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Guidelines – Special reasons for extending doctoral 
appointments due to COVID-19 
Background 
In light of the current situation regarding COVID-19, some doctoral students are likely to be affected 
so that their research cannot progress according to plan. Measures may need to be taken, both short 
and long term.  

In the short term, doctoral students may have their thesis defence postponed and their doctoral 
appointment may end before a new date for the thesis defence is set. In the long term, doctoral 
students at the beginning of their education may be affected, for example by not being able to follow 
through with field studies or other collection of data according to plan. These doctoral students are not 
currently being affected, but in the long term they may not be able to complete their doctoral 
appointment within the set 48 months (full-time). 

Rules and regulations 
Under normal circumstances, doctoral students may need to extend their doctoral appointments if 
something occurs that is outside the student’s control. Such situations may be that the head supervisor 
is ill for an extended period of time or moves away, or that collected material is destroyed. The Higher 
Education Ordinance (Högskoleförordningen, HF) 5:7, fourth paragraph, regulates the terms for 
special reasons for extension. The Swedish Agency for Government Employers (SAGE; Swedish: 
Arbetsgivarverket), which has previously been restrictive regarding special reasons for extension not 
stated in the Higher Education Ordinance 5:7 fourth paragraph, has now made a statement granting 
special reasons for extension due to situations that may have arisen in connection with the current 
coronavirus pandemic. 

Criteria for extension 
Not all doctoral projects will be affected by the pandemic to the same degree and some projects will 
not be affected at all. It is therefore not feasible for universities to decide on a general extension for all 
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doctoral students, but rather decisions about extensions must be made on a case by case basis. A 
general extension for all doctoral students could also potentially disfavour those doctoral students 
whose projects, in terms of time, are affected more than the general extension allows for. There may 
also be, in the case of a general extension, financial consequences that negatively affect the research 
environment, such as fewer doctoral students, postdocs and other researchers. This is also 
disfavourable for the doctoral students.  

From this follows that doctoral students who are able to conduct their work remotely should not be 
given extensions, provided that supervision and thesis progression are possible. 

Examples of situations that may require an extension: 

• Experiments and lab work that cannot be conducted or are delayed due to risk of infection or 
absent staff and that cannot be replaced by another study 

• Difficulties recruiting and using research subjects 

• Empirical studies in environments and facilities that are currently closing down or that do not 
currently allow field studies (schools, elderly care, healthcare etc) and that cannot be replaced 
by another study 

• Trips to collect material (archives, ethnograhical/archeological studies, medical records etc) 
that are cancelled 

• Cancelled exhibits, concerts or similar that are part of the doctoral thesis 

• Thesis defence that is postponed due to a doctoral student’s illness, or, alternatively, that 
contains parts that must be performed physically 

• A supervisor being absent for an extended period of time 

It is important that all changes made to the study plan and how the doctoral student’s work has been 
affected in terms of time are being regularly documented in the individual study plan (ISP) so that 
the ISP can form a basis for decisions on extension. Because it may be difficult to judge how much the 
doctoral student’s work has been affected during remote operations at the point when the university 
returns to normal operations, it is recommended that decisions on extension are not made until the end 
of the study period. 

Processing of extensions relating to COVID-19 
The Head of Department decides on extensions relating to COVID-19 just as the Head of Department 
decides on all extensions. Doctoral students, through the University of Gothenburg doctoral students’ 
union (Göteborgs universitets doktorandkår, GUDK) and the doctoral councils within Sahlgrenska 
Academy and the Faculty of Science, suggest that a centrally designed form is developed for applying 
for extensions related to COVID-19. This is to make sure that the issue is handled similarly across the 
whole of the University. The committee for third-cycle education stand behind the doctoral students’ 
suggestion and will develop such a form.  

Other recommendations 
Supervisors, doctoral students and doctoral student examiners are encouraged to cooperate to, insofar 
as it is possible, re-plan the doctoral student’s project so that certain parts may be postponed and 
others brought forward, if the situation allows for it. Alternatively, other types of studies may be 
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conducted that are not affected by remote operations. The current situation demands great flexibility in 
relation to the doctoral students’ projects – for example, a planned final empirical study may need to 
be exchanged for a research survey. It is important that all of this is documented in the individual 
study plan, just like during normal circumstances when changes are made.  

 

 


