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Abstract

This study extends coaching relationships to higher education by examining the impact of
principal supervisors’ coaching leadership on doctoral students’ self-efficacy. A survey of
657 doctoral students from the UK, Israel, and China was conducted to validate the
relationship between supervisors’ coaching behaviours, working alliance, and students’ self-
efficacy. Results indicate that supervisors’ coaching skills and a strong working alliance
enhance students’ self-beliefs in their academic pursuits. Additionally, cross-cultural analysis
reveals that perceptions of power and uncertainty influence supervisory relationships. This
research shifts the focus from challenges in doctoral students’ well-being to positive

professional relationships.
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Introduction

The supervision process is a crucial factor in influencing the motivation of doctoral
students (Mackie & Bates, 2019). However, existing research has primarily focused on
problematic/dark sides, such as misuse of power, abuse, exploitation, and bullying (e.g.,
Cohen & Baruch, 2022; Meng et al., 2017). A recent systematic review on students’
motivation and well-being (Watson & Turnpenny, 2022) has highlighted the potential role
that interventions and practices can play in fostering a better working relationship between
doctoral students and their supervisors. Whereas both mentoring and coaching approaches are
widely applied in the doctoral degree supervision processes (Lee, 2008, 2018), we adopt
coaching in the present study given that the modern doctorate study focuses on a
transformational process (Fillery-Travis et al., 2017), including seeking for employability
outside academia and knowledge creations (Lee, 2018). Hence, a more explicit goal-oriented
and collaborative professional relationship, such as coaching (Campbell & Wiernik, 2015),
has been advocated in recent doctoral supervision literature and developmental programme

(Lee, 208; Metcalfe et al., 2018).

Adhering to research evidence in the workplace coaching relationship (Bozer &
Jones, 2018; Gan & Chong, 2015; Lai & Smith, 2021), several contributing factors, such as
trust and transparent learning contract, have been identified to yield a greater coach-coachee
working alliance. Hence, our study aims to examine whether these factors can similarly
benefit the doctoral study process. We recognise the significant impact that power dynamics
can have on the supervisory relationship (Cohen & Baruch, 2022). Therefore, we utilise
Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions (1980) to evaluate doctoral students’ perceptions of their
working relationships with their supervisors in the UK, Israel, and China. These countries
represent differing levels of power distance, providing a cross-cultural perspective to our

analyses.



Overall, the study results confirm the positive associations between supervisors’
coaching style and attributes and their working relationship with students. Furthermore, we
found certain elements related to goal setting and process management to have exceptional
effects on doctoral students’ confidence in overcoming challenges and completing their
doctoral degree. The study also highlights those doctoral students in the three countries had
unique perspectives on supervisory relationships. By incorporating theoretical foundations in
positive psychology, such as self-efficacy (Baourda et al., 2024), this study adds to the
existing literature on the supervisory relationship in doctoral programs and proposes a

framework for the training and development of future doctoral supervisors.

This paper commences with a discussion of the literature on the relations between
doctoral degree supervisory relationships and students’ well-being, and the role coaching
style leadership (CSL) plays in facilitating doctoral students’ self-efficacy, along with our
research hypotheses. The research design, process, and findings are followed. Finally, we

discuss the theoretical contributions and practical implications of this study.

Theoretical background

The relations between doctoral students’ well-being and supervisory relationship
Research has indicated that doctoral students can suffer from psychological
discomforts as a result of frequent evaluations, paper deadlines, and toxic professional
relationships with their supervisory team (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018). In general, thirty-two
percent of doctoral students potentially have developed or are developing depression and
anxiety (Byrom et al., 2022; Metcalfe et al., 2018), with more than half of them considering
dropping out at some point during their studies due to issues with their psychological well-

being (Anttila et al., 2015; Stubb et al., 2012). Hence, well-being and motivation is



recognised as an essential research topic in higher education institutions (HEIs), despite most
research focusing on undergraduate students (Watson & Turnpenny, 2022).

Studies scrutinising doctoral students’ mental health and well-being have suggested
that social support, including from their spouse and family, peers, and supervisors in their
research community, is key to help them successfully navigate their study journey (Ryan et
al., 2022). In particular, the working relationship with the principal supervisor (hereafter
supervisor) was seen to have an immediate impact on doctoral students’ study life. Doctoral
students generally consider their supervisor as a partner to discuss the research progress, to
acquire knowledge and experience, and a leader to offer them guidance and performance
feedback (Gruzdev et al., 2020; Vahdmaki et al., 2021). Nevertheless, Cohen and Baruch
(2022) argued that the angle of ‘leadership’ should be stressed in the supervision process in
light of power inequality within the supervisory team (Ashforth, 1994). Whereas extant
literature has laid emphases on abuse and exploitation in the doctoral degree supervisory
relationship over perceptions of power (e.g., Cohen & Baruch, 2021; Meng et al., 2017), we
contend that it is essential to incorporate positive propositions and investigate effective
approaches to facilitate effective supervision processes (Watson & Turnpenny, 2022).

