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GSLS PhD Survey 2025 
 
The annual GSLS PhD Survey is organised by the PhD Team and the PhD Council of the Graduate 
School of Life Sciences (GSLS) at Utrecht University. In this survey, the GSLS PhD candidates are 
given the opportunity to share their experiences and to provide feedback. 
 
The GSLS PhD Council conducted the PhD Survey since 2019. Due to the time investment 
required, the GSLS PhD Team took over its coordination since 2025. The PhD Council remains 
responsible for shaping the content of the survey and providing key recommendations based on 
the results. 
 
From 2025 onward, the PhD Team professionalises the survey in several ways: 

• Streamlining content by focusing each year on a selection of core themes such as 
Onboarding, PhD Progress, Completion, Supervision, Workload, Mental Health, Social 
Safety. 

• Improving question quality, preferably using validated items, and consistency in 
questions over the years to enable result comparison. 

• Collaborating with relevant researchers. 
• Increasing the response rate. 
• Implementing a PDCA (plan-do-check-act) cycle for improvements, which includes:   

o PhD Council formulates recommendations based on report. 
o Results and recommendations are discussed with key stakeholders: PhD 

programme committees, GSLS Board of Studies, Faculty Research Support 
OVices and PhD policy colleagues, Life Sciences Deans and PhD responsible co-
deans, and heads and PhD-responsible colleagues of Hubrecht Institute and 
Princess Máxima Centre. 

o Clear improvement plans are made, detailing responsibilities and timelines 
o Plans are executed. 
o Progress is evaluated (e.g. in future surveys and by monitoring parameters), 

allowing time for change. 
o Plans are adjusted as needed. 

 
The GSLS PhD Council Survey Committee together with the GSLS PhD team decided on the 
themes of the 2025 survey: Work Tasks and Workload, Supervision, Social Safety and Mental 
Health. PhD candidate Julia Houben1 used part of the 2025 survey results to investigate social 
safety among PhD candidates. Julia and her co-supervisors assisted in improving question 
quality, using validated item where possible. 
  

 
1 supervised by Reine van der Wal and Naomi Ellemers (FSBS Utrecht University), Marije 
Lesterhuis and Harold van Rijen (UMC Utrecht). 
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Report and Recommendations 
The GSLS PhD Survey Report 2025 (incl. Appendices) gives an overview of the survey results. The 
main findings are summarised on page 5 of the survey report. Based on these, the GSLS PhD 
Council formulated 5 key recommendations which can be found on page 6 of the survey report 
and Appendix A of this document. 
 
In addition to the main report (published in PhD Update and Supervisor Info Snack June 2nd, 
2025), selected results were visualised per PhD programme, faculty or research institute and 
shared with the relevant stakeholders (distributed May 28th - June 2nd, 2025). 

Discussions with Stakeholders 
The PhD team (Anke Hammerschlag and Toine Egberts) had meetings with stakeholders to 
discuss the results and recommendations. Aim was to be informed about faculty-/institute-
specific initiatives and focus areas that can be considered when developing action plans. 
 

Meeting with stakeholders  
PhD programmes (coordinators meeting & individual PhD 
programme meetings) 

03-06-2025 
& Q4 2025 

GSLS Board of Studies 19-06-2025  
Life Sciences Deans 26-06-2025 
DGK RSO & vice dean (Sophie Duijser, Celia Berkers) 01-07-2025 
GNK RO & vice dean (Brenda Breukers, Esther van ‘t Riet, Elly 
Hol) 

08-07-2025 

Beta RSO / PhD triangle (Liesbeth Noor, Marley van Bokhoven, 
Frank Duinker) 

21-08-2025 

Hubrecht Institute (Eva van Rooij) 14-08-2025 
PMC (Leendert Looijenga, Hans Merks, PrimaPhD) 27-10-2025 
Meeting PhD council & LS Deans, Hubrecht, PMC 19-11-2025 

 

  

https://www.uu.nl/media/119088
https://www.uu.nl/media/119089
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Ac2on Plan  
To create the action plans, we combined the PhD Survey Report and Recommendations with 
other relevant recent reports and documents about doctoral education. We prioritized recurring 
topics. For relevant reports see Appendix B. All the actions are connected to the 5 
recommendations of the PhD Council and an additional important theme that is related to 
these: Improve PhD Supervision Quality. 

1. Monitor and Manage Workload Proactively 
2. Support Timely PhD Completion 
3. Strengthen PhD candidates’ Training in Supervising MSc Students  
4. Address Inappropriate Behaviour and Power Imbalance 
5. Improving Open Communication on Mental Health 
6. Improve PhD Supervision Quality 

 
For most of these themes, the graduate school, faculty and institution share responsibility. Still, 
specific action points involve specific stakeholders. Hence, we ordered the actions by 
responsible stakeholder: 

• GSLS 
For the action points governed by the GSLS, we provide more detailed plans including 
planning, monitoring and deliverables. 

• Faculty or Institution 
We provide recommendations for action points that should be governed by the faculty or 
institution. These action points need a more detailed plan including responsible 
persons, planning and monitoring. They will be discussed with the stakeholders as 
mentioned in the table of stakeholder meetings above. 

• Doctoral Advisory Board (DAB) 
Several action points are governed by the DAB (and SO&O) for all UU PhD candidates. 

 
In the following three sections corresponding to these three stakeholders, we give a detailed 
overview of 14 action points in total. Multiple of these are projects that have already been 
initiated.  
The table below includes an overview of these 14 actions ordered by recommendation theme 
and responsible stakeholders. 
 

