Supervision and Support: A Guide for Working with Mature Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs)
Purpose
Mature PGRs represent a skilled group of students who bring valuable experience and diverse knowledge to their studies, but returning to education after a significant period can bring challenges. This guidance, co-produced with mature PGRs and supervisors, reflects on their experiences and provides practical tips to help inform supervisors and enhance PGR supervisory relationships. 
Who classifies as a mature PGR? 
The Office for Students and Higher Education Statistics Agency currently define mature as 25+ at the beginning of a postgraduate course. However, this categorisation encapsulates a significant proportion of the overall PGR population. At the University of Bristol, mature PGRs make up approximately 48% of the PGR student population, and approximately 30% of our mature PGRs study part-time. 
Motivation for doing PGR study
Feedback from our mature PGRs tell us that their needs vary significantly by age, career stage, and personal circumstances (for example, parents or caregivers, early versus late career). The primary distinction is between those pursuing a PhD for career development or pivot and those doing so for personal enrichment, often at retirement age. A more helpful way of considering who counts as a mature PGR is the level of responsibilities and commitments that come with being older, meaning it can also be self-defined. The following categories are a starting point for understanding the needs of different groups of mature students: 
	Category
	Likely Characteristics

	For pleasure 
	Typically, 50+ but often older, pre- or post-retirement; self-funded; arts/humanities focus; motivated by personal fulfilment or creativity; carers for children/grandchildren; frequently managing health conditions or disabilities associated with ageing

	Career pivoters
	Aged approximately 29–50; re-training for change careers or progression (not necessarily academic career); all disciplines; mixed funding; frequently parent-carers; often re-entering education after break


While these age categories are not definitive and some individuals return to higher education for a career change after the age of 50, they serve as a useful guide to help supervisors better understand their mature students.


Motivations end expectations
Transitioning from a well-established professional career to the role of a PhD student in academia can evoke a wide range of feelings. Those with professional backgrounds may expect a PhD to be more impact-driven and feel less comfortable with the conceptual and theoretical aspects of academic research (Fox and Slade 2014, Kumar and Antonenko 2014). While some may experience moments of imposter syndrome, others may approach their doctoral studies with confidence, drawing on their extensive experience and viewing the PhD as a continuation of their professional journey. Valuing both prior expertise and the unique rigor of doctoral-level scholarship can help ensure a rewarding and successful PhD experience. 
Mature PGRs often wish to incorporate life and/or professional experience into their studies and our supervisors play a fundamental role in guiding this process. Non-academic sources of knowledge can sometimes be underappreciated within higher education institutions (Dennis et al., 2024; Katartzi and Hayward); however, experience of practice can add huge value to integrating partners into a research project (if relevant), and contribute to the impact of the research. Broadening the range of postgraduate student ages within the University helps foster greater diversity, but requires us to recognise the value of diverse forms of knowledge and experience. It is important to adapt the educational environment to ensure that mature PGRs have a rewarding experience and feel a genuine sense of belonging. 
We know from our work with mature PGRs that dismissing the professional or life experiences, skills, and knowledge that they bring, especially when they wish to incorporate these into their research, can be particularly detrimental to their sense of belonging. Creating an inclusive atmosphere that values these contributions is essential for supporting all students. 
Positive experiences have been reported by our mature PGRs when supervisors have taken time to understand their motivations for doing a PhD, been open minded about the value that different types of knowledge can bring, and when both PGR and supervisor have allowed sufficient time for the complex process of integrating diverse experiences and knowledge. 
I think there's a value in getting somebody in who's been working... I am more able to produce a piece of research that's actually addressing a current issue within a field and that really needs to be resolved. I couldn't have done this straight out of uni. I wouldn't have even known where to start 
37-year-old PGR
Disciplinary differences also influence this dynamic. For example, people from a wider range of careers tend to pursue PhDs in the arts and humanities than in other disciplines. For mature PGRs who are also studying a new discipline, the process of disciplinary familiarisation and integration can take longer and should be factored into discussions about how prior knowledge and experience are recognised. Not all prior experience will be relevant to postgraduate study, and supervisors also play an important role in explaining the ways in which academic research differs from what mature PGRs may have experienced previously. However, where prior experience can be recognised and incorporated, then this can be beneficial for all.
Top tips from supervisors and PGRs
· Take time to understand motivations for doing a PhD and clarify expectations.
· Have open conversations about how acquisition of new knowledge and research practice can be enhanced or integrated with existing knowledge of practice and previous experience.
· Take time to assess prior experience and refer to targeted training as needed.