All social interactions and professional relationships involve implicit or explicit
power dynamics (Ali ef al., 2016; Louis & Fatien Diochon, 2018). In a doctoral degree
supervision, the perceived power inequality between the student and supervisor can often be
exacerbated due to the exploitation of referent power (e.g., the supervisor’s scholarly
reputation and connections) and expert power within their research field (Twale & De Luca,
2008). However, when power is misused, it can lead to psychological distress and even
higher dropout rates (Cohen & Baruch, 2022). Given that perceptions of power hold a central
position in mediating the relationship between the doctoral student and supervisor, we

recognise that an equal and open working relationships for the development of all team



members (Kim, 2014), could offer a positive approach in facilitating an effective doctoral

degree supervision process.

Coaching plays an important role in the modern doctoral supervisory relationship
Contemporary literature in doctoral supervisory relationship mainly falls into the

mentoring or coaching discipline (Nichol et al., 2022). To make a clarity of our research

aspect in coaching, it is essential to conduct a comparative analysis between these two

professional helping approaches.

Whereas the coaching and mentoring approach share similar features like one-to-one
conversation or interactions to enhance a person’s professional development (Feldman &
Lankau, 2005), mentoring is usually more people-focused with informal meeting
arrangements between a senior manager/peer and a junior peer (Passmore et al., 2013). There
is often no formal contracting process in the mentoring relationship but spontaneous
knowledge and experience exchanges within the mentoring dyad (Bachkirova, 2008). Instead,
coaching stresses on open, goal and action-oriented discourses to stimulate the coachee’s

self-awareness for their own development (Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011).

Recent literature has indicated the coaching approach corresponds greater with the
modern doctoral degree supervisory relationship considering that supervisors hold important
responsibilities for developing a mutually agreed contract with the student as well as
empowering the student’s critical thinking (e.g., Nichol et al., 2022). The collaborative
actions in the doctoral supervisory relationship, including setting appropriate goals,
developing explicit plans and offering feedback for reflective learning (Cook, 2011) share
more similar characteristics in a coaching process. For instance, coaching approaches
generally involve structured, focused interactions and appropriate strategies to help the

coachee achieve an identified set of goals in their professional domain (Bachkirova et al.,



2010; Kilburg, 1996). Accordingly, our study intends to unpack how supervisors’ coaching

style leadership and behaviours make impacts on the working relationship with their students.

The coaching style leadership (CSL) and doctoral students’ self-efficacy

The coaching style leadership (CSL) indicates that a leader or manager employs
coaching approaches or conversations to facilitate the recipient’s goal achievement and long-
term development (Campbell & Wiernik, 2015). Contemporary research has indicated that
doctoral degree supervisors’ coaching attributes/behaviours when interacting with students,
such as showing an interest in the student’s research, providing timely and high-quality
feedback, and maintaining healthy two-way communication, can lead to promoting a
successful supervisory relationship and study outcome (Ali et al., 2016; Woolderink et al.,
2015). This high-quality working relationship (i.e., a working alliance) and interpersonal
interactions have also been confirmed as playing essential roles in generating greater
coaching outcomes, such as self-efficacy (Gralmann et al., 2020).

Self-efficacy is rooted in the social cognitive theory and recognised as a central
mechanism for the self-belief in one’s ability to accomplish a given task or challenge
(Bandura, 1997). The development of self-efficacy relies on four primary resources: enactive
mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and physical arousal
(Bandura, 1997). Coaching can support self-efficacy development by facilitating
intrapersonal (enactive experiences and physical arousal) and interpersonal sources (vicarious
experiences and social persuasion). For example, coaching can help an individual reflect on
their past success, observe effective behaviours from others and learn from them, accept
others’ feedback and encouragement, become more aware of feelings aroused, and learn to
apply their emotions in appropriate contexts (Lai, 2015; Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011).

Empirical studies have consistently shown that coaching can enhance individuals’ general



perceived self-efficacy, and domain-specific efficacy in educational and occupational

contexts (e.g., Peng & Wang, 2019; Wang et al., 2022).

Essential factors to facilitate an effective doctoral supervisory relationship through the
CSL

Working alliances, as part of a professional helping relationship, are traditionally
described as a directionally influential helping dynamic established between two
psychological entities, such as coach and coachee or supervisor and student (Fliickiger et al.,
2018). Some studies have suggested that such working alliances in a coaching context leads
to a safe and supportive environment where fears and anxieties can be discussed in a positive
and supportive context (Bozer & Jones, 2018). Subjective matching, where the coach and
coachee meet and interact with each other (either online or in-person) have been identified as
critical to the success of the working relationship (de Haan et al., 2013). Previous research in
coaching has indicated explicit factors contributing to the working relationship and coaching
recipient’s motivation to change, including trust building, a transparent contracting process,
coaches’ approachable manners and constructive and timely feedback (Boyce et al., 2010;
Gan & Chong, 2015; Lai & Smith, 2021). Accordingly, this study attempts to investigate
whether contributing elements derived from supervisors’ attributes or behaviours facilitate
students’ perceived working alliance and self-efficacy. The development and explanation of

study hypotheses are discussed below.

