
SUPERVISING AN INTERDISCIPLINARY PHD  

 

ALEXANDER AND THE TERRIBLE, 

HORRIBLE, NO GOOD, VERY BAD 

INTERDISCIPLINARY PHD SUPERVISION 

 

A SCENARIO WRITTEN BY DR LAURA MEAGHER, TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT 
GROUP TO STIMULATE SELF-REFLECTION AND GROUP DISCUSSIONS AROUND GOOD 
SUPERVISION PRACTICE IN INTERDISCIPLINARY DOCTORAL RESEARCH 

After an excellent undergraduate degree followed by a Masters in ecology at a small university, 
Alexander worked for two years at a non-governmental organisation promoting sustainability.  He 
realised he wanted to learn more about how to tackle the multi-dimensional problems that arise in 
the “real world”.  However, as he looked for a PhD programme and talked to potential supervisors, 
he soon realised that he would instead be expected to fit into a narrow disciplinary niche.  When he 
was awarded a cross-council EPSRC/MRC/NERC/ESRC PhD studentship as a member of the new 
interdisciplinary Project on social acceptance and health safety of novel alternative energy 
technologies, he thought all his problems were over.  But they were just beginning…. 
 
When he showed up at the large university that was to be his home base (the Project was split 
between four disciplines, at two institutions), he found that neither of the two supervisors 
(Engineering & Social Anthropology) at that university had made arrangements for him to have a 
desk, library privileges, internet access, etc.  For his first month and a half, he went back and forth 
between the two Graduate Directors and the two Administrators of the two departments, with no 
one claiming responsibility for providing his “home”.  Even once he had a desk space, it was with 
visiting fellows in a completely different area.  He was not invited to any journal clubs with other 
postgraduate students in either discipline, so it took him a long time to meet any other students. 
 
Hoping to set up an initial meeting to frame his thesis, Alexander sent emails to the four supervisors 
who had signed off on his studentship –and would ultimately have to sign off on his thesis.  (The two 
at the other university were in Environmental Sciences in the College of Science and in Epidemiology 
in the College of Medicine).  Despite increasingly frantic emails, the Environmental Scientist and the 
Epidemiologist did not reply for the first six weeks.  The Engineer and the Social Anthropologist at his 
home institution did reply, but could not easily find a time at which they could both meet with 
Alexander, so each offered to meet with him for an hour, separately.   
 
Based on the (separate) input of the Engineer and the Social Anthropologist, Alexander drafted a 
plan for his thesis work.  He emailed this to all four supervisors, asking for input from the two at the 



other university, in particular.  The Epidemiologist did not offer comments, but did attach the full 
Recommended Reading for all Epidemiology PhD students (a long list).  The Environmental Scientist 
did not reply.   
 
Alexander volunteered to go visit the other university, but neither supervisor took him up on it.  
Independently, the Engineer and the Social Anthropologist suggested they meet him when the 
whole Project Team gathered at the end of the academic year.  However, when the event occurred, 
the discussion session for senior researchers (only) ran over time, and he only had time to shake 
hands with the Environmental Scientist, who told him vaguely to ‘keep up the good work’ as he 
raced for the airport.  Alexander then found out that the Epidemiologist had left early. 
 
Alexander spent the summer reading and trying to focus his thesis topic, on his own.  He drew on his 
job experience to zero in on Environmental Science reading, but found the Epidemiology reading list 
impenetrable, especially since his home base university had no medical faculty to offer any 
guidance.  During the preceding academic year, he had sat in on an introductory alternative energy 
course for Engineers, and worked through the readings again.  The Social Anthropologist did invite 
him to an end-of-year barbecue for that department, where he met a postdoc who was very 
enthusiastic about opinion surveys and talked to him throughout the summer. 
 
In the autumn of his second year, Alexander sent around a revised outline for his PhD thesis, based 
on this background.  Heavily influenced by the postdoc in Social Anthropology, he had planned on a 
survey as his core data-gathering mechanism.  To his dismay, each of the four supervisors told him 
his plan –and his progress to date – was completely unacceptable.  In addition, three of the four 
singled out the survey as qualitative and not legitimate as “real” research. 
 
Instead, each supervisor briefly outlined a thesis question for him as expected from his or her own 
discipline, identifying a) an extensive reading list and b) methods, all based on assumptions of that 
discipline’s approach to tackling problems.  In deference to the interdisciplinary title of his 
fellowship, he would be expected to meet the demands of all four disciplines.  Each of the four 
supervisors said they would expect two chapters in their own discipline and would leave the other 
chapters to the supervisors in the respective disciplines.  Alexander would be allowed to put the 8 
chapters in any order, but was given to understand that sequence would be viewed as “political”, 
implying favouritism for certain disciplines over others. 
 
Gathering his courage, Alexander asked for and secured a meeting with the Project Leader. 
 
 
Use your responses to the following questions to determine what happens next….. 

 

1. List every infraction of good practice – or common sense – that you can find. 

 

2. Imagine that you are the manager of the interdisciplinary Project that funds Alexander’s PhD and 

includes (but is not limited to) his several supervisors.  Alexander has come to you and asked if 

you could please help, somehow:    

 

What actions would you take, in what sequence, to try to help Alexander? 

 

So that other students will not have to repeat Alexander’s awful experience, for each 

infraction suggest an alternative approach that would represent good practice. 



 

 

With apologies to the American children’s author, Judith Viorst, this 

scenario was written by Dr Laura Meagher, Senior Partner, 

Technology Development Group and has been used to prompt 

discussion at various workshops designed to support 

interdisciplinary researchers at the University of Edinburgh and 

elsewhere. 

Laura Meagher PhD has spent over 30 years working in the US and 

the UK with and within research and higher education institutions, 

along with industry and government.  Since 1999, Technology 

Development Group has been based in Scotland providing 

independent consultancy in higher education, focusing on strategic 

change, facilitating and evaluating interdisciplinarity and impacts 

of research programmes and funding schemes.   

Laura Meagher is currently an Honorary Fellow in the Science 

Technology and Innovation Studies group at the University of 

Edinburgh  

 

laura.meagher@btinternet.com 

www.stis.ed.ac.uk/people/honorary_fellows_and_visitors/laura_

meagher 

 

CC BY-NC-ND: This material is available under a Creative Commons License.  

This license allows reusers to copy and distribute the material in any medium or 
format in unadapted form only, for noncommercial purposes only, and only so 
long as attribution is given to the creator.  

CC BY-NC-ND includes the following elements: 

BY  – Credit must be given to the creator 

NC  – Only noncommercial uses of the work are permitted 

ND  – No derivatives or adaptations of the work are permitted 


	Supervising an Interdisciplinary PhD

