mentary fit is further divided into the needs-supplies fit (i.e., the comparison between the desires, 
values and goals of the person and the environmental supplies that serve as rewards for those 
needs) and the demands-abilities fit (i.e., the comparison between the demands of the environ-
ment and the knowledge, skills or energy of the person) (Edwards, 2008; Edwards, Cable, Wil-
liamson, Lambert, & Shipp, 2006). Further, the P-E fit can be subdivided into person-vocation fit, 
person-job fit, person-organization fit, person-group fit, and person-supervisor fit (Kristof-Brown, 
Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005). The last dimension, which is the one of interest in the present 



 Devos, Boudrenghien, Van der Linden, Frenay, Azzi, Galand, & Klein 

 469 

study, refers to value congruence, personality similarity and goal congruence between a person 
and his/her supervisor (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005).  

Overall, the literature on Person-Environment fit shows a positive influence of fit, and a negative 
impact of misfit, on workers’ outcomes (e.g., attitudes, performance, withdrawal behaviours, 
strain, tenure) (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005). Yet, little is known about how individuals react to and 
cope with these misfits. What happens when they occur? How do people react when they feel or 
perceive a mismatch? Can misfits be addressed and solved by the protagonists? How does that 
occur? The purpose of the present study is to explore, beyond the types of misfit that are experi-
enced, how doctoral students and their supervisors react to those situations and what are the con-
sequences of these reactions on students’ motivation and persistence in the doctoral journey.  

In order to address these questions, misfits will be considered in the light of the Person-
Environment fit framework, but also from the perspective of conflict management, coping, and 
emotion regulation frameworks. These frameworks identify different way of adjusting to those 
relationships lacking synergy that are likely to lead to different outcomes.  

Conflict Management 
Because we are considering misfits between two persons (and not between a person and an organ-
ization) and we are interested in how these situations may be resolved, the literature on conflict 
management is likely to help us understand this issue. Conflict is defined as “an interactive pro-
cess manifested in incompatibility, disagreement, or dissonance within or between social entities 
(i.e., individual, group, organization, etc.)” (Rahim, 2002, p. 207). A conflict may for example 
occur “when two parties have partially exclusive behavioral preferences regarding their joint ac-
tions”, or “when a party is required to engage in an activity that is incongruent with his or her 
needs or interests” (Rahim, 2002, p. 207).  

Different types and dimensions of conflicts have been identified. Conflicts can for example refer 
to relationship issues (e.g., personal taste, values, and interpersonal style) or to task issues (e.g., 
judgment and interpretation of facts, distribution of resources) (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003). Fur-
ther, the literature on conflict management sheds light on different ways of handling conflicts. 
Rahim (2002) identifies five styles, based on protagonists’ concern for self and others: integrating 
(i.e., examination of differences to reach an effective solution for both parties), obliging (i.e., 
playing down the differences and emphasizing commonalities; satisfying the concern of the other 
party and neglecting one’s own concern), dominating (i.e., win-lose situation; forcing behaviour 
to win one’s argument), avoiding (i.e., withdrawal, sidestepping), and compromising (i.e., both 
parties giving up something to make a mutually acceptable decision).  

Coping and Emotion Regulation  
Another line of research that offers a framework to understand how people cope with the difficul-
ties they are confronted with (e.g., misfits with the supervisor) is the literature on coping and 
emotion regulation. Coping refers to how people deal with stressful events and emotions. It can 
be defined as the “constantly changing cognitive and behavioural efforts to manage specific ex-
ternal and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the per-
son” (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 141). Originally, Lazarus and Folkman (1984) distinguished 
problem-focused coping (i.e., doing something to alter the source of stress) from emotion-focused 
coping (i.e., reducing or managing the emotional distress that is associated with the situation). 
Since then, multiple coping strategies have been pointed out in the literature. In an extensive re-
view, Skinner, Edge, Altman, & Sherwood (2003) identified thirteen potential families of coping, 
including five core ones: problem solving (i.e., taking direct and instrumental actions, making 
decision and planning to solve the problem), support seeking (i.e., seeking help or comfort from 
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relatives), escape-avoidance (i.e., efforts to disengage or stay away from the stressful transaction), 
distraction (i.e., engaging in an alternative pleasurable activity), and positive cognitive restructur-
ing (i.e., active attempts to change one’s views of a stressful situation in order to see it in a more 
positive light).   

In the same vein, authors working in the area of emotional regulation (Gross, 2013) assume that 
people regulate their emotions using five families of processes: situation selection (i.e., approach-
ing or avoiding situations), situation modification (i.e., active efforts to modify the situation), 
attentional deployment (i.e., distraction, concentration or rumination), cognitive change (i.e., 
modifying the evaluation of the situation), and response modulation (i.e., influencing physiologi-
cal, experiential or behavioural response to the situation). These categories are therefore likely to 
help us understand how doctoral students react when experiencing mismatches with their supervi-
sor.  