Trust Building

Social exchange theory (SET), which highlights social interactive behaviours between
two entities as a cost-benefit analysis to determine risks and gains, has been drawn upon in
the study of trust in leader-follower relationships (Cropanzano et al., 2017). According to
SET, followers view their relationship with their leader as a psychological commitment based

on trust and mutual obligations rather than an economic contract (Rousseau, 1995). The



evidence consistently indicates that trust also plays a vital role in the coaching relationship as
a significant mediator in this psychological commitment and exchange process. For instance,
when working with a coach, the coachee is more likely to engage in vulnerable behaviours,
including disclosing honest feelings and thoughts and sharing sensitive information and their
development barriers in a trusting working relationship (e.g., Alvey & Barclay, 2007; Bozer
& Jones, 2018). Meanwhile, the trusty working relationship has been examined as an
essential moderator for employees’ self-efficacy and workplace outcomes (Ozyilmaz et al.,
2018). Therefore, this study aims to examine whether doctoral degree supervisors’
behaviours of honesty and openness during the supervision process (Vitae, 2018; Woolderink

et al., 2015) can enhance students’ perceived working relationships and self-efficacy.

Conducting a transparent and mutually agreed contracting process

In line with Bordin’s working alliance framework (1979), establishing a clear mutual
agreement about goals, action plans, roles, and responsibilities at the outset provides the best
opportunity for an effective working relationship and, inter alia, a foundation for trust
building (Lai & Smith, 2021). In addition, the process of contracting and process
management shapes the working relationships between all involved parties (Louis & Fatien
Diochon, 2014). Indeed, the concept of a contractual solution has been applied to support
‘difficult students’ by creating an arena of shared meanings (Hockey, 1996). Whereas a
formal contractual solution has been criticised as inflexible and threatening to a student, at its
best it can inflexible and threatening to a student, it can initiate a transparent and mutual
understanding between the supervisory dyad (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018). Moreover, a
transparent working relationship which encourages communication flows ultimately
promotes the individual’s self-efficacy (Lai & Smith, 2021). Hence, this study aims to
evaluate whether initiating an open discussion on explicit objectives, accountabilities,

available resources, and evaluation methods at the early stage of doctoral degree supervision
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contributes to students’ perceived working relationship and self-confidence in completing

their studies.

Supervisor’s approachable and responsive manner

Interpersonal interactions form the basis of social relationships between individuals
(Burgoon et al., 1995). Xu et al. (2012) have recognised that leaders who are approachable,
friendly, and supportive can enhance team members' intrinsic motivation and in-role
performance by involving all team members in decision-making processes. Similarly,
research on coaching relationships found that reciprocal friendliness expressions contributed
to working alliance quality. Additionally, maintaining approachability and responsiveness
was essential in facilitating coachees’ engagement and self-efficacy (Ianiro et al., 2015).
Given that doctoral students expect their supervisors to be affectionate, sincere, and
approachable (Ali et al., 2016), this study proposes investigating hypotheses concerning

supervisors’ approachable manners during supervision.

Offering constructive and timely feedback

Feedback refers to evaluative information about a person's actions, the performance of
a task or activities, and it is a core element in most helping relationships, such as counselling,
coaching, and mentoring (Dyason et al., 2020). Providing appropriate and balanced feedback
has been identified as an essential activity in the coaching process, given that the ultimate
purpose is to facilitate the coachees’ learning, development, and work-life well-being (e.g.,
Bozer & Jones, 2018). A cross-analytic study demonstrated that both doctoral degree
supervisors and students highly valued feedback: students expected high-quality and timely
feedback from supervisors, while supervisors appreciated students being open to feedback
(Woolderink et al., 2015). An integrative literature review of doctoral students’ well-being
outlined that students’ stress and anxiety levels diminished (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018) along

with increased self-efficacy (Dimotakis et al., 2017) while receiving sufficient high-quality
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feedback. Thus, we to examine constructive feedback’s role in facilitating doctoral students’
perceived positive working relationships and their confidence in accomplishing identified

goals.

Summarising from the literature discussion above, two hypotheses are outlined:

H1: Supervisors’ coaching attributes and behaviours have positive associations with doctoral

students’ perceived working alliance and self-efficacy.

H?2: Doctoral students’ perceived working alliance with their supervisor positively affects

their self-efficacy.

