
Supervisors’ 
responsibilities

Sandra Bendiscioli, EMBO Senior Policy Officer



Your experience

•Have you had a good supervisor or 
mentor in your scientific career?

•What makes a supervisor good?

•Mentoring scheme at the Institute?



Supervisor or mentor?

• Supervision is often task-oriented (e.g., 
completion of a thesis or dissertation).

• Mentoring is more about caring for an 
individual’s long-term development into a 
successful professional.

Including mentorship in supervision is ideal



A special responsibility

• Quality and integrity of the research in 
their lab.

• Help new researchers master the ethical 
dimensions of research.

• Ensure that the values of responsible 
research are passed on from one 
generation to the next.

• If a lab member commits misconduct, there 
are repercussions on the PI. 



Supervisor’s responsibilities

With great power comes great responsibility!



Early career researchers

Researchers in the earliest phases of their career

• might not know that some practices are wrong.

• might not be aware of the consequences.

Early career researchers 
cannot be expected to just 

know things!



Consequences of bad supervision
In a review of 45 ORI cases (30%) in which a 
trainee was found guilty of scientific misconduct 
1990-2004:

• 90% involved fabrication, falsification or both
• 73% mentors did not look at raw data
• 62% mentors did not set standards for 

recording data
• 53% trainees reported

stress levels as a relevant
factor

Wright, Titus and Cornelison, 2008



Trainee’s admission of misconduct

Wright, Titus and Cornelison, 2008

There was much excitement over this surprising and 
promising preliminary result, and I began to feel a self-

imposed pressure to keep the positive data coming in. It 
was at this time that I began to substitute buffer for the 

control xxx. (…) Over time I lost more and more control and 
felt like I could not stop falsifying experiments.

Be open to mistakes

Be critical: “Too good to be true​?”



What can a supervisor do 
to foster research integrity?



What can a supervisor do?

• Be available and approachable

• Review raw data

• Communicate expectations

• Provide training and guidance

• Know your research integrity officer

• Also, encourage constructive skepticism

Source: https://ori.hhs.gov/blog/new-infographic-5-ways-supervisors-can-promote-research-integrity



Provide CLEAR instructions 
about…

• Data collection, storage, and back up
• How to keep a lab notebook; use of e-lab 

notebooks?
• Safety rules
• Responsibilities of each team member
• Authorship and data ownership policies
• Preparing images for publication

You are a role model!



Discussions during group meetings



POSSIBLE RED FLAGS OF
RESEARCH MISCONDUCT

TIME

Usable data are only generated 
when there is a pressing deadline

Experiments are completed 
faster than usual  

RESULTS 

Data are too good to be true

Findings can’t be replicated 
by others in the lab

LACK OF TRANSPARENCY 

Raw data can’t be produced when requested

Research materials and protocols are kept hidden 

Work is mostly done when no one else is around

If you suspect research misconduct
contact your institution’s Research Integrity Offic

e

r or ORI at AskORI@hhs.gov

ori.hhs.gov      @HHS_ORI      #ORIedu



Some common problems in labs

• Conflicting interests

• Competition among lab members

• Lack of clarity on authorship policies

• Poor communication about roles, goals and expectations

• Lack of oversight

• Lack of instructions

• Not regular checking of data

• Other factors?

Source: Straus et al., Characteristics of successful and failed mentoring relationships...Acad 
Med, 2013



“There is nothing wrong with being wrong”

• Ignorance, arrogance, being in 
a hurry, feeling pressure to get 
the ‘right’ results

• Encourage researchers to be 
completely open about mistakes, 
flaws and inconsistencies in 
experimental design and data 
collection

• Foster collaboration, not 
competition; ensure individuals 
are not singled out for blame

• Blame-free reporting of incidents 
is key!

Common sources of errors Mitigation

Fiona Watt, EMBO Director



https://www.forskningsetikk.no/en/resources/the-research-ethics-
library/integrity-and-collegiality/research-ethics-in-supervision/



How can institutes help PIs to be good 
supervisors?

• Organize mentoring schemes for young PIs

• Acknowledge supervising activities in PIs’ 
performance assessment

• Provide extra support for PIs with large labs

• Provide lab management training (HHMI, 
EMBO Lab Leadership)

• Provide funding for training in statistics, data 
management for lab members

• Research integrity training! 



Empowering Scientists.
Advancing Science.
Training for researchers in leadership, 
negotiation, research integrity, and 
more... 

embolableadership.org 

EMBO Lab Leadership





Source: https://www.academicintegrity.eu/wp/bridge-checklists/





Checklists for supervisors



EMBO Press author checklist



Ask for support
Request additional training for, e.g.:
• Statistics
• Data management
• Image preparation for publishing
• Lab safety 
• Lab management skills
• Use of animals in research
• Protection of human subject 

participants
• And more area-specific skills

Do you have access to such training 
or support at your institute? 



What further training would 
benefit you?

• Long-term storage and data management strategies

• Defining policies for access, ownership sharing 
and re-use

• Determining statistical power

• Understanding data policies

• Curation of data

• Appropriate repositories for deposition 
of data

• Metadata descriptions

• Copyright/licensing of data

• Authorship guidance



Thank you!

policy@embo.org
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