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2 Best Practices for PhD Studies

A PhD opens up a world of unique opportunities by deepening scientific expertise 
and fostering innovative research. As an internationally recognised qualification, 
it provides access to global networks, interdisciplinary projects, and career paths 
that have a lasting impact on science and society. 

Pursuing a doctorate also entails a number of challenges, including intensive work, 
a substantial time commitment, and an obligation to overcome setbacks. Supervis-
ing doctoral students is likewise demanding, time-consuming and requires com-
mitment, structure as well as close cooperation.

This document serves as a guide for doctoral candidates, students, and PhD super-
visors, outlining the roles and areas of responsibility associated with each stage of 
doctoral study, while also discussing the relevant operational duties of the univer-
sity’s other sections, such as the various faculties and central services. Structured 
around the different phases of doctoral training, this document remains relevant 
from the outset of the doctorate through its later stages.

At the University of Fribourg, there are various ways of completing a doctorate. Doc-
toral students may be employed as graduate assistants assigned to a specific pro-
fessor, funded through an SNF grant or other scholarship, or pursue their doctorate 
independently. Their status depends largely on their source of funding and may 
change over the course of doctoral training. As a result, the circumstances of doc-
toral researchers may vary with regard to salary, the possibility of an employment 
contract with the University, and the time devoted to departmental or institutional 
duties. Best Practices for PhD Studies take these different realities into account.

The various faculties are responsible for their doctoral programmes and regulate 
them in different ways. While approaches to the organisation and implementation 
of doctoral studies may vary across faculties, the roles of doctoral students and 
their respective supervisors share a number of common features. On the basis of 
these shared elements, the recommendations set out below have been developed 
and are presented as Best Practices applicable across faculties. These Best Prac-

Introduction
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tices are intended as guidance only, are not binding, and do not create any legal 
entitlement. They apply to doctoral studies leading to a PhD and do not apply to the 
Doctor of Medicine (MD).

The content of Best Practices is based on research conducted at various universi-
ties, including the University of Fribourg, as well as on satisfaction surveys of current 
and former doctoral students and PhD supervisors at the University of Fribourg.

The Best Practices document, the guides mentioned therein (some of which are 
still in development) as well as other information concerning doctoral studies are 
available on the Graduate Campus website.

Among others: Bedingungen für eine erfolgreiche Betreuung von Doktorierenden (Lambert, Niclasse, Charlier, 2020);  
Charte du doctorat de l’Université de Lausanne; Best Practice Recommandation Universität Zürich (2019); SNSF Early 
Career Researcher Survey (2022).
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1
a)	 Publication of Employment Opportunities

► Doctoral positions are advertised publicly. 

b)	 Admissions
► Admission to doctoral studies is only possible upon fulfillment of the admis-
sion requirements issued by the university. Employment by the university alone 
does not guarantee admission to doctoral studies.

c)	 Selection Criteria
► Selection criteria are transparent. 
 

d)	 Mutual Expectations and Reasons for Application 
	 ► The expectations of both the PhD supervisor and candidate are outlined and 	
	 discussed prior to the start of doctoral studies. 

► An application interview is held during which the candidate’s research inter-
ests and personal goals are discussed with the doctoral supervisor. 

e)	 Rights and Obligations of Doctoral Candidates
► The university informs doctoral students of their rights and obligations based 
on the binding regulations relevant to their [funding] status (e.g., assistants 
employed by the university, FNS doctoral students, independent doctoral stu-
dents, scholarship holders). The university also provides relevant contacts 
within the various faculties, where necessary. 

f)	 Conditions of employment 
► In the case of employment by the university, the terms and conditions of 
the contract, such as salary (published on the university’s internal platform 
Myunifr.ch), contract duration, and possibilities for extension will be discussed 
during the job interview.

Best Practice 1: Selection and employment 
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g)	 Duration of the Doctorate and the Corresponding Funding Period 
► Each faculty provides information on the typical duration of the associated 
doctoral programme. 
► At the start of the collaboration, the supervisor clearly informs the doctoral 
candidate of the duration of funding and, where applicable, any opportunities 
for subsequent funding.

h)	 Employment Status and Workload
► Full-time employment is the norm and should be prioritized. 
► Wherever possible, part-time employment should be exceptional and linked 
to special circumstances.
► In the event of part-time employment, the expected workload is clearly com-
municated, a realistic work plan is agreed upon, and a discussion takes place 
regarding the doctoral candidate’s available time and funding until the com-
pletion of the doctorate. Part-time employment implies reduced presence and 
work, proportionate to the agreed employment rate.
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2
a)	 Terms of Reference and Scope of Work