Cultural differences in doctoral degree supervision process and outcomes

The supervision processes for doctoral students have become more dynamic and
complex because of the increasing diversity among students’ cultural backgrounds and
research environments (Green, 2002). Effective supervision processes share fundamental
common elements regardless of cultural differences, including clear supervisory feedback,
students' engagement in the supervision process, and adequate supervision time (Kilminster
& Jolly, 2000). Nevertheless, research evidence also indicated that social and contextual
aspects significantly shape professional help relationships (e.g., Bozer & Delegach, 2019;
Bozer et al., 2022). For instance, in Western research settings, such as Australia and the
USA, supervisors typically maintain the relationship boundary within the research study by
offering primary academic feedback and advice (Arambewela & Hall, 2008). On the
contrary, doctoral students in China tend to expect further personal relationships and long-
term career support from their supervisors (Leong, 2010). Explicitly, supervisors are no
longer merely serving the role of academic experts who share knowledge and experiences
with students in the Eastern culture. They play other significant roles that vary slightly

depending on the culture. Hence, cultural differences regarding expectations and preferences
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may be reflected in doctoral degree supervisory relationships. Given that perceptions of
power have been examined as the important mediator of the supervisory relationship, we
consider doctoral students’ cultural backgrounds and study environments to shape their views
on supervisors’ coaching attributes/ behaviours, working relationships, and self-efficacy. This
study aims to cross-analyse doctoral students’ perceived working relationships with their
supervisors in three countries that represent a high, medium, and low level of power distance
based on Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions (1980), including China, the UK, and Israel.

H3: Doctoral students in the UK, Israel, and China demonstrate different perceived

working alliance with their supervisors and self-efficacy.

Materials and Method

Sample and procedure

This study aimed to examine how doctoral degree supervisors’ coaching attributes
and behaviours can enhance self-efficacy and positive working alliance as perceived by their
students from a cross-cultural perspective. To achieve this, a quantitative online survey in
English was administered to cross-validate supervisors’ coaching behaviours and doctoral
students’ perceived working alliance and self-efficacy. A convenient sampling method was
adopted, and the participants included doctoral students from universities in the UK, Israel,
and China through all authors’ professional networks. They were recruited by directly
responding to the advertisement on an official research site developed by the authors. A total
of 769 responses were received however, 112 responses were removed due to incomplete or
missing information. When removing the missing data, a listwise deletion method was used
due to the extent of the missing data within the data set, e.g., the majority of items being
nonresponses across the three different scales. The final data set included 657 participants

from doctoral programs in the UK (N=462), Israel (N= 145), and China (N= 50), all of
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whom had completed at least one year of their doctoral study. The research was approved by

the Ethics Committee of funding academic institution.

Measures
Participants were asked to fill out three sets of questionnaires based on their principal
supervisor’s behaviours, perceived working relationship, and self-efficacy during their study

period.

Working Alliance Inventory

This study modified Kokotovic and Tracey’s (1990) Working Alliance Inventory
(WAI)-Short Form by embedding a doctoral degree supervision context to evaluate the
working relationship in the supervisory dyad. The working alliance, which emphasises
relationship factors (such as mutual trust, empathy, and respect) as well as links to positive
outcomes (clear mutually agreed goal and action plans), optimises the bond in the process of
certain psychological helping interventions (e.g., counselling, therapy, and coaching) and
facilitates the joint purposive goal to be perfectively achieved (O’Broin & Palmer, 2010).
Kokotovic and Tracey’s (1990) WAI-Short Form incorporates the concept of working
alliance (Bordin, 1979), which addresses the combination of a client and facilitator
agreement: (a) goals, (b) how to achieve the goals, and (c) the development of a personal
bond between the participants. We adopted six items from the validated WAI- Short Form
that applies to doctoral degree study, including “My supervisor and I agree about the things I
will need to do to complete my studies”. Responses were collected in a 5-point Likert scale

ranging from 1 = definitely disagree to 5 = definitely agree.

Self-efficacy Scale

The self-belief of doctoral students in their personal capabilities, motivation, and

behaviours needed to complete their studies were measured by the Self-Efficacy Scale (SES)
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by Wood and Bandura (1989). There are three key dimensions of self-efficacy beliefs: (a)
level or magnitude (particular level of task difficulty), (b) strength (certainty of successfully
performing a particular level of task difficulty), and (c) generality (the extent to which
magnitude and strength beliefs generalise across tasks and situations) (Bandura,1997). Self-
efficacy has been used as a key variable to predict coaching outcomes in contemporary
empirical studies (Wang et al., 2022). In addition, self-efficacy has been tested to have
positive relations with individuals’ well-being (e.g., Cobo-Rendon et al., 2020). Hence, we
adopted six items from SES related to the doctoral degree supervision process to understand
students’ motivation. An example item is “I believe I will be able to achieve the goals that I
have set for myself during my study”. The 5-point Likert scale ranged from 1 = definitely

disagree to 5 = definitely agree.

Supervisors Coaching Attributes and Behavioural Sets

Five sets of coaching attributes and behaviours adapted from previous coaching alliance
studies (Ianiro et al., 2015; Lai & Smith, 2021) were constructed for doctoral students to rate
their principal supervisor’s facilitating and leadership style, including constrictive and timely
feedback and transparent contracting process discussed in the literature review. Some
example items are “In general, my supervisor has provided a good level of feedback about
my work” and “My supervisor effectively established the format of our relationship such as
boundaries, terms and conditions”. The 5-point Likert scale ranged from 1 = definitely

disagree to 5 = definitely agree.

Data analyses

We conducted preliminary data analyses. Univariate descriptive statistics were
computed for sample demographic characteristics. Frequency distributions, percentages,

means, and standard deviations were computed for the study variables (see Table 1 and Table
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2). Bivariate statistical analyses were employed to examine the relevant associations between

variables.

Results

The data analyses confirmed the positive effect of supervisors’ coaching attributes
and behaviours on doctoral students’ perceived working alliance and self-efficacy. In
addition, differences in supervisors’ coaching attributes and behaviours between doctoral
students in the UK, Israel, and China reveal the impact of cultural background on preferred
coaching behaviours from supervisors. The data indicated good internal reliability scores for
all three scales: Working alliance inventory (Cronbach’s a = 0.90), Self-efficacy scale
(Cronbach’s o = 0.93), and Coaching behaviour sets (Cronbach’s o = 0.91). During the
normality testing, the large data set and the three different samples (e.g., from each country,
UK, Israel, and China) demonstrated a non-normal data distribution. Additionally, across the
three scales, there was a heavy negative skew (Table 2), with the distribution being highly
skewed toward the 4 and 5 points. The influence of non-normal distributions had a larger
impact on SEM when analysing small samples, but violations of normality are not hugely
impactful on Model Fit or factor loading (Hua & Marsh, 2004). As such, the SEM analysis
was seen as appropriate despite the non-normal distribution of the data. Similarly, when
preparing the analysis for the cultural aspects of the data, ANOVA’s were used as non-
normality does not invalidate the statistical procedure (Blanca ef al., 2017), especially when
using a large data set (Sainani, 2012). As such, despite the non-normal distribution of the
data, the statistical testing used to analyse the data was seen to be appropriate for the

hypothesis testing.

[Insert Table 1. here]

[Insert Table 2. here]
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No significant differences were observed for student's perceptions of coaching
behaviour in the demographic data of Gender and Age (Table 3) or study data, Study Format

(Face to face, Distance), Years of Study, and Study Mode (Part Time, Full Time (Table 4).

[Insert Table 3 here.]

[Insert Table 4 here.]

Hypotheses Testing

To explore the relationship among coaching behaviours, working alliance, and self-
efficacy, doctoral students’ scores across the three countries were analysed in a structural
model (Figure 1). The Confirmatory Model tested the goodness of fits for the predictive
pathways from doctoral students’ perception of their supervisor's coaching
attributes/behaviours toward working alliance and self-efficacy. The pathways were designed
to follow the literature, whereby the supervisor's coaching attributes/behaviours were
hypothesised to affect doctoral students’ perception of working alliance and self-efficacy
positively. To explore the relationship, all of the data was used for the analysis, and the
cultural variable (e.g. categorical country, UK, Israel, China) was not included in the pathway
analysis. This was due to the overarching aim of the analysis to explore the overarching
pathways.

[Insert Figure 1 here]

The model fit indicators demonstrated a good fit for the data into the analysed model
(Table 5). As is usual with this type of data, a significant chi-square score for the model was
initially found (Ullman & Bentler, 2012). Further model testing was undertaken, and a CFI
score of 0.94 illustrated a good model fit, with a score over 0.90 being the cut-off (Hopper et

al.,2007). An RSMR score of 0.04 was observed, which is well fit within the quality
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threshold of a maximum of 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Finally, the RMSEA score, which is
ideally at or lower than 0.10 (Browne & Cudeck, 1992) was found to be 0.10, which narrowly
achieved the recommended threshold. The Confirmatory Factor Analysis demonstrated good
factor loading of the items in the model onto their constructs (Table 6); a standard cut of
point of 0.70 was used and all items achieved such loadings. Overall, the model fit
indications were good, demonstrating the data fitted the model tested.

[Insert Table 5 here.]
[Insert Table 6 here.]

The pathway coefficients (Figure 2) indicate a positive predictive relationship was
observed between doctoral students’ perception of their supervisor coaching attributes/
behaviours and working alliance (B = 0.87, SE = 0.03, f = 0.97). Similarity, a strong positive
predictive relationship between doctoral students’ perception of their supervisor coaching
attributes/behaviours and self-efficacy (B = 0.56, SE = 0.03, = 0.69), supporting H1. A
strong positive association was observed between work alliance and self-efficacy (r = .67, p <
.001), supporting H2.

[Insert Figure 2 here.]

To explore the impact of each coaching behaviour, a mutiple regression analysis was
conducted to examine the relationship between each coaching behaviour and self-efficacy
(Table 7). The model indicated that each coaching behaviour accounted a small amount of the
variance in self-efficacy (R = 0.59, R? = 0.34, p <.001). Both perceived supervisor's trust and
approachable manners were not significantly predictive of self-efficacy amongst doctoral
students. Offering timely and constructive feedback (B = 0.23, SE = 0.04, f = 0.32) had the
strongest predictive relationship with self-efficacy, followed by contracting (B = 0.15, SE =

0.03, p = 0.24). Furthermore, all coaching attributes/ behaviours significantly affected
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doctoral student’s perceived working alliance and accounted for a large amount of the
variance in working alliance self-perceptions (R = 0.87, R’=0.76, p <.001) (Table 8).

The SEM and regression analysis demonstrate a positive relationship between
coaching attributes/behaviours, self-efficacy, and working alliance. Furthermore, within the
full model (Figure 2), coaching attributes/behaviours strongly influence doctoral students’
self-efficacy and working alliance.

[Insert Table 7 here.]
[Insert Table 8 here.]

The final analysis investigated the effect of cultural background on supervisor
coaching attributes/behaviours, working alliance, and self-efficacy (Table 9). One-way
between subjects' ANOVA analysis revealed a highly significant difference in doctoral
students’ perceptions of their supervisor's coaching attributes/behaviours across all three
countries, supporting H3. Doctoral students in the UK rated highest on coaching
attributes/behaviours (M = 4.44, SD = 0.80), follow by China (M = 3.96, SD = 1.05) and
Israel (M = 3.48, SD = 0.90). Moreover, students in the UK rated self-efficacy (M = 4.35, SD
= 0.68) and working alliance (M = 4.40, SD = 0.83) significantly higher than the students
from the other two countries, whereas there are no significant differences rated by students in
China and Israel.

[Insert Table 9 here.]

Result summary

The structural model analysis indicated a strong predictive relationship between
coaching attributes/behaviours, self-efficacy, and working alliance across three contries.
Nevertheless, the relationship between the approachable and responsive manner and self-

efficacy was rejected. While UK students were found to have significantly higher self-
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efficacy and working alliance scores than the other countries, there was no significant

difference between Israel and China.

The research results support our main hypotheses that supervisors’ coaching
attributes/behaviours adequately predict doctoral students’ perceived working alliance and
self-efficacy (H1). The regression analyses showed that constructive and timely feedback
from the supervisor and being approachable and responsive are the two strongest antecedents
of doctoral students’ perceived working alliance. In terms of students’ self-efficacy, again,
we found feedback and a clear and mutually agreed contract to play key roles in facilitating
their confidence in tackling challenges in their study process. This finding suggests that
“goal-oriented” and “process” related elements appear to take a more critical role in a
professional helping relationship (Keane, 2016). Meanwhile, doctoral students’ perceived
working alliance and self-efficacy are positively correlated (H2). This is consistent with
existing literature that the support from the supervisor, particularly an empowering
supervision process, is critical for doctoral students to develop a sense of competence and
confidence in their research (e.g., Ali et al., 2016; Woolderink ef al., 2015). We did not
analyse the degree of coaching attributes/behaviours’ impact on self-efficacy and working
alliance in the three countries because the numbers of samples varied widely in our current
data. Overall, H3 is supported given that supervisors’ coaching attributes/ behaviours are
influenced by their cultural backgrounds, and then the working relationship and students’

self-efficacy are impacted, respectively.

Discussion

Theoretical contributions and practical implications
Our study provides valuable insights into the doctoral degree supervisory

relationships in several ways. First, our analysis furthers existing literature by incorporating
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theoretical underpinnings in positive psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), such
as coaching and self-efficacy (Bandura, 2011; Van Zyl et al., 2020), to address doctoral
students’ motivation and well-being related issues. By enhancing our understanding of the
significant gap in determining how successful (or unsuccessful) interventions and
institutional changes have been in the doctoral degree supervision process, our study inistially
confirms that a coaching approach that emphasises an individual’s strengths, optimal
functioning, and personal philosophy (e.g., students’ self-efficacy) facilitates a positive

doctoral study process via coaching style discourses between the supervisor and student.

The identified framework (Figure 3), which incorporates social relations and process
management aspects, has been ascertained to enhance the working alliance, doctoral students’
motivation, and self-efficacy in this study. In particular, our analyses demonstrated that goal-
focused and process management-related elements, such as constructive feedback and a
transparent contracting process, strengthened students’ self-confidence in tackling challenges
and accomplishing their doctoral degrees. This finding is consistent with the core theoretical
underpinning of working alliance (Bordin, 1979), which suggests that a professional helping
relationship, unlike friendship, should contain goals and productivity as possible outcomes
(Lai & Smith, 2021). Given that the ultimate purpose of a doctoral study is to accomplish a
research project on a designated topic independently and to produce a publication-worthy
thesis (Wilson, 2002), the supervisor-student working relationship goes beyond emotional
support. Although emphasising the interpersonal relationship in a professional setting
facilitates the bonding between supervisor and supervisee, no direct effect on outcome-related
indicators was found. Accordingly, our study expands the extant lens from describing
problematic issues to acknowledging optimal human strengths. Specifically, the identified

framework suggests that an effective supervisory relationship is built upon the
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counterbalance between interpersonal support (e.g., being approachable and responsive) and

goal-oriented processes (e.g., offering constructive feedback) (Lai & Smith, 2021).