Objectives of the Present Study  
In sum, the existing literature informs us that the degree of fit between PhD students and their 
supervisors plays a key role in students’ motivation and engagement in their doctoral work. Yet, 
little is known on what happens once a mismatch is experienced. The purpose of the present study 
is therefore to investigate, in light of several complementary frameworks (P-E fit, coping and 
emotional regulation, conflict management), whether and how misfits are addressed by the pro-
tagonists. More precisely, the following research questions will be addressed in the present study: 

• RQ1: What types of misfits are reported by doctoral students?  
• RQ2: What are doctoral students’ reactions to those situations?  
• RQ3: What are the consequences of those ways of regulating the misfits on students’ mo-

tivation and persistence? 

Method 
In order to address our research questions, a qualitative research design was used. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 21 former PhD students from two Belgian universities, 
who either completed their doctoral dissertation (completers, n = 8) or quit the process before 
finalizing it (non-completers, n = 13).   

Context  
The participants of the present study were working in two universities located in the Federation of 
Wallonia-Brussels (as education is managed at this level of the political structure) of Belgium. In 
Europe and elsewhere in the world, the issue of doctoral training has gained considerable im-
portance in recent years (European Commission, 2001; Kehm, 2006). In Europe,  

“the European University Association (EUA) has set up a membership activity dedicated 
to the development, advancement and improvement of doctoral education and research 
training in Europe. In the framework of the Bologna process, EUA launched in 2005, af-
ter extensive consultation through a structured bottom-up process, Conclusions and Rec-
ommendations on Doctoral Programmes for the European Knowledge Society, better 
known as ‘Salzburg Principles’. These principles were confirmed and enriched, in 2010, 
in the Salzburg II Recommendations. The Salzburg Principles and Recommendations are 
widely endorsed and considered the most comprehensive set of guidelines on doctoral 
training that exist. They cover the nature of doctoral training, its structure and conditions 
for success.” (European Commission, 2001, p. 4)  



 Devos, Boudrenghien, Van der Linden, Frenay, Azzi, Galand, & Klein 

 471 

This general framework is being taken up in policies and practices by the European countries 
(Andres, Bengtsen, del Pilar Gallego Castaño, Crossouard, Keefer, & Pyhältö, 2015). The 2004 
decree that organizes doctoral education in the Federation of Wallonia-Brussels is in line with the 
Salzburg principles. The doctoral students work in the following context. After secondary school, 
they need to succeed in gaining a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree. They then apply and 
are accepted for a PhD. Either they are employed during six years by the university (and they 
have a part-time teaching assignment), or they benefit from a doctoral fellowship for a period of 
four years (and they have no teaching assignments). During the doctoral work, students must 
attend courses at a doctoral school, for a total of 60 credits (ECTS) before defending their disser-
tation. The final doctoral thesis consists in original research, generally composed of several em-
pirical articles, of which one has been accepted in a peer-reviewed journal.  

Data Collection 
We sampled participants so that they reflected both the prototypical profiles of PhD students and 
the diversity of experiences and contexts PhD students are likely to work in. Diversity and bal-
ance were sought for the discipline of their PhD (8 from Sciences & Technology, 7 from Social 
Sciences, 6 from Health Sciences), the type of funding they received (7 on research grants, 13 in 
research assistant positions, 1 without funding), their gender (12 women, 9 men), and the univer-
sity they were working in. A summary of the participants’ characteristics is presented in Table 1. 
Names of the participants were changed in order to ensure anonymity. 

Table 1. Summary of the participants’ characteristics 
NAME GENDER DISCIPLINE  FUNDING AGE DURATION ENDING 
Amanda F Agronomy Grant  23 4 C 
Amy F Management  Research 

assistant 
 1 N-C 

Angie F Medical sciences Research 
assistant 

24 3 N-C 

Anna F Linguistics Grant 26 3 C 
Carol F Psychology  Research 

assistant 
  N-C 

Carrie F Medical sciences Grant 28 2 N-C 
Cathy F Arts  Research 

assistant 
26 2 N-C 

Faith F Public health Research 
assistant 

31 6 C 

Francis M Informatics  Research 
assistant 

23 2 N-C 

Frankie F Psychology Part-time 
research 
assistant 

34 12 C 

Gerald M Engineering  Grant 23 4 C 
Irvin M Medical sciences Self-funded 40 18 C 
Jordan M Pharmacology  Research 

assistant 
28 3 N-C 

Justin M Computing  Grant 23 2 N-C 
Lucas M Medical sciences Research 

assistant 
29 5 N-C 
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NAME GENDER DISCIPLINE  FUNDING AGE DURATION ENDING 
Luke M Engineering Research 

assistant 
24 1 N-C 

Marvin M Informatics  Research 
assistant 

25 2 N-C 

Melody F Linguistics Grant 24 3 C 
Nicholas M Mathematics  Research 

assistant 
28 7 C 

Olivia F Agronomy  Grant 23 1 N-C 
Valerie F Psychology Research 

assistant 
23 3 N-C 

Note. Age = Age when starting the PhD. Duration = Duration of the PhD before completion or departure (years). Fund-
ing = Type of funding (Grant = 4 years and full time research; Research assistant = 6 years, part-time research and part-
time teaching). Ending = issue of the doctoral process (C = Completion; N-C = Non-completion).  