Role of the supervisor and ways of working
Challenges may arise when expectations around supervisory support are misaligned. Some mature PGRs with professional backgrounds may expect their supervisors to function like line managers – providing more direction, accountability, and more defined goals or targets. Some mature PGRs may be less familiar with how to develop specialist knowledge independently. 
This is further complicated by the diverse styles of line management practised in higher education. The relationship between academics and their line managers differs from that in other professional contexts, with meetings occurring less frequently and line managers having limited input or oversight regarding academic research. Supervisors who have limited experience outside of higher education may be unaware of the management styles which mature PGRs may have experienced in other sectors. Therefore, discussing and agreeing on expectations for the student-supervisor relationship early on can be highly beneficial.
Our data shows us that a significant proportion of mature PGRs undertake their programme part time, and irrespective of mode of attendance, many balance significant commitments outside their studies, including other sources of employment, caring and parental responsibilities. It’s important to understand how this may impact their studies (for example, working pattern, availability). 
Mature PGR students also report feeling unable to engage in University life in the same way as other students, and can feel more isolated. This may be due to part-time working, the age and interests of their peers, or finding the transition from a collaborative workplace to individual study a challenge. They may miss out on building wider communities of support or being an active part of the research environment. While events are offered for mature students, many are unable to attend due to significant life commitments, and/or living remotely from campus, so it is important to make existing events as inclusive as possible to accommodate their needs.
My supervisors are very helpful with advice, but it does feel very solo 
70-year-old-PGR
‘I do think I must be one of the oldest PhD students ever, when I walk into a room when we all meet up it feels like that.’ (53-year-old PGR)
Top Tips from Supervisors and PGRs
· Complete the PGR Student-Supervisor agreement – this is a tool to help discuss roles, ways of working and set clear expectations.
· Help signpost connections with other mature PGRs, wider research groups or research networking opportunities, or relevant community events, such as those organised by the Bristol Doctoral College (BDC), for example, the BDC events calendar (BDC events), including PGR specific networks and clubs, training and social spaces, such as the PGR hub in Senate House. 

Returning to education and induction 
Having spent extensive time out of higher education, many members of our mature PGR community articulated distinct feelings of disorientation and unfamiliarity with their position within the University and school systems. 
For example, office hours. I didn’t know what office hours were. There’s no explanation of what office hours are or how best to use them, there's a whole load of things just like that. A lot of assumptions are made, understandably, most people come through on research programs straight from undergraduate. They know how the system works 
71-year-old PGR
Supervisors can help by providing a broader context, explaining how the school fits within the University, which Faculty it belongs to, and outlining relevant governance structures. The BDC’s PGR Governance Overview may be a helpful resource to share with mature PGRs. Introducing key parts of the University, such as the BDC and Students’ Union (SU), enables mature students to see where they fit academically and administratively, and to identify sources of support and representation available to them. 
It is common for supervisors to assume that inductions will cover this but mature PGRs report often missing out on inductions as they are more likely to have a non-standard start to their programme and may be unable to engage due to part-time study arrangements (Block, 2023).
Terminology can also be unfamiliar. It is helpful to explain what is involved in the PhD process and any key terms and processes that may be unfamiliar. Examples include:
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· Office hours 
· Term times 
· School-specific acronyms
· Annual Progress Monitoring
· Ethical approval process
· Research Training Support Grant
· Funding opportunities
· Publication policy and peer review
· Regulations and code of practice for research degree programmes (as they are not employees)
· Extension requests and suspension requests are critical, as mature PGRs are more likely to need to take breaks from their studies due to family commitments. 

Top Tips from Supervisors and PGRs
· Check with your students that they have been to an induction and ask if they have any questions.
· If they haven’t attended an induction, ensure slides are made available and schedule a separate catch-up to answer any questions .
· Explain institutional or disciplinary terminology early in your discussions. 
Useful resources to signpost
The BDC’s PGR Governance Overview may be a helpful resource to share with mature PGRs.
· The BDC provides tailored guidance for new PGRs (New PGR guidance), and resources to support PGRs and supervisors
· The library also offers resources to help students prepare for study, access essential software, and navigate the University’s online learning platforms (Get ready to study, IT resources, Blackboard help, Jumpstart University).
· Learning spaces PGRs can access, including discipline-specific libraries.
This guide is informed by research from the ‘Returning to Research’ project, supported by the Enhancing Research Culture fund and led by Dr Helen Thomas-Hughes and Dr Alice Beck. 75 interviews were performed with mature PGRs followed by a co-analysis session and a workshop with mature PGRs to develop supervisory guidance and induction materials. Two focus groups were performed with supervisors, supported by an online survey. This supervisory guidance document represents one of the resources produced from the findings of this research.
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