[Insert Figure 3 here.]

Similarly, our study sheds light on the contractual solution in the doctoral degree
study process by indicating a proper supervision contract as the optimistic and forward-
looking relationship boundary between the supervisor and student (Stubb et al., 2012). While
communication, transparency, mindfulness, and gratitude have all been emphasised in the
doctoral degree supervisory relationship (Green & Bowden, 2012; Howells et al., 2017), the
contracting process has remained under-studied. The supervision contract serves as an arena
for shared meaning-making between the supervision dyad (Stubb et al., 2012). Hence, our
research findings are distinct from the more pessimistic view of contracting in doctoral
degree study (avoiding conflicts and misunderstandings) (Hockey, 1996). Instead, this
research reveals that explicit objectives, accountability, learning resources, and evaluation
methods are the solid foundation of trust-building (Gramann et al., 2020). Whereas the
coachee did not favour a highly structured process in some coaching studies (Bachkirova et
al., 2015), our framework stresses procedure fairness in the contracting process. Explicitly, a
more transparent and empowering approach in which two parties act equally in the
negotiation or discussion course generally dissolves the psychological barrier and encourages
communication flows between the supervision dyad (Lai & Smith, 2021). Hence, this
empowering contracting process is open-ended as students’ development is evolving and
ongoing. There is a need to be made explicit by negotiations and renegotiations in various
phases of the doctoral degree study process. Our study strengthens relevant literature by
highlighting formalised supervision terms and psychological commitments as influential
underpinnings in an effective supervision contract. Moreover, an empowering and transparent

contracting process is the key to fostering a strong rapport and alliance.
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Moreover, our study offers a new angle of cultural differences in the doctoral degree
supervisory relationship. The study results revealed that coaching style supervision in the
higher power distance culture (e.g., China) is less prevalent than in lower power distance
societies (e.g., UK). According to Hofstede (1985), power distance is “the extent to which the
members of a society accept that power in institutions and organisations is distributed
unequally” (p. 347). Explicitly, the decision-making process is mainly determined by the
power authority (i.e., supervisor) instead of policy or protocol in a society with higher power
distances. Overall, guanxi practices, building and maintaining special personal relationships
that “make exchanges, or accomplish tasks”’ (Guthrie, 1998, p. 266), hold an influential
function in Chinese society. Given this cultural orientation, the counterbalance professional
relationship between interpersonal support and explicit supervision contract may not be
commonly acknowledged. In addition, the ongoing negotiation and renegotiation process
along with regular feedback, may not be highly regarded in societies with a high degree of
uncertainty avoidance, such as Israel (Masry-Herzallah & Da'as, 2021) due to fluctuating
plans. Our study enhances our understanding of cultural differences and the doctoral degree
supervisory relationship. Although we investigated in this study the benefits of a certain
coaching attributes/behaviours as reflected in greater working alliance and enhanced doctoral
students’ self-efficacy, it is still necessary to be mindful that one size does not fit all. The

specific cultural context must be considered, and adjustments may be necessary.

Practical implications

Regarding practical implications, the present framework provides supervisors and
HEIs a roadmap to facilitate a greater doctoral degree supervision process and students’ self-
confidence. Interpersonal and process management skills have been identified as essential in
the doctoral degree supervision process but are often neglected in the existing training

curriculum (Upton, 2023). Therefore, we recommend that mandatory training for both


https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-3-319-28099-8_1888-1#ref-CR6

23

doctoral students and their supervisors should include attributes/behavioural sets, as outlined
in this framework. In addition, some elements in this framework, such as developing a
mutually agreed supervision contract and offering constructive and timely feedback, should
be explicitly addressed in the doctoral degree supervision ethics guidelines for both
supervisors and students (Cohen & Baruch, 2022). Given that the misconduct of power in the
doctoral degree supervisory relationship has caused considerable negative impacts on
students’ motivation and future careers (Schmidt & Hansson, 2018), it is essential to establish

an explicit learning contract be implemented for all doctoral students.

In addition, the diverse results among three countries also offer supervisors, who will
be/are supporting students from different cultural backgrounds, a guidance for trust building,
learning contract development and study suggestions. A cross-cultural based doctoral degree

supervision training should be included for supervisors.

