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Check-list and time plan for the PhD defence at 
the department of mathematics and 
mathematical statistics  

This document1 gives suggestions on the organisation and the proceeding of a PhD defence2.   
Some important rules and documents from Umeå University and the faculty of science and 
technology can be found here:  
 

• https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/units/scitech/education/doctoral-studies/rules-and-
guidelines---doctoral-studies/ 

• https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/units/scitech/education/doctoral-studies/dissertation-
and-exam/ 

• https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/education-and-research/support-for-doctoral-
studies/defence-of-thesis-and-spring-graduation/ 

 
The following acronym are used: doctoral student (DS), main supervisor (MS), examiner at MMS 
(E), administrator for graduate study at MMS (AG), faculty of science and technology (TekNat).  
 
It is important that the DS begins preparing the procedure early enough, around six months before 
the planed date for the defence of the thesis. This is especially important if the defence takes place 
in spring, as the majority of defences at our University takes place in April and May. It may be 
difficult getting the date, time and premises you want (two defences within the same department 
or research area cannot take place simultaneously, in addition only two defences from our faculty 
can take place on the same day). Also bear in mind that the workload at the printers from UmU 
Print Service is heaviest at this time of year. 

 Contact the TekNat office at the administration building (Förvaltningshuset) to book a 
preliminary time and date for the defence.  Make sure to do this in good time! It is sensible 
to make a preliminary booking that can be confirmed at a later date. Also check for 
alternative available times in order to help synchronise a date that suits you, the opponent 
(external reviewer) and the examining committee. Note that the defence must take place 
during a semester (dispensation may be granted for defences up to a week before or after 
the semester ends). 3-6 months before the defence (DS and MS) 

 Send an almost complete draft of the thesis to the opponent in good time (at least most of 
the manuscripts making the thesis). Ca. 2-3 months before the defence (DS and MS) 

 
1 The origin for the instructions for the opponent is unclear and can be found in several similar 

documents from various Swedish universities. 
2 Based on information from Rikard Anton (UmU),  

http://www.math.umu.se/digitalAssets/183/183034_checklist-for-phd-defence-2016.pdf, 
https://www.umu.se/globalassets/organisation/fakulteter/teknat/institutionen-for-
matematik-och-matematisk-statistik/utbildning-pa-forskarniva/administrativ-
info/instruktioner-opponent.pdf 
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 Book premises and confirm the time and date of the defence to TekNat if the preliminary 
time has changed. 3 months before the defence (DS and AG) 

 Send a written request to the Dean's office of TekNat to be allowed to defend the thesis and 
have the date, time and place for the defence submitted and confirmed. 3-4 months before 
the defence (DS) 

 Send a written request to the Dean's office of TekNat to have the composition of the 
examining committee, the names of the opponent, the substitute, the examiner, and of the 
chair of the defence set. E is responsible to send the request after suggestions from MS. 2-3 
months before the defence (MS and E and AG) 

 Copies of the above requests have to be sent to AG. 2-3 months before the defence (DS) 

 The press officer at TekNat should contact the DS after the date for the thesis is accepted. 
The DS should then submit information for a press release: 
https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/education-and-research/support-for-doctoral-
studies/defence-of-thesis-and-spring-graduation/writing-a-press-release-on-a-
dissertation/ A draft should be provided no later than ca. 2 weeks before the defence. 
Suggested time: 3-5 weeks before the defence (DS) 

 Request an ISBN for the thesis: http://www.ub.umu.se/en/publish/dissertations. This 
must be done in good time before the printing. 1-2 months before the defence (DS)  

 Request an ISSN for the thesis to the AG. Templates and logos from UmU can be found 
here. 1-2 months before the defence (DS)  

 Book the travel and accommodation for the opponent and examining committee with help 
of the financial administrator (DS and MS) 