► Each employed doctoral student receives personalized terms of reference, 
drawn up by the PhD supervisor, which clearly outline their expected roles and 
responsibilities. 
► The terms of reference are regularly reviewed and updated, and reflect the 
living reality of the employer-employee relationship. 
► The terms of reference are reassessed during the course of the annual staff 
review and are adjusted as necessary. 

b)	 Allocation of Working Time Between Personal Research and Department/	
	 Institute Duties

► A realistic estimate is made for time spent on departmental or institute du-
ties (e.g., teaching, student supervision, exam marking, etc.). 
► Over the course of the year, the workload for personal research and the work-
load for departmental/institute duties each respectively amount to half of the 
contractually agreed-upon working time (see Regulations on Academic Staff).
► The doctoral student records their working hours for both department/in-
stitute duties and personal research and reports any imbalance to their PhD 
supervisor. 
► Where applicable, the supervisor, in conjunction with the doctoral student, 
will take the necessary measures to address the issue. 

Best Practice 2: Job Specifications and Working Conditions

3
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3
a)	 Doctoral Agreement 

► Supervision arrangements and the expectations placed on the doctoral stu-
dent are clearly communicated at the start of the collaboration and are, in prin-
ciple, documented in writing in a doctoral agreement or equivalent document.
► The doctoral agreement is reassessed at least once a year and adjusted if 
necessary.

b)	 Conditions for Obtaining a Doctorate
► The formal criteria for obtaining a doctorate are governed by the correspond-
ing regulations respective to the various faculties. 
► Any further details are communicated at the start of the doctoral studies by 
the supervisor and documented in writing in the doctoral agreement. 

c)	 Co-supervision
► Co-supervision is recommended. Supervisors should ideally be selected to 
foster synergy in content, methodology, and/or interdisciplinary collaboration. 
► If co-supervision is not possible or is unsuccessful, a second point of contact 
(secondary advisor) is appointed to the doctoral student.
► The individual responsibilities of the respective parties and/or persons (first 
and second supervisors/secondary advisor) are clearly defined and discussed 
with the doctoral candidate. 
► Both co-supervision and the appointment of a second point of contact are 
intended to prevent unilateral dependence.

d)	 Presence and Availability 
► Mutual needs and expectations regarding presence and availability are de-
fined at the beginning of student-supervisor collaboration. 
► Each party informs the other in advance of any planned absences during the 
doctoral programme (e.g. sabbatical leave, research stays abroad, etc.), and 
of any consequences and/or implications these absences may have for their 
collaboration.
► Both parties shall respect mutually agreed-upon times of unavailability, such 
as weekends and holidays. 

Best Practice 3: Doctoral supervision
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► Work done outside of working hours as stipulated in the Regulations on 
Working Hours for State Employees is only permitted in exceptional and duly 
justified cases (for doctoral candidates employed by the University).

e)	 Regular Communication 
► The doctoral candidate and supervisor engage in regular communication to 
review and discuss the progress of the dissertation. 
► In the event of questions and/or problems related to the dissertation, the 
doctoral candidate raises any issue with their supervisor in a prompt and timely 
manner.
► The thesis supervisor takes timely action if it becomes apparent that the re-
search work is not progressing as planned or if general difficulties arise in re-
gards to the dissertation.
► Any decisions taken during the course of these exchanges are documented 
in writing. 

f)	 First-Year Evaluation
► After one year, the research results or the current state of the dissertation 
is presented to the thesis supervisor and, where possible, to a second sub-
ject-matter expert (or, if applicable, to a committee). They assess the progress 
of the project and its scientific relevance, and determine any necessary mea-
sures and discuss them with the PhD candidate.
► The criteria for the first-year evaluation, or the progress and assignments 
expected to be completed by the end the first year, is communicated to the 
PhD candidate at the beginning of the doctoral programme and documented in 
writing (where applicable, in the doctoral agreement).
► Decisions and mutual expectations arising from this evaluation are also doc-
umented in writing (where applicable, in the doctoral agreement).
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g)	 Scientific Integrity
► The PhD supervisor informs the doctoral candidate of the principles of scien-
tific integrity, for example, by ensuring the candidate’s familiarity with the Swiss 
Code of Conduct for Scientific Integrity published by swissuniversities, as well 
as to other relevant guidelines and the regulations applicable to scientific staff. 
► Doctoral supervisors and doctoral students commit themselves to abide by 
the rules of scientific integrity. 

h)	 Jury or Examination Committee 
► To the extent permitted by applicable regulations, the doctoral supervisor 
discusses the composition of the jury with the doctoral candidate.
► The jury or examination committee responsible for the assessment of the 
doctoral thesis consists of active and established scientists in the relevant field. 
Any conflicts of interest between jury members, doctoral supervisors, and doc-
toral candidates is avoided. 
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4
Best Practice 4: Networking and Continued Education for 
Doctoral Students 

►The doctoral supervisor promotes the integration of the doctoral students 
into the research team and encourages professional exchange among doctoral 
candidates.