Recommendation GSLS Faculty / Institute DAB 

Monitor and 
Manage 
Workload 
Proactively 

1. Discuss mutual 
expectations at start of 
PhD 

7. Discuss expectations 
during job interviews 

Ø Collaboration on 
point 12 of DAB 

12. Implement usage of 
Annual PhD Progress 
Report Form 

Support Timely 
PhD Completion 

2. Improve content of 
Completion Plan and 
Annual PhD Progress 
Report 

8. Clear guidelines for 
supervisors when 
timely completion 
cannot be met 

13. Implement usage of 
Completion Plan 
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3. Structured support 
sessions for 
completion 

4. Develop new version of 
GSLS thesis guidelines 

9. Monitoring early 
dropouts 

Strengthen 
Supervision 
Training for PhD 
candidates 

5. Increase frequency and 
improve training for 
PhD candidates that 
supervise students 

  

Address 
Inappropriate 
Behaviour and 
Power Imbalance 

 10. Create an open 
culture and increase 
willingness to report 

 

Improving Open 
Communication 
on Mental Health 

 11. Create a safe 
environment to foster 
open communication 
on wellbeing 

 

Improve PhD 
Supervision 
Quality 

6. Develop qualification 
of PhD supervisors 

Ø Collaboration on 
point 6 of GSLS and 
point 14 of DAB 

14. Make PhD 
supervision part of 
the supervisor’s 
annual assessments 

 

Action Plans Governed by GSLS 
1. Discuss mutual expectations at start of PhD 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 1: Monitor and Manage Workload Proactively 
 
The current PhD Guide and PhD Supervisor Guide include the chapter EBective supervisor-PhD 
interaction: a two-way process, based on the golden rules for supervision of Leiden University. 
Although this chapter is supportive to start the conversation between PhD candidate and 
supervisors, it is hardly used. We will establish a structured PhD-supervision tool to facilitate a 
conversation about mutual expectations, responsibilities, and meeting frequency. Aim is to 
include this in the TSA. At the Department of Pharmacy, Faculty of Science, a pilot is running 
using a form of Radboud University. Universiteit Twente uses an expectation form as well that 
may be relevant. 
o Project owner: GSLS 
o Involved: Anke Hammerschlag, and ‘experts’ on expectation management. 
o Deliverable: New form to support the discussion of expectations, roles and responsibilities. 
o Planning: 2026, include in new version TSA after it’s evaluation in 2026. 
o Monitoring: Monitor usage and quality of forms via PhD Survey every 2 years. 
 

2. Improve content of Completion Plan and Annual PhD Progress Report 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
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52% of PhD candidates do not finish their PhD in time (Post-Graduation PhD Survey 2024 and 
2025). The aim should be that dissertations are uploaded in MyPhD before the end of the 
contract. 
The GSLS develops tools and forms to support PhD candidates and supervisors to have good 
conversations about the progress of the PhD project, work tasks and workload in order to finish 
the project in time. The quality of the Completion Plan and Annual PhD Progress Report should 
be assessed on a continuous basis. As part of the GSLS quality assurance monitoring plan, the 
GSLS evaluates the forms to support progress during the PhD track every two years. 
o Project owner: GSLS 
o Involved: Anke Hammerschlag, GSLS PhD Council. 
o Deliverable: Updated version of Completion Plan and Annual PhD Progress Report. 
o Planning: 2026 evaluate content and forms in PhD Survey and update forms. 
o Monitoring: Monitor quality of forms via PhD Survey every two years. 

 

3. Structured support sessions for completion  
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
 
The PhD programmes get signals that PhD candidates ‘feel lost’ during the final phase of the 
PhD and knowledge on expectations and arrangements lacks. We aim to improve guidance and 
knowledge on expectations and arrangements, and support planning to finish the PhD in time, 
by organising support sessions. 
o Project owner: GSLS 
o Involved: Anke Hammerschlag, MD-PhD committee. 
o Deliverable: Yearly information meeting on finishing the PhD. 
o Planning: Pilot organised by MD-PhD committee in November 2025. Will be implemented 

as yearly session. 
o Monitoring: Evaluate session using an evaluation form. Evaluate in the Post-Graduation 

PhD Survey if the sessions contribute to knowledge about finishing the PhD and timely 
completion. 

 

4. Develop new version of GSLS thesis guidelines 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
 
As part of the quality assurance plan 2021, the GSLS composed doctoral thesis guidelines in 
addition to the UU Doctoral Degree Regulations. There is a need among supervisors and PhD 
candidates to evaluate the guidelines after 5 years. In addition, the UU vision ‘Room for every 
PhD candidate’ requires to create room for other types of output in the doctoral thesis. 
o Project owner: GSLS 
o Involved: Anke Hammerschlag, project team (TBD), Room for Every PhD Candidate project 

team, DAB 
o Deliverable: Updated version of PhD Thesis Guidelines. 
o Planning: 2026 & 2027 
o Monitoring: Monitor via PhD Survey and PhD Supervisor Survey every 2 years. 
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5. Increase frequency and improve training for PhD candidates that supervise students 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 3: Strengthen PhD Candidates’ Training in 
Supervising MSc students 
 
The availability and eVectiveness of mandatory supervision training for PhD candidates must be 
improved. To increase the frequency of this training, the GSLS BMS team is currently developing 
a new training. This training is meant to a) increase the capacity and b) replace the current 
training on oVer in 2027, allowing the GSLS to accommodate the budget cuts for PhD training 
imposed by the faculties. In addition, the GSLS SEED tool – a structured feedback framework for 
constructive feedback developed for master’s students – will be implemented in the training. 
o Project owner: GSLS 
o Involved: Saskia Ebeling, Bianca Zomer, