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Abstract
Context and relevance. The relationship of the PhD student and the supervisor 
acts as one of the crucial factors of motivation, well-being or dropout. Objective. 
To identify the relationship between academic supervision styles and PhD students’ 
motivation, perseverance, well-being and burnout. Hypothesis. Academic super-
vision styles will be related to motivation, well-being, perseverance, and burnout 
directly or inversely depending on whether they support or frustrate basic psycho-
logical needs. Methods and materials. The study involved 142 PhD students 
(M = 28,8, SD = 5,2, 54% female). The theoretical basis of the work was self-
determination theory, which allows us to understand the contribution of styles that 
support or frustrate basic psychological needs to the motivation and outcomes of 
PhD students’ research activities. The study used the Universal Perceived Locus of 
Causality (UPLOC) and academic burnout scales, the Questionnaires on Academic 
Supervision Styles (QA2S) and well-being (The PERMA Profiler). Results. The 
results showed that autonomous and structuring academic supervision styles are 
the factors of autonomous motivation, whereas controlling and chaotic academic 
supervision styles are the factors of external motivation and amotivation. The quality 
of motivation mediates the effect of academic supervision styles on PhD students’ 
perseverance and burnout, specifically cynicism and exhaustion. Autonomous and 
structuring styles are positively, while chaotic and controlling styles are negatively 
related to well-being and its aspects. Conclusions. Autonomous and structuring 
styles are the most favourable for PhD students. Mastering them, as well as reduc-
ing the use of unfavourable demotivating styles can become targets of work in the 
organisation of academic supervisors’ professional development.
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Стиль научного руководства как предиктор 
мотивации и выгорания аспирантов

Л.А. Марчук
Национальный исследовательский университет «Высшая школа экономики», 
Москва, Российская Федерация
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Резюме
Контекст и актуальность. Отношения аспиранта с научным руководи-
телем выступают одним из решающих факторов мотивации, благопо-
лучия или отсева. Цель. Выявить связь стилей научного руководства с 
мотивацией, настойчивостью, благополучием и выгоранием аспирантов. 
Гипотеза. Стили научного руководства связаны с мотивацией, благопо-
лучием, настойчивостью и выгоранием прямо или обратно в зависимости 
от того, поддерживают они или фрустрируют базовые психологические 
потребности. Методы и материалы. В исследовании приняли участие 
142 аспиранта (М = 28,8, SD = 5,2, 54% женщины). Теоретической осно-
вой работы стала теория самодетерминации, позволяющая понять вклад 
стилей, поддерживающих или фрустрирующих базовые психологические 
потребности, в мотивацию и внутренние результаты исследовательской 
деятельности аспирантов. Использованы шкалы типов мотивационной 
регуляции (UPLOC) и выгорания, опросники стилей научного руковод-
ства (СТИНАРУ) и благополучия (The PERMA Profiler). Результаты. По-
казано, что факторами автономной мотивации являются автономный и 
структурирующий стили научного руководства, тогда как факторами экс-
тернальной мотивации и амотивации являются контролирующий и хаоти-
ческий стили. Качество мотивации опосредует влияние стилей научного 
руководства на настойчивость и выгорание аспирантов, а именно — ци-
низм и истощение. Автономный и структурирующий стили положитель-
но, а хаотический и контролирующий отрицательно связаны с общим 
показателем и отдельными аспектами благополучия. Выводы. Автоном-
ный и структурирующий стили наиболее благоприятны для аспирантов, 
овладение ими, а также снижение использования неблагоприятных де-
мотивирующих стилей могут стать мишенями работы при организации 
повышения квалификации научных руководителей.

Ключевые слова: стили научного руководства, базовые психологиче-
ские потребности, мотивация, настойчивость, благополучие, выгорание, 
теория самодетерминации, аспиранты
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Introduction

Russia is losing its position in the ranking 
of countries in terms of scientific research, 
the shortage of young scientific personnel is 
increasing, and the number of university aca-
demic staff is decreasing1. PhD students are 
the talent pool of both academic staff and uni-
versity teachers. At the same time, they report 
low levels of psychological health and well-
being, high levels of stress and mental dis-
orders (Sverdlik, 2024), and other difficulties 
such as balancing work and research, pre-
paring and publishing articles, and a lack of 
academic skills (Zhuchkova, Terentev, 2024). 
The relationship with the academic supervisor 
is one of the most important factors influenc-
ing PhD students’ motivation, well-being and 
dropout intentions (Sverdlik et al., 2018).

Relationship and academic
supervision style
Studies of the relationship between PhD 

students and their academic supervisors 
show that the supervisors play an especially 
important role in predicting the PhD students’ 
well-being and success. An assessment of 
the effects of three sources of social support 
(supervisor, peers, and relatives) on positive 
emotions, perceived progress, and intention 
to continue studying showed that supervisor 
support was the only factor that significantly 
predicted PhD students’ academic outcomes 
(De Clercq et al., 2019). PhD students with 
moderate social support were more likely to 
intend to drop out than those with high sup-
port (Cornér et al., 2024).

PhD students value academic integrity, 
constructive feedback, open communication 
and collaborative working with their supervi-

sors. They prefer supervisors who foster car-
ing relationships to those who focus on instru-
mental roles (Roach, Christensen, Rieger, 
2019). Supportive academic supervision has 
a positive impact on doctoral students’ cre-
ativity by encouraging academic engagement 
and fostering social connections (Zhang et 
al., 2024).

Many classifications of academic super-
vision styles have been proposed (Gruzdev, 
Terentev & Dzhafarova, 2020; Mainhard et 
al., 2009). The most well-developed approach 
to motivation and the study of motivating and 
demotivating interaction styles is self-deter-
mination theory (SDT) (Ryan, Deci, 2017). 
We will use the typology developed within 
the SDT framework, which distinguishes dif-
ferent supervisor interaction styles based on 
the satisfaction of three basic psychological 
needs (BPNs) (Devos et al., 2015; Ryan, De-
ci, 2017). These needs are considered sourc-
es of intrinsic motivation. Accordingly, these 
needs are categorised as either supportive or 
frustrating of BPNs for autonomy (feeling in 
control of one’s actions), competence (feel-
ing effective in one’s actions) and relatedness 
(feeling accepted by others). Previously, the 
main focus of research has been on auton-
omy-supportive and controlling (non-punitive 
and punitive) styles of academic supervision 
(Richer, Vallerand, 1995).

PhD students who successfully complet-
ed their studies felt that they had received 
more support from their supervisors, depart-
ments, and peers for their BPNs (Litalien, 
Guay, 2015). Support for BPN during PhD 
studies fosters the development of a sci-
entific identity linked to career aspirations 
(Meuleners, Neuhaus, Eberle, 2023). In a 

1 https://issek.hse.ru/mirror/pubs/share/1013106714.pdf
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model of PhD student support, BPN for com-
petence is supported through structure and 
BPN for relatedness is supported through in-
volvement (Devos et al., 2015). Several stud-
ies have suggested that the three BPNs play 
different roles: autonomy and competence 
support are important for the motivation and 
well-being of PhD students (Shin, Goodboy, 
Bolkan, 2022; Marchuk, Gordeeva, 2024), 
while relatedness is important for the desire 
to pursue an academic career (Meuleners, 
Neuhaus, Eberle, 2023).

There is evidence regarding the role of 
gender among PhD students. Support for 
the three BPNs is related to mental health 
in PhD students of both genders; the most 
important of these is support for the BPN for 
competence. PhD students require a struc-
tured academic environment that provides 
clear expectations and communication, con-
structive feedback, attentive guidance, and 
support to maintain motivation and effort. 
Women may also benefit from an approach 
that fosters autonomy rather than control 
(Wollast et al., 2023).

Well-being, burnout and perseverance
of PhD students
Two categories of resources contribute 

to the well-being of PhD students: personal 
resources, such as self-efficacy and intrinsic 
motivation, and environmental resources, 
such as support from supervisors, depart-
ments, families, peers, institutions and public 
policies (Acharya, Rajendran, 2023). Environ-
mental factors that can negatively affect the 
psychological health and well-being of PhD 
students include isolation and difficult rela-
tionships with supervisors, colleagues and 
the department (Jackman, Sisson, 2022).

Burnout is one of the indicators of ill-be-
ing. In both the classical model by C. Maslach 

and S. Jackson and the updated model by 
W. Schaufeli, burnout is characterised by two 
components: exhaustion and depersonalisa-
tion (cynicism and mental distance). Dissat-
isfaction with academic supervision, the fre-
quency of contact and the quality of motiva-
tion are related to the experience of academic 
burnout and dropout intentions (Cornér et al., 
2021; Devine, Hunter, 2016; Shin, Goodboy, 
Bolkan, 2022).

The perseverance shown in pursuing a 
chosen goal is related to success in the activ-
ity and the intention to continue learning (Gor-
deeva, Sychev, 2024), which is also relevant 
to PhD students. Research in self-determi-
nation theory (SDT) shows that autonomy 
support and basic psychological needs (BPN) 
satisfaction underpin the intention to continue 
learning (Litalien, Guay, 2015; Wollast et al., 
2023). However, the relationship between 
academic supervision styles based on BPN 
satisfaction or frustration and PhD students’ 
perseverance and willingness to put effort 
into scientific work remains unclear.

The study aimed to identify the relation-
ship between academic supervision styles 
that support or frustrate PhD students’ BPN 
and their motivation, perseverance, academic 
burnout, and well-being.

Hypotheses: Autonomous and structur-
ing academic supervision styles that support 
BPN for autonomy and competence will be 
directly related, predicting autonomous mo-
tivation, perseverance and well-being, while 
negatively predicting burnout. Chaotic and 
controlling styles that frustrate BPN will con-
tribute to controlled motivation and burnout.

Participants and methods

Participants: Participants in the study in 
winter 2023 were 142 PhD students of Rus-
sian universities (M=28,8; SD=5,2), including 
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54% women: 30% in the first year, 31% in the 
second year, 24% in the third year, and 14% 
in the fourth year (Marchuk, 2025).

Methods: The academic supervision 
styles were assessed by the author’s Ques-
tionnaire on Academic Supervision Styles 
(QA2S) (Gordeeva, Marchuk, Butenko, 
2024), which was based on the SDT and a 
study of several similar instruments. Consist-
ing of 14 statements, it assesses four styles: 
two that support BPNs for autonomy and 
competence (autonomous and structuring), 
and two that frustrate these BPNs (controlling 
and chaotic). Respondents rate the following 
statements on a 5-point Likert scale «My su-
pervisor…»: «welcomes my contributions to 
our discussions» (autonomous); «controls me 
quite tightly» (controlling); «helps me make 
sense of the scientific ideas, problems, and re-
search» (structuring); and «criticises my work 
and ideas without explaining how to correct 
them» (chaotic). The skewness and kurtosis 
of the questionnaire scales were within ±1,5 
(from –0,90 to 1,25 and from –0,71 to 1,47, re-
spectively). Confirmatory factor analysis was 
used to test the four-factor structure of the 
questionnaire, showing an acceptable fit with 
the data (χ²(68) = 131, χ²/df = 1,93, p < 0,001, 
TLI = 0,903, CFI = 0,927, SRMR = 0,085, RM-
SEA = 0,081 [0,060, 0,102]). The reliability of 
this and other questionnaires is summarised 
in the table.

The PhD students’ motivation was as-
sessed using The Universal perceived locus 
of causality scales (UPLOC) (Sheldon et al., 
2015). Respondents were asked to rate 29 
statements on a 5-point Likert scale in re-
sponse to the question, «Why are you cur-
rently working on your thesis/research?». 
The questionnaire consists of six scales: 
two scales assess autonomous motivation: 
intrinsic motivation («Because I enjoy it») 

and identified motivation («Because I feel 
this is my calling»), three scales assess 
controlled motivation: positive introjected 
motivation («Because it is important for me 
to be successful»), negative introjected mo-
tivation («Because I feel ashamed to give 
up this activity and look unsuccessful») and 
external motivation («Because I started this 
activity and now I have to continue») and 
one scale assesses amotivation («Honest-
ly, I don’t know. I feel like I’m just wasting 
my time»).