 

 
Figure 1. Figures adapted from Leclerc-Olive (2002) and used during the interviews in or-

der to make participants sketch their own doctoral journey. 

The interviews were conducted by the first three authors of the present article. They took place in 
the researchers’ office or in the participants’ office or house. An interview protocol was designed 
following the guidelines provided by Blanchet and Gotman (2010). First, the interviewer provid-
ed the participants with a short introduction to the study and ethical considerations (e.g., freedom 
to withdraw at any time). Second, we asked the participants to sketch their individual doctoral 
journeys. We presented participants with graphs that illustrate developments and changes over 
time (see Figure 1). These pictures were adapted from Leclerc-Olive (2002) and present an or-
thogonal axis with lines departing from the origin and taking different shapes and directions (e.g., 
a straight diagonal arrow, a wavy line, a dotted and broken line, an upward and then downward 
line and so forth). We then invited the participants to sketch the line(s) representing their own 
doctoral journey. Third, this drawing was used to support the subsequent discussion and sharing 
of experiences. The first question was to ask the participants to explain what they had drawn. 
Later during the interview, three other large open-ended questions were formulated: “What was a 
good/bad day for you during your PhD?” and “Have you ever considered quitting your PhD?” 
Between the open-ended questions, the discussion developed freely between the participant and 
the interviewer, punctuated by follow-up questions from the interviewer (e.g., what happened 
exactly, who was implicated, how did you feel, what did you do). The purpose was to address 
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“what” and “how” questions and to understand the participants’ experience from their own point 
of view (Blanchet & Gotman, 2010). We also had a thematic guide (see Appendix) with a list of 
themes that had to be addressed in the interview (e.g., relations with the supervisors, teaching 
assignments). They were addressed in the end of the interview if they had not been before (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005). The interviews lasted about one hour and were recorded. They were tran-
scribed according to the guidelines of McLellan, MacQueen, and Neidig (2003) and Oliver, Sero-
vich, and Mason (2005). Notes were taken by the interviewers before (to be aware of our possible 
biases) and after the interviews (to write down our spontaneous impressions).  

Data Analysis 
The data were analyzed using a thematic analysis approach (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 
2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). Thematic analy-
sis is “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 79). This method is used to organize and describe the data in rich detail and to 
interpret various aspects of the research topic (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

First, data were read and listened to several times, writing down initial ideas for the coding and 
analysis. Second, codes and larger themes were identified. Several authors have pointed out that 
codes and themes can be identified either in an inductive or deductive way (Braun & Clarke, 
2006; Gilgun, 2005; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Following authors such as Fereday and Muir-
Cochrane (2006) and Zhou (2015), we used a combination of those two approaches. An initial set 
of categories was derived from the existing research on doctoral persistence, while new categories 
were allowed to emerge direct from the data using inductive coding. A dual focus on deductive 
and inductive approaches emphasized the dynamic dialogue between theory and data (Zhou, 
2015). The initial set of codes, created in NVivo software, was therefore progressively amplified 
and amended as the transcripts were analyzed. This coding work was conducted by the two first 
researchers, who continually discussed the creation of new categories and their definition. Third, 
the themes were progressively refined; for example, some themes were collapsed into each other 
or broken down into separate themes. We checked that data within the themes cohered meaning-
fully and that there were clear and identifiable distinctions between the themes (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). A codebook with all the categories/sub-categories and their definitions was constituted. 
Finally, in order to answer the research questions of the present study, we focused on the catego-
ries that were relevant to these questions and analyzed in detail the data within them. Four catego-
ries were selected: “Support offered by the supervisor” (composed of various subcategories), 
“Inadequacy with the supervisor”, “Regulation with the supervisor” and “Self-regulation”. The 
content of those categories was transversally analyzed with regard to our research questions. Re-
sults are presented below.  

Results 
The results section proceeds in three steps; first, we describe and organize what we observed in 
the interviews; second, at the end of each section, we put them in relation with the existing litera-
ture; third, in the discussion, we integrate these results and interpret them together. 

In our interviews, the PhD students reported professional and personal values (e.g., what they 
considered to be good research, what research should look like and be useful for), aspirations 
(e.g., the directions they wished to follow in their research), difficulties (e.g., specifying their 
research project and progressing in it), and needs and expectations with regard to supervisor sup-
port (e.g., some autonomy, help in structuring their ideas or answering their questions, a warm 
human relationship). The participants also reported on their supervisors’ values, aspirations for 
the research project (e.g., what they considered to be a good direction to follow in the research, 
which is related to what is at stake for them), and their supervisory style (i.e., the attitude and 
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behaviours that they initiated with the intention of helping the PhD students progress with their 
work).  

We show below that (1) there can be a fit or a misfit between these respective perceptions, (2) 
various reactions to misfits may occur, and (3) the way misfits are addressed and eventually re-
solved is likely to have an influence on PhD students’ outcomes.  

Fit or Misfit 
On the one hand, in some temporary or long-lasting situations there is a fit between these ele-
ments; the PhD students feel that they and their supervisors share the same values and aspirations 
for the research project, they report that they progress together in this direction, have similar ways 
of working, and the supervisory style matches the students’ needs and expectations. In these sit-
uations, perceived supervisor attitude therefore plays a positive role in the doctoral students’ mo-
tivation, engagement, progress and persistence.   