 All courses should be completed in the subject (mathematics, computational mathematics, 
mathematical statistics) and approved by the final examiner. Ask the research 
administrator to give you a Ladok extract to ensure that all courses have been reported. 
Preferably 1 month before the defence (DS) 

 The doctoral student may choose to invite the opponent and the examination committee 
for lunch or for the famous smörgåstårta. In that case, contact AG preferably 1 month 
before the defence (DS) 

 Contact UmU Print Service in good time: avhandlingar@umu.se. Printing of the thesis 
takes ca. 5 working days. At the present day, the department recommands the printing of 
90 copies of the thesis. The thesis must be printed at least 3 weeks before the defence (DS) 

 Dispose copies of the (physical) thesis to the office of the AG. Ca. 3 weeks before the 
defence (DS)  

 Send the physical copies of the thesis to the relevant persons. Ca. 3 weeks before the 
defence (AG) 

 AG announces and informs about the defence at the department. Ca. 3 weeks before the 
defence (AG) 

http://www.math.umu.se/
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 Send the “Public Defence of Doctoral Thesis” notification and a copy of the thesis to 
domestic sister departments offering graduate studies in the subject and related 
departments within the faculty. At least 3 weeks before the defence (AG)  

 Contact the University Library for the notification and delivery of 3 (4 if spikning)  
compulsory printed copies  of the thesis. At least 3 weeks before the defence (DS) 

 An electronic public posting (”spikning”) of the thesis must be done on DiVA at least three 
weeks before the defence. Instructions are provided here: 
http://www.ub.umu.se/en/publish/instructions 
A traditional spikning is also offered if desired (in this case the DS brings 4 copies of the 
thesis (one to be spiked) and the notification for the posting for all of the copies): 
http://www.ub.umu.se/en/publish/dissertations. The spikning should take place at least 3 
weeks before the defence (DS)  

 Time for the defence (DS, MS, and E). Do not forget to enjoy the cake/mingle while 
waiting for the examining committee to announce the result of the defence!  

 Send the protocol from the examining committee to the Registrar, Umeå University. A 
template for the protocol can be found here. Report the thesis in Ladok (AG) 

 Ensure that the diploma is collected. This is done in Ladok (DS)  

 A spring graduation is organised by the University to doctoral students who have obtained 
their doctorate by May of the past year (DS) 

 

Further information:   

The thesis usually consists of 3-5 papers together with an introduction and a summary (about 20 
pages). It is an advantage if some of the papers have been published in scientific journals. 
However, there is no formal requirement on the papers to be published. They need only be 
publishable. If some papers have been written with co-authors, it may be a good idea to add a 
sentence like “The author of the thesis contributed to the ideas, performed the numerical 
computations and partly wrote the manuscript”. The thesis could also be written as a monograph. 
The thesis is usually written in English. 

Requirements for the opponent and examining committee can be found in 
aurora.umu.se, the Umeå University's rules for third-cycle courses and study programmes and the 
Faculty of Science and Technology's guide to doctoral studies.  

When choosing an opponent, one should strive to have as skilled a researcher as possible, 
preferably within the subject area. If the opponent and the committee are not familiar with the 
procedures of a Swedish public defence of thesis, DS and MS inform them of the faculty's 
requirements and expectations (see below). The department pays for the opponent's and 
examining committee's travel and accommodation. The opponent also receives a fee set by the 
head of department. The financial administrator at the department arranges travels, 
accommodations and the fee. The department provides the opponent, the examining committee 
and the main supervisor with lunch.  

