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Abstract 
ShanghaiRanking Consultancy is the official publisher of the Academic Ranking of World Universities 
since 2009, and the University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) first appeared in the Shanghai 
Ranking in 2012 in the range corresponding to the best 500 universities. In 2018, the position of the 
University of the Basque Country was improved to the top 400. Among other reasons, increasing the 
number of doctoral theses has been determinative to climb up in this list. In fact, more than 600 
doctoral theses were defended in 2017-2018 while 10 years ago this amount was 268. Obviously, the 
higher the number of thesis, the higher the number of problems is. 

An enormous effort has been done to increase the number of doctoral theses not only in the University 
of the Basque Country but, generally, in Spain and in the European Union. The European University 
Association published the 2019 survey “Doctoral education in Europe today: approaches and 
institutional structures” and the document reports on several decision-making processes like research 
proposals, the selection of doctoral candidates, contract conditions between the doctoral candidate 
and the supervisor or the funding institution, supervision rules and guidelines, required topics of 
doctoral training, required tasks of doctoral candidates (e.g. teaching, administration, etc.) and 
examination rules and guidelines. In relation to the contract conditions between the doctoral candidate 
and the supervisor or the funding institution, in Spain, the most common situation in the field of 
Science at universities is a doctoral candidate having a labour contract with an official institution, and 
the supervisors playing an academic role. In this situation, the supervisors are responsible for the 
annual evaluation of the activities performed by the candidates. Therefore, candidates play two 
simultaneous roles as students and as employees.  

In this context, the objective of this work is to analyze the different roles of people involved in the 
formation of the doctoral candidates by considering both points of views: doctoral candidates as 
students and as employees. In particular, this work focuses a special attention on the responsibility 
when doctoral candidates show clear underperformance. This underperformance can be related to 
their autonomy as researchers which could be considered from a strict academic point of view. 
However, in other cases, underperformance could have a distinct nature and be related to the position 
of the doctoral candidate as a worker. In that situation, the fulfilment of a minimum work time or even 
the use of public resources (for instance, high-tech equipment) is an important aspect to be taken into 
account. 

The methodology used is a case-study, and the results show certain confusion when the need of 
adopting labour decisions (disciplinary actions or even dismissal) emerges from clear 
underperformance. Thus, the conclusions point to the necessity of find a balance between the efforts 
directed to increase the number of doctoral theses and the need of keeping good standards of 
fulfilment. 

Keywords: Doctoral candidates, student-employee double role, underperformance, academic 
responsibility, labour responsibility. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) is doing an enormous effort to be visible among the 
best universities in the world. In fact, it first appeared in the Shanghai Ranking in 2012 in the range 
corresponding to the best 500 universities. As known, ShanghaiRanking Consultancy is the official 
publisher of the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) since 2009.[1] As a consequence of 
the actions carried out, the UPV/EHU improved its position, and in 2018 it appeared between the top 
400.[2] Among other reasons, increasing the number of doctoral theses has been determinative to 
climb up in this list. Thus, as observed in figure 1, the number of doctoral theses has been 
continuously increasing from 190 in 1999. 
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Figure 1. Number of doctoral thesis for each year at the University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU) 

Figure 1 shows an abrupt decrease from 627 doctoral theses in 2017 to 335 in 2018. This can be 
explained by considering a change occurred in 2011 in the Spanish law regulating the doctoral studies 
(Real Decreto 99/2011),[3] according to which previous doctoral programs were going to become 
extinguished in the next 5 years. As a consequence, an important number of doctoral students were 
activated to finish their thesis. In fact, data for 2016 (528 doctoral theses) is also unusually high. Thus, 
if admitting that an amount of doctoral theses between 300 and 400 can be representative for 
University of the Basque Country (UPV/EHU), is still significant that an increase from 200 theses in 10 
years (including those suffering the effects of the economic crisis) was achieved, and the areas with a 
major contribution to it have been traditionally related to chemistry. In fact, the best ARWU2018 
position corresponds to “Chemical Engineering” (51-75), followed by “Chemistry” and “Nanoscience 
and Nanotechnology”, both in the 101-150 range. Next areas are “Automatization and Control”, 
“Material Science and Engineering”, and “Mechanical Engineering” in the 151-200 range.  

Similar efforts to increase the number of doctoral theses during the last years have been also carried 
at most of the Spanish and European universities. In this context, the European University Association 
published the 2019 survey “Doctoral education in Europe today: approaches and institutional 
structures,[4] and the document reports on several decision-making processes like research 
proposals, the selection of doctoral candidates, contract conditions between the doctoral candidate 
and the supervisor or the funding institution, supervision rules and guidelines, required topics of 
doctoral training, required tasks of doctoral candidates (e.g. teaching, administration, etc.) and 
examination rules and guidelines. In relation to the funding institution, it is concluded that support for 
early-stage researchers is an issue of central importance for doctoral education. In fact, “the ease and 
extent with which funding is available during the research process has a knock-on effect on many 
other aspects that enable doctoral candidates to carry out their research”.[4] In the European Union, 
public resources are the most important source of funding. 