On the other hand, in other situations, there is a perceived misfit between the PhD students and 
their supervisor. Three types of situations were identified. 

First, there can be a mismatch between the students’ and their supervisors’ aspirations for the 
doctoral project, that is, in the directions that they consider to be promising, the specific subject 
they wish to investigate, the methodological approach they wish to use, etc.  

Second, there can be incongruence between the supervisors’ and students’ values, their priorities 
in life, or their views of what constitutes good research. For example, the following participant 
(Valerie) reported how, in her view, misfits regarding research and life values kept growing be-
tween her supervisor and herself: “I realized that it did not make sense, she (her supervisor) just 
wanted significant results and I could not see the point of going in this direction. I started seeing 
her differently, which lasted until the end. (…) I started to see a discrepancy with my supervisor, I 
realized that we did not see life the same way, we did not have the same priorities. I started to 
think ‘well, it is your choice, I am not judging you, but I am not heading toward a career like 
yours, this is not what I want’ ”.  

Third, there can be a mismatch between the supervisor’s supporting style and the students’ needs 
and expectations for supervision. This mismatch may result from the two mismatches described 
above but may also arise for other reasons. For example, Angie experienced a mismatch between 
her supervisor’s formal and distant way of managing the team and the human contact that she 
needed; “I am not a big fan of his team management style. It’s not human enough for me. Be-
cause, ok, we are at work, do some work that needs to progress, but behind that, we also have a 
life, and we can’t, well I can’t leave my life aside and behave as if, during the 8-9-10 hours I am 
at work, it is the only thing that counts. That’s not true, well for me personally it’s a whole thing 
and that’s it”.  

Analysis in the light of the existing literature. With regard to the theoretical frameworks on fit 
and conflict presented above, we suggest that the first type of misfit (between supervisors’ and 
students’ aspirations for the project) refers to task-related issues (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003), 
while the second type of misfit (between supervisor’s and students’ values) refers to a relation-
ship conflict. This second type of conflict is also in line with the literature on supervisor-
subordinate similarity, which assumes that the more these two protagonists are similar on dimen-
sions such as perspectives, work habits, or values, the higher is the subordinates’ work satisfac-
tion (Thompson, Brough, & Schmidt, 2006). Finally, the second type of misfit (between supervi-
sors’ and students’ values) corresponds to a supplementary fit, while the last type of misfit (be-
tween supervisors’ support and students’ needs for supervision) echoes a needs-supplies fit (Ed-
wards et al., 2006).  
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Regulation or No Regulation 
Different reactions to this misfit will take place. Doctoral students may either (1) learn to live 
with it, (2) suffer from the situation without being able to address it with their supervisor, (3) 
address the problem and try to solve it in different ways, or (4) be unable to consider trying to 
regulate the issue as a point of no return in their disagreement has been reached. These processes 
are described below and illustrated in Figure 2.    

 
Figure 2. Summary of the (mis)fits, types of reactions and consequences  

on motivational outcomes. 

Learning to live with it 
In some situations, the PhD students take their supervisor’s support and values as they are. They 
accept that they will not be able to change them or obtain more from her/him. They come to terms 
with what is on offer. They accommodate and deal with it. They consider it as a rule of the game, 
a constraint of the situation which they deal with without suffering from it. They sometimes re-
frame their perception of the situation and turn to alternative personal and external resources. 

For instance, most of the participants stress the importance of receiving structuring support from 
their supervisor (e.g., receiving feedback on written production, answers to their questions) and 
wish they had received more of that type of help. Yet, reactions differ when they are confronted 
with a lack of such support from their supervisor (e.g., little time available, limited expertise in 
the student’s doctoral subject, rare and superficial feedback). While some students keep criticiz-
ing this lack of support and suffer as a result, others manage to reframe their perception of the 
situation and turn to alternative personal and external resources. They realize that they will need 
to work by themselves and learn to live with it.  

For example, Gerald was at first very upset by the lack of feedback he received from his supervi-
sor during the last months of his PhD, but then managed to change his perspective and deal with 
it; “I stopped harassing him with my questions and worked more by myself. I said to myself 
‘Now that I am in the last phase of my PhD, I should be able to do it by myself, I do not need to 
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ask him so many questions or as much details as before’”. Another participant, Anna, also real-
ized at some point that she could not get all the answers she needed from her supervisor and that 
she had to rely more on herself; “At a given moment, I resigned myself. Well, I said to myself 
‘It’s my job to find my answers, he won’t give them to me’. And I understood that in the end I 
was alone doing my research, well, ‘alone’, I mean that he would not offer me answers to those 
questions, and that I had to… I realized that we become experts in our field and that no one can 
answer our questions anymore”. 