►The doctoral supervisor encourages and supports the doctoral candidate in 
publishing scientific articles, participating in conferences, and engaging in oth-
er forms of scholarly activity, and assists the candidate in integrating into the 
scientific community. 

►The doctoral supervisor informs the doctoral candidate of networking oppor-
tunities, continued education programmes offered by the University or the fac-
ulties, as well as external opportunities (e.g. CUSO, Summer Schools, etc.), and 
supports the candidate’s participation in these activities.

►Participation in a continued education programme that interferes with the 
duties of a doctoral student employed by the university (e.g. reduced presence 
or availability for required research work), is discussed with the doctoral super-
visor in advance. 

►The doctoral supervisor informs the doctoral candidate of possible funding 
opportunities available during the doctoral programme, such as funding for 
conferences, summer schools, travel expenses, and other projects.

►The University informs and advises doctoral candidates and doctoral super-
visors on funding opportunities for scientific activities and on opportunities for 
mobility stays, in particular via the Research Promotion Service (SPR) and the 
International Relations Office (SRI).

►Participation in various activities, continued education programmes, and mo-
bility stays is recommended. Such participation must be discussed in advance 
with the doctoral supervisor.
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5
Best Practice 5: Planning one’s career 

► The doctoral supervisor discusses potential academic career pathways with 
the candidate, clearly outlining the associated opportunities and requirements, 
and will also advise on alternative non-academic career options.

► The university provides information on a wide range of professional oppor-
tunities and offers career counselling services for both academic and non-ac-
ademic careers. 6
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6
Best Practice 6: Conflict Management and Prevention

► Collaboration between doctoral students and doctoral supervisors is based 
on mutual respect. 

► In case of disagreement, the doctoral candidate and their supervisor shall 
seek to address and resolve the issue through discussion at the earliest possible 
moment and, where necessary, involve the second doctoral supervisor or the 
alternative designated (secondary) advisor.

► If no solution can be reached by the two parties, the doctoral candidate or 
supervisor promptly contacts a third party, such as the contact designated by 
the faculty, the university’s Human Resources Service, or the Mediation Service 
at the Ombuds Office.

► The faculties designate a contact person who may be approached in the 
event of problems arising during the doctoral programme.

► The University—or, within their respective competences, the faculties or 
departments—reviews and responds to all complaints submitted by doctoral 
candidates and doctoral supervisors.
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7
Best Practice 7: Quality Assurance

a)	 Counselling and Continued Professional Development for doctoral supervisors 
► The University informs doctoral supervisors of opportunities for continued 
professional development and of support services related to the supervision of 
doctoral candidates.  
► Doctoral supervisors overseeing a dissertation for the first time, in particular 
professors undertake, where possible, continuing professional development in 
doctoral supervision and staff management. 

b)	 Final Review
► Following the defence of the doctoral dissertation, the candidate and the 
supervisor jointly conduct a final review, with particular attention to the quality 
of the supervisor’s oversight.
► The doctoral supervisor incorporates the lessons learned from this final re-
view into their future supervisory practice.

c)	 Evaluation 
► The university regularly conducts surveys of doctoral students and supervisors. 
► The results of these surveys are taken into account in the drafting and imple-
mentation of measures to improve doctoral training and education. 
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Further documents:
► Guide for recruiting doctoral students
► Example of a doctoral agreement
► Swiss Code of Conduct for Scientific Integrity 
► Guide to conflict prevention and management
► Summary of the results of satisfaction surveys regarding doctoral supervision
► List of salaries and their evolution over the years of employment
► Admission regulations of the University of Fribourg
► Regulations on Academic Staff
► Regulations on Working Hours for State Employees
► Faculty regulations

Contact persons at the UniFR:
► Graduate Campus
► Human Ressources
► Admissions and Registration Service
► International Relations Office
► Research Promotion Service
► Didactics and Digital Skills Service
► Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Office
► Psychological Council 
► Ombuds Office

External offers for doctoral students of the UniFR: 
► CUSO 
► BeNeFri
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