Well-being was assessed using the Rus-
sian version of the PERMA Profiler question-
naire (Isaeva, Akimova, Volkova, 2022). The 
study comprised 17 questions ranging from 
0 (“none of the time/not at all”) to 10 (“all of 
the time/ extremely”) and six scales, five of 
which corresponded to the PERMA well-be-
ing model: positive emotions («How often do 
you feel joyful?»), engagement: («How often 
do you lose track of time while doing some-
thing you enjoy?»), relationships («To what 
extent do you receive help and support from 
others when you need it?»), meaning («To 
what extent do you lead a purposeful and 
meaningful life?»), accomplishment («How 
often do you achieve the important goals you 
have set for yourself?»).

The Academic Burnout Scale (Cornér et 
al., 2021) comprises cynicism and exhaus-
tion scales, as well as ten statements that 
are rated on a seven-point Likert scale. «I 
have difficulties in finding any meaning to my 
doctoral dissertation» (cynicism) and « I feel 
overwhelmed by the workload of my doctoral 
research» (exhaustion).

Perseverance was measured using a 
modified version of the 6-item persistence 
scale (Gordeeva & Sychev, 2024), which 
was assessed using a 5-point Likert scale. 
Example statement: «I achieved a goal in 
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scientific work that required several years of 
effort».

Data analysis was carried out using the 
RStudio and Jamovi statistical packages.

Results

Autonomous and structuring styles are 
positively related to each other, but negatively 
related to their opposites. The same applies 
to chaotic and controlling styles.

The autonomous style is directly related 
to autonomous forms of motivation (intrin-
sic and identified) and negatively related 
to amotivation. The structuring style is only 
related to identified motivation, reflecting 
motives of personal value and connection to 
goals, and is negatively related to amotiva-
tion. Chaotic and controlling styles are neg-

atively related to autonomous motivation 
and directly related to external motivation 
and amotivation. Autonomous and structur-
ing styles are directly related to persever-
ance, while controlling and chaotic styles 
are inversely related.

Autonomous and structuring styles are 
directly related to well-being and its three di-
mensions: engagement, meaning and accom-
plishment. The controlling and chaotic styles 
are negatively related to accomplishment, 
meaning and the general well-being, and are 
not related to engagement. The autonomous 
style is negatively related to burnout and its 
components, whereas the structuring style is 
only related to cynicism. The controlling and 
chaotic styles are positively related to burnout 
and its aspects.

Table
Descriptive statistics, scale reliability, correlations between questionnaires scales

Parameters
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 α

Autonomous — 3,96(0,9) 0,85

Controlling –0,22* — 1,65(0,63) 0,70

Structuring 0,70*** –0,22* — 3,48(1,01) 0,85

Chaotic –0,55*** 0,47*** –0,63*** — 1,73(0,71) 0,70

Intrinsic 0,24** –0,20* 0,16 –0,29*** 3,81(0,98) 0,93

Identified 0,32*** –0,31*** 0,23** –0,33*** 3,78(0,91) 0,90

External –0,14 0,33*** –0,07 0,29*** 2,29(1,06) 0,83

Amotivation –0,36*** 0,38*** –0,21* 0,36*** 2,24(1,16) 0,94

Burnout –0,27** 0,33*** –0,15 0,28** 3,33(1,33) 0,88

Cynicism –0,27** 0,29*** –0,20* 0,31*** 3,29(1,59) 0,85

Exhaustion –0,22* 0,29*** –0,08 0,20* 3,36(1,43) 0,85

Perseverance 0,28*** –0,21* 0,22** –0,19* 3,55(0,70) 0,72

Engagement 0,38*** –0,14 0,29*** –0,14 6,99(1,84) 0,78

Meaning 0,40*** –0,23** 0,26** –0,20* 7,01(2,07) 0,89

Accomplishment 0,43*** –0,28*** 0,34*** –0,30*** 7,13(1,62) 0,79

PERMA 0,36*** –0,24** 0,21* –0,22* 6,86(1,48) 0,92

Note. * — p < 0,05, ** — p < 0,01, *** — p < 0,001.
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The study found no statistically significant 
differences in the evaluations of academic su-
pervision styles according to the gender of the 
PhD students (t = 1,52, p = 0,131; t = 0,32, 
p  = 0,753; t = 2,13, p = 0,035; t  =  –1,19, 
p  =  0,238). Additionally, no statistically sig-
nificant differences in the variables (figure ) 
by year of study were observed.

To test the assumption that styles and mo-
tivation influence burnout and perseverance, 
a structural model was constructed (see fig-
ure). The estimation of this model showed an 
acceptable fit to the data: χ² = 1644; df = 1153 
(χ²/df < 3); p ≤ 0,001; CFI = 0,898; TLI = 0,887; 
SRMR = 0,076; RMSEA = 0,057; 90% confi-
dence interval for RMSEA: 0,050–0,063.

As the structural model shows, an au-
tonomous academic supervision style 
positively predicts autonomous motivation 
(both intrinsic and identified) and nega-
tively predicts controlled motivation (both 
external and amotivation). The structuring 
style predicts autonomous motivation. The 
controlling and chaotic styles are negative 

predictors of autonomous motivation and 
positive predictors of controlled motivation. 
Autonomous motivation positively predicts 
perseverance and negatively predicts cyni-
cism, whereas controlled motivation pre-
dicts both aspects of burnout. These two 
types of motivation mediate the effects of 
academic supervision styles on the depen-
dent variables.

Discussion

The styles associated with BPN for au-
tonomy demonstrate the greatest predictive 
power, which correlates with SDT’s general 
view of the key role of this need in activ-
ity. The total number of style effects on the 
studied variables suggests that environ-
mental factors should first be changed by 
eliminating unproductive interaction styles 
(controlling and chaotic), and secondly 
by teaching interaction styles that support 
BPNs.

Preferences for BPN supportive super-
visory styles for the PhD students’ internal 

Fig. Structural model of the relationship between burnout aspects, perseverance and the academic 
supervision styles, quality of motivation: * — p < 0,05; ** — p < 0,01; *** — p < 0,001
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outcomes under consideration are consis-
tent with data from a study of PhD student 
exhaustion and dropout intentions, which 
showed that positive aspects of interac-
tions with supervisors include advice and 
training, psychological support, protec-
tion, honest interaction and feedback, and 
a working relationship characterised by 
interest and enthusiasm (Devine, Hunter, 
2016).

The styles that frustrate PhD students’ 
BPNs (controlling and chaotic) are unde-
sirable because they include demotivating 
aspects of academic supervision. These as-
pects correlate with study data that showed 
the negative effects of a lack of responsibil-
ity, interest, trust and organisation, as well 
as overly critical and demanding behaviour, 
a lack of communication and good treatment, 
and an inability to advocate for the interests of 
PhD students or provide mentoring (Devine, 
Hunter, 2016).

On average, PhD students highly appre-
ciated supervisors using autonomous and 
structuring styles as opposed to controlling 
and chaotic styles. This may indicate that 
relationships are generally built harmoni-
ously despite external obstacles in academic 
alliances, such as supervisors’ lack of pro-
fessional development and high workloads 
(Biricheva, Fattakhova, 2021).

Training academic supervisors in mentor-
ing can improve the institution of academic 
supervision. This training should include the 
use of motivating styles, reducing the use of 
frustrating BPNs and demotivating interac-
tion styles, and providing feedback in terms 

of both academic research and relation-
ship management (Devine, Hunter, 2016; 
Schmidt, Hansson, 2018).

A limitation of the study is its cross-sec-
tional nature, which does not allow us to be 
certain of the causality of the associations 
found.

Prospects for future research could 
include studying preferred styles at differ-
ent stages of PhD studies and in different 
socio-demographic settings, as well as 
studying the effectiveness of interventions 
and training that teach supervisors about 
interaction styles.

Conclusion

Support from supervisors of BPN for 
autonomy and competence is important for 
PhD students’ current scientific activities, in 
which BPN in relatedness plays a second-
ary role. However, it is probably more im-
portant for long-term effects. Autonomous 
motivation and perseverance are associ-
ated with autonomous and structured styles 
of academic supervision, while controlled 
motivation, amotivation and burnout are as-
sociated with controlled and chaotic styles. 
Academic supervision style is an important 
predictor of autonomous and controlled 
motivation, perseverance and well-being, 
or conversely, burnout, in PhD studies. As 
autonomous and structuring styles are the 
most favourable for PhD students, master-
ing these styles, as well as other ways of 
supporting BPNs, could be a focus for ad-
vanced training programmes for academic 
supervisors at universities.
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