Analysis in the light of existing literature. This first type of reaction (i.e., coming to terms with 
perceived misfits) is reminiscent of Skinner et al.’s (2003) positive cognitive restructuring and 
support-seeking types of coping. It also corresponds to other typologies of coping strategies that 
insist on this appraisal-focused type of coping (e.g., Moos & Billings, 1982). The focus here is on 
changing the perception of the situation, adapting assumptions and cognitive reactions, redefining 
the meaning of the situation, altering the way one thinks about a problem (Skinner et al., 2003; 
Weiten, & Lloyd, 2008). With regard to the emotional regulation framework, this type of reaction 
to misfits echoes the cognitive change step of the process model of emotion regulation. At this 
point, emotions can be regulated by performing cognitive reappraisal, that is, reinterpreting the 
meaning of the situation (Gross, 2013). Further, in the literature on doctoral studies, this type of 
behaviour supports Acker et al.’s (1994) findings that students often come to terms with whatever 
is on offer and display a variety of strategies for accommodating to the situation (e.g., turning 
necessity into a virtue and considering the lack of supervision as an opportunity to become more 
independent).  

Failing both to live with it and to address it 
In a number of cases, PhD students experienced a misfit with their supervisor (e.g., they realize 
that their values and views on the world differ completely, they disagree with the directions s/he 
ask them to follow in their research, they are not satisfied with the type of support they receive 
from him/her, etc.) but they did not dare address the issue with their supervisor.  

Several reasons led doctoral students to adopt this reaction. First, in situations where they need 
advice or feedback from their supervisors on their work, PhD students may consider that they do 
not have enough material or that their ideas are not mature enough to ask for a meeting with their 
supervisor. This can be a real problem among PhD students as it may turn into a vicious circle 
(i.e., they feel that they are not progressing well enough, this prevents them from asking support 
from their supervisor, which slows down their progress, etc.). For example, Justin did not feel 
very motivated by the subject that his supervisor had suggested to him, but did not dare let him 
know before he had a sound alternative subject to suggest to him; “I should have questioned (my 
project) even if I had no clear idea of what I wanted to do, but I didn’t. I was waiting to have a 
clearer idea and in the meantime I was pursuing the original direction, and in the end demotiva-
tion came over me. (…) I was a bit scared to ask because I didn’t have much to bring, so it’s a bit 
of a vicious circle (…) I wish I had more input from my supervisor, but I never explicitly asked 
for it really so it is my fault as well”. Progressively, this decreased his motivation and led him to 
quit his PhD.  

Third, in situations where the students might need to take a stand against their supervisor’s re-
quirements and assert their own ideas, they may be reluctant to do so because they believe it 
would be useless. For example, Loren, who was experiencing a very difficult and negative rela-
tionship with his supervisor, explained that “Sometimes I just thought ‘Ok today I will keep my 
ideas to myself, shut up and do her experiment’. There were also meetings where I was going, 
listening to her, saying ‘yes, yes’ and left because, there was just no point saying something. I am 
not perfect either, I tried a couple of times (to express my ideas) but sometimes I did not feel like 
making the effort, that’s true”.  



 Devos, Boudrenghien, Van der Linden, Frenay, Azzi, Galand, & Klein 

 477 

Fourth, other reasons, at the relational level, may also prevent students from confronting their 
supervisor, such as avoiding upsetting or offending them. For example, Marc got on very well 
with his supervisor, who was making a lot of effort to help him in his PhD. His supervisor had 
suggested a new research subject to him as he could see that he was not making much progress on 
the first one. When Marc realized that he was not more interested in this second subject, he did 
not dare say so to his supervisor; “The problem I had is that I was thinking ‘Ok I have been there 
for one year, we already changed subject once (laugh)’, I could not imagine telling my supervi-
sors ‘Well you see, your subject, I’m not interested in it’. So I decided to stop my PhD because I 
felt there was no way to turn back. The subject was there, after one year it was not possible to… 
and in the end I never addressed this issue with my supervisors”.  

Interestingly, in these situations, the PhD students sometimes regretted that their supervisor did 
not take the initiative to ask them how they were doing when the supervisor saw that they were 
not doing well. For example, Olivia reported that when she was experiencing high levels of emo-
tional distress, demotivation, and disengagement, she needed a helping hand from her supervisor; 
“If I was him, I would have come to me (laugh), well to ask ‘Are you feeling all right, you are not 
very engaged anymore, where has your motivation gone?’. Sometimes I need to be shaken by 
someone”.  

Analysis in the light of existing literature. This second type of reaction to misfits (i.e., not dar-
ing to address them) recalls Skinner et al.’s (2003) escape-avoidance type of coping and Rahim’s 
(2002) avoiding style of conflict management. According to Desivilya and Yagil (2005), while 
most research on conflict management has focused on active ways of handling conflicts, passive 
approaches are also frequent in work groups. For example, the authors mention that past studies 
“found that avoiding disputes, i.e., refraining from direct confrontation with conflict issues in 
formal or public sphere, was the prevailing mode of conflict management in organizations” 
(p. 57).  

Addressing the issue and initiating a regulation process  
Finally, in some situations, there is an attempt from the PhD students and/or their supervisor to 
address the issue and initiate a regulation process. In our material, we observe the following 
forms of interactions between the doctoral students and their supervisor, which lead to more or 
less positive resolutions of the misfits.  