Limitations, future research directions and conclusion

This study takes a pioneering step in incorporating theories of positive psychology
(e.g., optimising students’ self-efficacy) into the doctoral degree supervisory power
relationship. The study results spell out four attributes/behavioural sets for supervisors to
reduce the power distance. The data analyses distinguish goal-focused and process
management-related coaching attributes/behaviours content students’ psychological needs
and intrinsic motivation. Hence, applying coaching style supervision generally yields a
greater working relationship between the supervisory dyad and students’ self-efficacy. In
addition, our study indicates that doctoral students registered in Eastern countries usually
stress their interpersonal relationships with supervisors. This may result in adverse effects on
their study outcome. Nevertheless, this study has several limitations. First, the data collection
was based on doctoral students’ cross-sectional perspectives. It is insufficient to address the

long-term impacts of a coaching style in the supervision of doctoral degrees. Second, the
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study is limited given that the proportion of participation sample from three countries was
unbalanced. The participation rate could be explained by the fact that fewer students in Israel
and China were willing to respond to surveys in English. A future study which considers
participants’ cultural context and language may increase their responsive rate (Booker et al.,
2021). Moreover, students living in cultures with a high degree of power distance, which
supports rank and authority (Hofstede, 1985), tend to decline the type of study containing
“evaluation” of their teacher or supervisors (Cortina et al., 2017). A longitudinal examination
between supervisors with and without coaching style supervision training may offer a more
evident correlation between these attribute/behavioural sets and the doctoral degree
supervision process. In general, the findings of this study can be helpful as a starting point in
re-evaluating existing research and supervision policies in HEIs and developing more

comprehensive training for doctoral degree supervisors.
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Figures

Figure 1. The tested Structural Pathway for Supervisor Behaviours Influence on Working
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Figure 2. The Model for coaching behaviours predictive relationship with self-efficacy and

working alliance.
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Figure 3. The framework of coaching style supervision in doctoral degree study process.
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Table 1. Participant Demographic data (total N = 657).

Coaching Behaviour Scores
Source N Mean SD
Gender Male 230 4.52 0.86
Female 215 4.38 0.87
Prefer not to say 12 3.97 0.92
Age 25 or Younger 77 4.34 0.72
26-30 165 4.26 0.86
31-35 118 4.09 0.97
36-40 98 4.06 1.07
41-45 55 4.26 0.95
46-50 34 4.38 0.72
51-55 42 4.44 0.82
56 or Older 25 4.24 0.99
Disability Yes 44 4.12 1.21
No 559 4.24 0.87
Prefer not to say 21 3.80 1.15
Study Format Full-Time 422 4.15 0.92
Part-Time 208 4.34 0.93
Study Mode In Person 241 4.20 0.92
Distance 194 4.26 0.93

Table 2. Participants Academic Demographics

Coaching Behaviour Scores

Source N Mean SD
Study Format Full-Time 422 4.15 0.92
Part-Time 208 4.34 0.93
Study Mode In Person 241 4.20 0.92
Distance 194 4.26 0.93
Years of Study 1-2 Years 228 4.45 0.72
3-4 Years 288 4.17 0.96
5-6 Years 92 3.75 1.07
7 or More Years 30 4.28 0.85




Table 3. The Model Fit Measurement for the coaching behaviours predictive relationship
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with working alliance and self-efficacy amongst PGRs.

Measurement for Goodness of Model Fit

Measurement Score
CFI 0.94
RMSEA 0.10
RSMR 0.04
CHI Squared | 530.78 (df =63, p =<.001)

Note: CFI: Comparitive fit index; RMSEA; Root mean square error of approximation,

RMSR: Root mean square residual.

Table 4. Regression analysis for PGR's perception of their supervisor's coaching behaviours

to perceptions of working alliance.

Working Alliance

Coaching B se B t
Behaviours
Trust 0.13%* 0.03 0.14 4.67
Contracting 0.16%* 0.02 0.21 7.50
Approachable and
friendly manner 0.26** 0.03 0.26 8.13
Feedback 0.32%% 0.03 0.36 11.56

R=0.87,R>=0.76, p <.001

Note: Significant at p = <.01%*, Significant at p = <.001**
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Table 5. Regression analysis for PGR's perception of their supervisor's coaching behaviours
to perceptions of self-efficacy.

Self-Efficacy

Coaching Behaviours B se B t
Trust 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.73
Contracting 0.15%* 0.03 0.24 5.06
Approachable and friendly

manner 0.05 0.04 0.06 1.21
Feedback 0.23%* 0.04 0.32 5.97

R=0.59, R°=0.34, p <.001

Note: Significant at p = <.01*, Significant at p = <.001**

Table 6. One-way ANOVA for PGR's perceptions of their supervisor's coaching behaviours,
working alliance and in each country.

UK Israel China
Source df | F Value | Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Coaching 2 | 7261 | 4.44%= | 0.80 | 3.48* | 090 | 3.96* | 1.05
Behaviours
Self-Efficacy | 2 | 32.55 | 4.35%* | 0.68 | 3.86 | 0.83 | 3.82 | 0.76
Working 2 | 2693 | 4.40%* | 083 | 382 | 098 | 393 | 1.01
Alliance

Note: Significant from all other countries at p = <.001**
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