If focusing attention on the field of Science at Spanish universities, the most common situation is a 
doctoral candidate having a labor contract with an official institution to became a member of a 
research group. As a consequence of the conversion of grants into work contracts (which in Spain did 
occur in 2016), doctoral students play two roles simultaneously: they are regular students and they are 
workers.[5] Figure 2 summarizes that situation for doctoral candidates in sciences. In fact, students 
join a research group where they receive formation: therefore, they are students. On the other hand, 
doctorates increase the creative potential of the research group to produce scientific knowledge that 
becomes scientific production (basically, indexed articles, also known as JCR articles, where JCR is 
Journal of Citation Report). The funding institutions pay for the research activity producing knowledge 
which includes the doctoral candidates´ salary which is the reason why students are workers. 
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Figure 2. Student/worker roles for the doctorates 

In the situation described by figure 2, the doctoral thesis supervisors are responsible for the annual 
evaluation of the activities performed by the candidates, and negative evaluation could end up in the 
expulsion of the student from the doctoral program. However, the latter is an academic decision that 
could interfere with the labor rights of the student. Thus, during the doctoral formation period the 
employer figure must exist along with the employee nature of the students. But, who plays in practice 
the employer role? When doctoral activities go on fluently there is no need of having a good response 
to that question. However, doctoral candidates can underperform in many ways: for example, 
unfulfilment of working hours or tasks, bad practice (for example, bad use of public resources like 
high-tech equipment) or even low academic performance. In those cases, identification of the boss (in 
the whole extension of the term) is extremely important. 

In this context, the objective of this work is to analyze the different roles of people involved in the 
formation of the doctoral candidates by considering both points of views: doctoral candidates as 
students and as employees.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
The European Charter for Researchers is a set of general principles and requirements which specifies 
the roles, responsibilities and entitlements of researchers as well as of employers and/or funders of 
researchers.[6] According to it, “researchers are professionals engaged in the conception or creation 
of new knowledge, products, processes, methods and systems, and in the management of the 
projects concerned”. This document establishes a distinction between early-stage researcher and 
experienced researchers. The first of the terms, early-stage researcher refers to researchers in the 
first four years of their research activity. Therefore, it corresponds to the period of research training, as 
corresponds to the doctoral candidates. Obviously, experienced researchers are the rest of them. On 
the other hand, employers are “all those public or private institutions which employ researchers on a 
contractual basis or which host them under other types of contracts or arrangements, including those 
without a direct financial relationship. The latter refers particularly to institutions of higher education, 
faculty departments, laboratories, foundations or private bodies where researchers either undergo 
their research training or carryout their research activities on the basis of funding provided by a third 
party.” 

It is clear that European regulations have the vision of doctoral candidates like professionals which is 
in accordance with their status as workers. In fact, European member states endeavor to ensure that 
researchers enjoy adequate social security coverage according to their legal status. Within this 
context, special attention should be paid to the portability of pension rights of researchers moving 
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within the public and private sectors in the same country and also for those moving across borders 
within the European Union. At the same time, from of the point of view of the supervisors, doctoral 
candidates are under-training people, and it is important to identify their competencies when the need 
of adopting labor decisions appears (disciplinary actions or even dismissal) because of clear 
underperformance of their doctoral students. 

Taking into consideration the above mentioned aspects, the methodology used in this work is a case-
study, in which a doctoral student showed clear underperformance. 

3 RESULTS 
The case that has been studied is summarised in figure 3. In this situation a doctoral student exhibited 
continuous underperformance due to several factors including low academic level, poor experimental 
work, unfulfilment of the working hours and lack of scientific preciseness. [7] The supervisor intended 
to produce a negative evaluation, and informed the student that two consecutive negative evaluations 
led to expulsion from the doctoral program. The academia rights are guaranteed by an academic 
commission, but the student decided to report against the supervisor to a labour union because 
expulsion from the doctoral program meant the termination of the labour contract the student had. The 
report was no official but the labour union demanded the supervisor to resign under the threat of being 
officially accused of mistreat the student, and trying to influence on the supervisor´s evaluation. As a 
consequence, the supervisor had an anxiety attack, and need some time of sick.  

 
Figure 3. Case of study where a labour union takes part 

If the case described above is analyzed, it is clear that one of the main factors to be considered is the 
identification of the employer. Thus, when the labor union needs someone to be identified as the 
employer (the “boss”) the funding institution does not seems to be valid even if the salary comes from 
it. Since the person exhibiting a higher professional level is the supervisor there is the risk of thinking 
that supervisors are employers. In fact, they are not. At the same time, as academic decisions have to 
do with labor results, there is the risk of mixing both aspects.  

Different stages of the supervisors careers should be distinguished where the multi-faceted roles are 
outstanding: for instance, project coordinators, knowledge producers, leaders, managers, supervisors, 
career advisors and even science communicators. This roles are relevant on the elaboration of the 
doctoral thesis, and the only way in which supervisors could be seen as some kind of employers is 
bay stimulating the scientific production of the doctorates.[8] However, the relationship between 
supervisors and doctoral candidates is strictly academic. Therefore, if labor problems occur labor 
unions should not treat supervisors as employers, since they are not.[9] When doctoral studies include 
the idea proposed by Wrzesniewski and Dutton that “employees craft their jobs by changing cognitive, 
task, and/or relational boundaries to shape interactions and relationships with others at work”,[10] the 
need of identifying the employer (the boss) is crucial, and remains unresolved. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
Society should appreciate the responsibilities and the significance associated to researchers in 
executing their work. To this purpose, different stages of their careers should be distinguished and 
also multi-faceted rol: for instance, project coordinators, knowledge producers, leaders, managers, 
supervisors, career advisors and even science communicators. However, senior researches are not 
employers when they act as supervisors for doctoral candidates. As most of the doctorates have a 
salary coming from a funding institutions, when labor problems occur the need of identifying the 
employer (the boss) is crucial. This work states that supervisors cannot be considered as employers, 
so the need of identifying the “boss” remains unresolved. Therefore, there is a necessity of find a 
balance between the efforts directed to increase the number of doctoral theses and the need of 
keeping good standards of labour fulfilment, and those efforts cannot be attached to the supervisors, 
since they cannot play the employer´s role. 
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