First, the regulating interaction may be either explicit (e.g., the PhD student or the supervisor asks 
for a meeting to discuss the issue) or implicit/informal (e.g., the PhD student or the supervisor 
hints at the issue during an informal discussion). This dimension can also characterize the regula-
tion style of the relationship on the long run. For example, Amy initiated an explicit regulation of 
the situation; “I went to him several times saying ‘something is wrong; we need to talk’, I am 
within an ace of handing in my notice’ (laugh)”. Conversely, Gerald experienced an infor-
mal/implicit regulation of a tense episode. He was expecting more feedback from his supervisor 
in the final phase of his dissertation and was frustrated not to receive it; “I wonder if there isn’t a 
moment where, in a discussion, he nicely made me understand that I was going a bit too far. We 
were having a talk in our cafeteria and he told me ‘hey, you are pressuring me with this stuff!, 
kind of saying…well a nice way of saying it… And as it was not usual, I clicked and said to my-
self ‘well, I should maybe leave him alone and work by myself’”. 

Second, the regulating interaction can be “soft” or “hard”; that is, it can take the form of a timid 
breakthrough or an open controversy (e.g. in the cases where the PhD students open a procedure 
and make written reports in order to assert their rights).  For example, Amanda experienced a 
challenging confrontation with her supervisor when she stated that she was stopping doing more 
experiments in order to be able to write her dissertation during the last three months of her con-
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tract; “Yes, I said stop. I said stop. It was a very hard time. I went back to my parents, wrote a 
letter to my supervisor to say stop, well I did not give it to him but it just helped me to clarify my 
thoughts to arrive Monday morning and tell him that is was over (…)”.  

Third, the regulation attempts will either (a) fail (no agreement and no improvement of the situa-
tion), (b) end in a short-term improvement of the situation with the problem coming back in the 
longer term, or (c) end in a long-term improvement of the situation. For example, Olivia reported 
how she failed to make her supervisor understand her lack of interest for the subject; “I tried sev-
eral times to let him know that I was not very interested in this stuff, but he was very intimidat-
ing, and the couple of times where I said ‘no I do not want to do that, I would like to do it in a 
different way’, bam, he talks, talks, talks, until I say ‘yes, ok’ (laugh). It always goes his way in 
the end”. 

Analysis in the light of existing literature. This third type of reaction to misfits (i.e., addressing 
them and initiating a regulation process) is in line with a problem-focused (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984) or problem-solving (Skinner et al., 2003) type of coping. The person deals with the prob-
lem that is causing stress, and the aim is to change or eliminate the source of stress. It includes 
coping strategies such as taking control, instrumental action, direct action and decision making. 
This type of reaction also corresponds to the situation modification step in the process model of 
emotion regulation (Gross, 2013). Further, since an action is taken to address the misfit, a conflict 
management process is engaged and the protagonists display various conflict management strate-
gies (e.g., integration, domination, compromise, etc.) (Rahim, 2002).  

Reaching a point of no return and ceasing to address the issue 
Finally, events (argument, clash, betrayal) may occur that reach such a high level of severity that, 
from the point of view of the PhD student, no regulation is ever possible. The conflict is seen as 
irreversible and this may lead the PhD students to put an end to their trajectory.  

For example, Angie’s doctoral journey ended up with a clash with her supervisor. There had al-
ways been a misfit between Angie’s need for human relations and her perception of her supervi-
sor as formal, cold, and work-oriented. One day, a personal problem prevented her from attending 
one of her teaching assignments, which made her supervisor very angry with her. She reported “I 
thought to myself ‘what an [insult]’, I am sorry but there are no other words, it really is what I 
said to myself, ‘what an [insult]’, he does not understand anything (…). And then I thought, ‘Ok 
it is never going to work, we are not at all on the same wave length, forget it’. And that’s it.” And 
she quit.  

Analysis in the light of existing literature. This fourth type of reaction to misfit is in line with 
the “escape” facet of the escape-avoidance type of coping, which consists in engaging efforts to 
disengage from the stressful transaction (Skinner et al., 2003). It also echoes Carver and Scheier’s 
idea of adaptive disengagement from unattainable goals (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Schulz, & 
Carver, 2003).  

Consequences on the Outcomes 
Beyond observing misfit experiences and various way of dealing with them, we found in our ma-
terial that how these situations were addressed and eventually solved was related to PhD students’ 
motivation, engagement ,and progression with their doctoral work. 

First, a lack of fit was, overall, related to students’ outcomes. When discrepancies were reduced 
(e.g., the students managed to live with their supervisor’s attitude or were able to put forward 
their own point of view), the students reported feeling satisfied and motivated. Conversely, un-
addressed or unsolved misfits were associated with decreased student’s motivation. For example, 
Marc remembered that he did not dare tell his supervisor that he was not much interested in the 
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subject suggested by the supervisor, because he had no alternate subject to suggest. He therefore 
kept working on his own on this subject without much success and progressively lost his motiva-
tion; “I should have questioned [my project] even if I had no precise idea of what I wanted to do. 
But I did not, I kept waiting to find a more precise idea, and therefore, in the meantime, I kept 
working in this direction, and in the end demotivation got me”. 