http://www.math.umu.se/
http://www.ub.umu.se/en/publish/instructions
http://www.ub.umu.se/en/publish/dissertations
https://www.aurora.umu.se/globalassets/dokument/enheter/teknat/for-vara-anstallda/doktorandfragor/protokoll-vid-disputation-teknat_ifyllbar.pdf
https://www.aurora.umu.se/
https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/education-and-research/support-for-doctoral-studies/
https://www.aurora.umu.se/en/units/scitech/education/doctoral-studies/a-guide-to-doctoral-studies/
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The examining committee is appointed by the dean under a proposition by the E and the MS 
and typically consists of three members. The members of the examining committee must be 
professor or have a competence of a docent. A gender and geographical balance are desirable (both 
genders should be represented and one member must be external to the university). The members 
of the examining committee meet after the public discussion of the dissertation to discuss the 
matter of approval or not. The opponent will be asked to participate in these discussions. However, 
she or he does not have a vote when the final decision is to be taken. At the meeting, the 
supervisor(s) of the respondent (i.e. the doctoral student) also participate(s). The discussion might 
take as long as 20-30 minutes. In case there is more than one author for the original papers, there 
are reasons to discuss the independent abilities of the respondent and which parts of the work she 
or he is fully responsible for. It is thus strongly recommended that the DS provides a summary of 
her/his contribution for each paper in the thesis. Recent developments in this particular research  
field and the possible impact of the works just generated might be discussed. The defence of the 
thesis is also an issue. In short, the following points should be assessed: clarity in the described 
purpose and questions; if adequate methods have been used; relevance, originality and 
newsworthiness; if adequate discussion and interpretation of the scientific results has been carried 
out. 

The opponent will first have the obligation to give a short summary of the work presented in the 
thesis. The reason for this slightly unusual Swedish custom, is based on an old academic tradition: 
it is necessary for the opponent to demonstrate to the examiners, the audience (and the 
respondent) that she or he knows the field, has read the thesis, and is prepared to give the 
respondent a fair chance. As the audience - in part - consists of laymen it is appreciated if the 
presentation of the work, at least at the beginning, is kept at the level of "popular science". It is 
appropriate if the value of the dissertation in a wider context can be presented here. This wider 
context can be purely scientific but can preferably be connected to other types of human activity. It 
is also the place where you can point to the highlights of the thesis.  
 
The most difficult part comes when the opponent should make a detailed examination of the thesis 
as a discussion with the respondent. The expectations for this part vary. The respondent hopes for 
a friendly talk, the examiner hopes for a high quality scientific discussion and the examining 
committee may long for some dubious parts to be exposed. During this part the opponent is 
responsible for keeping the show going. The opponent is supposed to make all kinds of remarks 
about the dissertation. She or he can go into details and make remarks about every misspelling or 
badly drawn figure. This might, however, not be recognized as very thrilling and constructive. 
Instead it is more interesting if a scientific discussion can be started where the relevance of the 
methods, significance of the results, and implications of the conclusions are debated.  
 
Other areas which might be of interest: Are the references used in the right way? Are important 
references within the field missing? Could the problems have been solved in a more simple way? 
Are the conclusions justified?  
 
The opponent may bring up any kind of questions concerning the field to the respondent. 
However, the questions should concern principles and how they are used rather than being 
questions of pure knowledge. The aim is to create an atmosphere of discussion on a high scientific 
level. It is disturbing if the discussion comes to a dead end. The opponent needs to drop the subject 
before then and go on to another subject. It is the opponent's obligation to keep the discussion 
going, preferably by stimulating the respondent to talk and use the black/white board.  

It may be a good idea for the opponent to prepare enough questions and of various difficulty in 
order to facilitate the discussion with the doctoral student. It may also be a good idea that the MS 

http://www.math.umu.se/
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contact the opponent before the defence in order to help her/him for the opposition.  
 
It is the formal examining committee who have the doubtful privilege of deciding about a pass 
or fail, and that session will occur behind closed doors without the presence of the respondent, 
family, or friends. Actually, more than 99% of all dissertations have a happy ending in Sweden, and 
if the opponent or the examining committee find the work very bad, please contact the supervisor 
so that the whole event can be stopped or postponed well in advance. This does not mean that the 
event is meaningless. What is tested is the ability to defend the thesis. (That is an old academic 
tradition and part of the Swedish scientific education). The role of the opponent is to make the 
thesis "transparent" to the examining committee and other colleagues so as to identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of the work. Do not make the poor parts of the work too obvious to 
friends and relatives.  
 
