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Protocol for the Appointment of Examiners for Research Degree Awards  
 

1. Role of the scrutiny process 
The scrutiny process assesses whether the composition of a proposed examination board meets the 
requirements as set out in the University’s regulations.    

In particular it considers whether:-  
• The correct number of internal and external examiners have been identified1; 
• the examiners are suitably independent; 
• the examiners have sufficient examination experience at the appropriate level; and  
• the examiners have the necessary subject expertise in relation to the thesis to be assessed. 

2. Completeness of Records 
The Nomination of Examiners form (available on the RGS community on BREO) must be completed 
in full, and a curriculum vitae from each proposed examiner must be provided.  Details of the number 
of examinations conducted by each nominated examiner, and the countries in which the awarding 
universities were located are essential as they allow the scrutiny process to determine whether the 
composition of the examination board addresses the regulations that apply to the candidate (viz, “The 
external examiner(s) should normally have experience of examining research degree candidates and 
at least one examiner (which would normally be the external) should also have substantial experience 
(i.e. normally three or more previous examinations at this level or above, preferably in the UK”).2 
Curriculum vitae or web profiles which state ‘extensive experience’ (or words to that effect) are not 
admissible in this respect. 

3. Expertise of Examination Board 
The scrutiny process determines whether the proposed Examination Board meets the requirements of 
the Academic Regulations, which state: 

4.1.24.8 The examining team must be experienced in research in the general area of the 
candidate's thesis and the external examiner(s) must have specialist experience in 
the topic(s) to be examined. 

4.1.24.9 Examiners should have current knowledge of the requirements of a PhD award and 
at least one examiner should have experience of examining research degree 
candidates. Between them the examination panel should have experience of at 
least three examinations at that level or above preferably at a UK-based 
Institution. 

 

 

Examiners need not hold a qualification equivalent to that being examined where they have 
considerable research expertise in the appropriate field.  In this circumstance an experienced chair 
should be appointed. 

The Examination Board should, collectively, be capable of examining the thesis in its entirety.  When 
a thesis is interdisciplinary in character, or employs mixed methods, an examination board should be 

 
1 If the candidate is or has been a member of staff at the University of Bedfordshire or one of its Partner 
Institutions, then the regulations require at least two external examiners. 
2 Lack of UK examining experience will not normally disqualify a proposed examiner, but RDC may require an 
experienced chair to be appointed for the viva to ensure that authoritative guidance on the expectations for 
UK research degree awards is available. 
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appointed to reflect this.  If a thesis employs advanced statistical methods at least one examiner 
should have expertise such that they can examine the thesis and direct questions on this aspect of 
the work in the viva.  It is the responsibility of supervisors, when nominating examiners, to 
demonstrate that the proposed Examination Board has appropriate expertise.  

The Scrutiny sub-committee may refuse a nomination where it is not convinced that the Examination 
Board has the appropriate expertise or may seek further information from the supervisory team.   

4. Experience of Examination Panel 
The scrutiny process determines whether the proposed Postgraduate Research Examination Board 
addresses the regulatory requirement that:  “The external examiner(s) should normally have 
experience of examining research degree candidates and at least one examiner (which would 
normally be the external) should also have substantial experience (i.e. normally three or more 
previous examinations at this level or above, preferably in the UK)”.  

5. Specific Exclusions 
The following conditions exclude individuals from acting as examiners: 

• A research student, other than a candidate for a PhD by published work, whether at the 
University or at another institution;  

• An examiner who has acted in the capacity of supervisor/advisor to the candidate.   
• An examiner who has acted as an examiner at Progression Point 1, Progression Point 2 or 

Transfer (RS4) stages. 
• An external examiner who has been employed at the University of Bedfordshire on a 

permanent or temporary contract in the previous three years. 
• An external examiner who has served as an external examiner on a University of 

Bedfordshire taught course in the previous three years. 
• An external examiner who has already acted in this role at the University of Bedfordshire on 

two occasions in the previous five years. 
• An internal or external examiner who has a family or personal connection with the candidate 

or any supervisor. 
• No external examiner should examine more than two theses in any one academic year and 

each examination should be for a different Director of Studies.  

Additionally, the same Examination Board cannot examine more than one student in any one 
academic year. 

6. Conflicts of Interest 
Examiners may also be excluded on the grounds of conflicts of interest (other than any that might 
have arisen from the exclusions listed above).  The core principle is that of demonstrable 
independence through avoidance of conflicts of interest.  Note that conflicts of interest might 
influence the course or outcome of the examination process to the candidate’s benefit or detriment.   

Potential conflicts of interest include (but are not limited to): 

Between candidate and examiners 
• An examiner who has ever worked closely with the candidate, evidenced by joint authorship 

of academic outputs (papers, articles, chapters, books), reports or bid proposals. 
• An examiner who has business, commercial or consultancy interests that involve the 

candidate or which might be influenced by the outcome of the examination. 
• An examiner who has offered employment to the candidate, or is the potential project PI of a 

research project proposal on which the candidate is named.   
• An examiner involved in the assessment of any research proposal by the candidate. 
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Between supervisors and examiners 
• An examiner who has worked closely with any supervisor, evidenced by joint authorship of 

academic outputs (papers, articles, chapters, books), reports or bid proposals, normally in the 
past five years or, where adequately justified and at the discretion of RDC, in the past three 
years. 

• An examiner who has business, commercial or consultancy interests that involve any 
supervisor or which might be influenced by the outcome of the examination. 

• An examiner who was themselves supervised by the supervisor of the candidate, or was the 
supervisor of the candidates’ supervisor. 

Between examiners 
• Examiners who have worked together, evidenced by joint authorship of academic outputs 

(papers, articles, chapters, books), reports or bid proposals, normally in the past five years or, 
where adequately justified and at the discretion of RDC, in the past three years. 

• Examiners who have been in a supervisor-student relationship. 

It is important to recognise that some of these criteria would not automatically disqualify an examiner.  
For example, being named on multiply-authored publication or report published in the past as a result 
of working on a project together would not necessarily be evidence of a conflict of interest, while a 
series of recent publications as a result of working closely and voluntarily together almost certainly 
would be.  The Scrutiny sub-committee will form a judgement based on the nature of the potential 
conflict and the overall experience of the proposed Examination Board. 

Special Circumstances 
Occasionally it can be difficult to identify appropriate examiners to meet the requirements of a specific 
research topic in a specialised area.  In such circumstances proposals for the Examination Board 
should be considered by a full RDC with a case for an exemption from normal University 
requirements.  In approving a non-standard Board, RDC may make it a requirement that there is an 
experienced chair who has overseen at least three PGR examinations.  The RGS will maintain a list 
of experienced chairs. The fact of this recommendation should not be made known to the student or 
examiners in order that issues or outcomes are not prejudged. 

 