Further, unaddressed or unsolved misfits may lead to growing misunderstandings, mutual recrim-
inations, and vicious circles, where the inability to deal with the situation undermines students’ 
motivation and engagement and results in stagnation, which in turn increases the supervisors’ 
incomprehension and disengagement. For example, Luke suggests that “My supervisor, I think, 
probably realized that I was not motivated, and therefore put even less energy into the way he was 
supervising me and my research”. In the end, these vicious circles and the degradation of both the 
relationship and the students’ progress with their work may lead to drop out.  

In order to have an overall view of the influence of misfit regulation on drop out, we compared 
the completers’ and non-completers’ experiences of supervision. We found that what differenti-
ates the two groups is not so much what we can infer in terms of factual/objective supervision 
practices (e.g., frequency of meeting, amount of feedback) but more how the doctoral students 
fitted in and dealt with their supervisors’ practice.  

On the one hand, completers did not report higher quality supervision, but instead fitted in and 
dealt with the type of supervision that they were offered. Some of them were happy with the su-
pervision they received (e.g., Gerald). Others were satisfied with it, even if, on the basis of what 
they reported, it did not reflect good supervisory practices (e.g., sporadic meetings, little feed-
back, laissez-faire style, etc.) (e.g., Faith). Still others were somewhat disappointed with some 
aspect of their supervision (e.g., lack of feedback) but came to terms with it and turned to other 
internal or external resources (e.g., Anna, Irvin, Melody, Nicholas). Finally, some PhD students 
were able to put forward their point of view (e.g., claim for more autonomy) (e.g., Frankie, 
Amanda). In these four situations, the doctoral students received support that fitted their needs or 
they were able to regulate the lack of fit. Being able to find an adequate balance between their 
needs and their environment made it possible for them to find and make progress in a research 
project that made sense to them.  

On the other hand, the non-completers who experienced incongruences with their supervisors 
were not able to address or to solve them. Some of those students avoided addressing the problem 
with the supervisor (e.g., Francis, Luke, Marc, Cathy, and Justin). Others tried to address it, nu-
merous times for some of them, but without being able to reach a long-lasting and mutually satis-
factory solution (e.g., Valerie, Carol, Amy, Loren, Angie, John, Carrie, and Olivia). This inability 
to deal with the type of supervision they were offered impeded their progress with their doctoral 
work.  

Conclusion 
The purpose of the present research was to explore misfits occurring between PhD students and 
their supervisors. A large amount of research in organizational psychology has shown the nega-
tive consequences of lack of fit on workers’ outcomes (Edwards, 2008). In the educational litera-
ture, past research has investigated the unidirectional influence of doctoral advisors’ supervising 
style on PhD students’ outcomes (Bair & Haworth, 2004), and, more recently, the fit between 
advisors’ and students’ perceptions of resources and demands (Pyhältö et al., 2012). In the pre-
sent study, we took those analyses one step further in analyzing the point of view of the PhD stu-
dents on the types of misfits that doctoral students and supervisors were encountering, the stu-
dents’ reactions to them, the regulation processes, and the consequences on students’ motivation 
and persistence.  
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Results showed that, first, different types of misfits were experienced by the participants. The 
participants reported temporary or long-lasting lack of fit with regard to the environment (e.g., 
incongruence with the research project or the academic culture), the supervisor (e.g., incongru-
ence between life- and work-related views and values, aspirations for the doctoral work) or the 
supervision (i.e., incongruence between the supervision offered and the students’ needs and ex-
pectations). Second, as expected, we found that there were different ways of reacting to these 
misfits. As depicted in Figure 2, students may (1) learn to live with it (change their perception of 
the situation and/or turn to alternate personal or external resources), (2) fail both to live with it 
and to address the issue with their supervisor, because they tend to work on their own, they do not 
want to upset their supervisor, or because they think that it would be useless, (3) address the issue 
with their supervisor and try to solve it in different ways (implicit or explicit, soft or hard, with a 
more or less positive ending), or (4) be unable to consider trying to regulate the mismatch as they 
have reached a point of no return in their disagreement. Third, we found that whether and how 
discrepancies were regulated was associated with doctoral students’ motivation and persistence. 

We have seen that these results could be read in the light of the person-environment fit frame-
work (Edwards, 2008), coping and emotional regulation theories (Gross, 2013; Skinner et al., 
2003), conflict management literature (Rahim, 2002), and past research on doctoral studies. First, 
the present study has shown the relevance of considering fit between students and supervisors in 
the light of both fit theories and conflict management theories, as this type of fit/misfit occurs 
between two social entities. Second, we have seen that doctoral students’ reactions to a lack of fit 
could be related to coping and emotional regulation strategies. In short, the four types of reactions 
depicted above can be related to core coping, emotional regulation, and conflict management 
strategies: (1) cognitive restructuring and support seeking, (2) avoidance, (4) escape and goal 
disengagement, and (3) situation modification and problem solving (in which doctoral students 
use conflict management strategies that will lead to more or less positive endings). Third, the 
results from the present study support the assumptions and findings from past studies that ad-
dressed doctoral supervision as a bilateral, complex, changing and negotiated process (Acker et 
al.,1994; Deuchar, 2008; Kam, 1997; Martinuso & Turkulainen, 2011; Pyhältö et al., 2012), 
where both the students and the supervisors develop and learn from each other (Halse, 2011).  