The respondent is the PhD student who is to defend her/his thesis. The opponent may be 
familiar with this person through scientific publications, and might have met her/him at a previous 
scientific event. The opponent and the examining committee normally address the doctoral 
student with her/his first name.  

The chairperson is most often the final examiner of the doctoral student. Her/his task are to 
clarify with the opponent and the committee about arrangements of possible presentations; to 
introduce the defence; to present the respondent, opponent and the committee; to explain the 
procedure (see below); to implement the procedure as well as possible. 

The defence of a doctoral thesis in Sweden is a public affair of some pomp and circumstance. There 
will be an audience consisting of friends and relatives of the respondent, as well as collaborators 
and colleagues from different departments of the faculty, or the university.¨ 

The department will readily answer all questions concerning the dissertation act and the 
arrangements around it.  

The time schedule for the public defence is usually the following:  

1. The chairperson declares the session opened and presents the respondent as well as the 
title of thesis. The chairperson then introduces the opponent and the different members of 
the examining committee. The chairperson finally briefly explains the procedure (3-5 
min).  

2. The respondent has the opportunity to make some comments, especially if an errata list 
has been produced (1-2 min).  

3. The opponent presents a brief popular overview of the field of research to which the thesis 
contributes, i.e. putting the thesis in a concept (ca 10-15 min).  

4. The opponent presents a summary of the main ideas and results of the thesis (ca 20-25 
min).  

5. The respondent gives a shot presentation on the thesis (ca. 20-20 min). 

6. Then the opponent has a discussion with the respondent by posing questions and 
comments (45-60 min). Hopefully, the discussion is on a high scientific level with an 
activated respondent. However, the opponent has the command.  

http://www.math.umu.se/
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7. When the opponent has finished the discussion of the work, the chairperson gives the 
members of the examining committee possibilities to ask questions. Each of them usually 
asks one or two questions (about 10-15 min). After that the thesis is officially open for 
debate with the members of the audience. Anyone in the audience is free to comment or 
ask questions.  

8. When the discussion is finished, the chairperson closes the session and the members of the 
examining committee withdraw for their closed meeting. The opponent and the 
supervisor(s) usually participate in the discussions but not in the decision process. A 
template for the required written protocol can be found here. 

Practical details: The opponent and the examining committee should get all the material at the 
very latest three weeks before the date of defence. It might be that the final version of the thesis 
will arrive a little later. In that case the opponent and the examining committee should at least 
have received a preprint three weeks in advance, but preferably a little earlier. Usually the papers 
and final manuscripts for the papers which make up a major part of the thesis will be sent to the 
opponent and the examining committee much earlier.  
 
The opponent will receive compensation for her/his work.   

The travel and accommodation expenses of the opponent and the examining committee will also 
be paid by the department. The department will order tickets and book a hotel room.  
 
There is often a question as to how one should be dressed. No formal dress is required. If you come 
from a country with formal academic dress it is appreciated if you wear these clothes, since it adds 
to the festivity of the occasion. However, most opponents just wear an ordinary dark suit or dress.  

For reasons of conflict of interest, it is forbidden for a doctoral student, as well as the supervisor(s), 
to give a present to the opponent and to the examining committee. However, a doctoral student 
can give a present to the supervisor(s), but this is not expected. 

Budget:  A detailed description of the budget covered by the department can be found here (2019-
03-22).  
We briefly indicate the most relevant information:  

• The department covers the printing of 90 copies of the thesis as well as the electronic 
printing.  

• Travel expenses are covered for up to 25000 SEK.  

• The compensation for the opponent is 12000 SEK. 

• The lunch and/or dinner for the opponent, supervisors and for the examining committee 
are covered according to established representation rules.  
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