The main contribution of the present article was to offer an initial exploration into the complex 
interactions between doctoral students and their supervisors when facing misfits and to analyze 
their role in PhD students’ motivation and persistence. However, the present study also suffers 
from limits that should be addressed in future studies. Our analyses were based on retrospective 
interviews, that is, on participants’ self-reported recall of the doctoral experience. First, this mate-
rial is therefore subjective and reflects the participants’ perceptions of the reality rather than the 
reality itself. Second, the participants had to tell their story and were therefore likely to present it 
in a way that may be more coherent than it really is or that is self-protective. Third, we only had 
the doctoral students’ point of view and it would have been interesting to enrich it with the super-
visors’ perspective on the misfit experiences (Bøgelund, 2015).  

Future Research  
Future research in several directions is needed to improve our understanding of this issue.  

First, analyzing both the perceptions of PhD students and their supervisor would be of great val-
ue. It would offer a better understanding of the origin and the nature of the misfits; can they be 
ascribed to unconstructive behaviours on the part of the supervisor or to PhD students’ malad-
justment to the doctoral process?; do they reflect deep incompatibilities or only superficial mis-
understandings? Having both students’ and supervisors’ perceptions would also offer a closer 
look at the interactions between them when they are trying to address mismatches. This would 
offer more information on the type of conflict resolution that they are using and its impact on the 
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development of the situation. This could be done with retrospective interviews focusing on these 
moments in more detail, interviews or log book writing that take place just after the meeting, or 
live observation of such episodes. 

Second, large-scale and longitudinal quantitative studies would also be worth carrying out in or-
der to deepen our understanding of the issue. They could investigate the following aspects: the 
prevalence of misfit experiences among doctoral students, the most frequent types of misfits ex-
periences (e.g., related to the content or the research project or to the supervision style), the influ-
ence of the strength and types of the misfit on doctoral students’ outcomes (e.g., motivation, emo-
tional well-being, persistence in the PhD) and the individual characteristics likely to help regulate 
the incongruences.  

Third, there would be an interest in implementing interventions aiming at helping PhD students 
and their supervisor to discuss a possible lack of fit (e.g., monthly meetings on specific aspects of 
the doctoral experience), and to assess their impact on the doctoral process and outcomes.  

Pragmatic Application 
Interventions like these that allow both students and supervisors to make explicit their needs, 
styles, expectations, and views of research would be of great importance, both at the start of the 
PhD and regularly during the doctoral journey. At the start of the process, for example, when 
recruiting PhD students, interviews should be as realistic as possible and focus not only on the 
research project to come, but also on what the daily work is going to be like, what type of super-
vision students are going to receive, etc. There could also be a short trial period where the new-
comer joins the team for a couple of days to see what it is like to work in the department. During 
the doctoral journey, there is a need to regularly take some time to take stock on how the students 
feel in the PhD in general as well as with their research project, the supervision they receive, their 
integration with their doctoral peers, the culture of the department, etc. Such discussions often 
sound burdensome in academics’ intense schedules but they are likely to save a lot of time in the 
end.  

In addition, when PhD students are facing incompatibilities with their supervisor they often feel 
lonely, misunderstood, and at odds with their environment, and they would benefit from sharing 
these concerns with others, such as peer doctoral students in informal conversations, but also by 
means of more organized support groups or individual support (e.g., coaching). In the same line, 
it is important that doctoral students have other resource persons than the supervisor they can turn 
to when the bilateral collaboration gets harder. These persons may guide the students in a differ-
ent way that will help them draw closer to their supervisor.  

Finally, an issue that has already been raised is the lack of training that researchers are offered 
when entering academic positions (Halse, 2011). They are often selected on the basis of their 
research competences and may have few skills or training in other areas such as team manage-
ment, doctoral supervision, etc. They learn when doing and improve through trial and error but 
would benefit from an increased and more specific support. Appropriate support and training 
focusing on the new tasks and responsibilities that they need to handle would be valuable for their 
professional development and the well-being and efficiency of their team. With regard to the 
training sessions that can be organized to help them support their students, these need to focus 
both on good practice in supervising them (e.g., Lee, Dennis & Campbell, 2007) but also perhaps 
on good practice in how to adapt to students’ personalities and needs.  
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Appendix 
List of the themes that were addressed in the interviews 

• The different moments/tasks in the PhD and how easy or difficult they are for the partici-
pants (i.e. writing the initial research project, constituting the jury, participating in con-
ferences, writing and submitting papers, defending the thesis at the end, etc.) 

• Why and how they started a PhD 
• Their expectations with regard to the PhD and the academic and research world in gen-

eral.  
• The confrontation between these views and reality. 
• Relationship with the supervisor  
• Relationships with the doctoral peers 
• The role played by the relatives 
• The working climate in their department 
• Their material environment (e.g. office, specific material they need, etc.) 
• Their teaching and other assignments (e.g. courses to give, lab activities to organize, help 

on side projects, etc.)  
• Doctoral school 
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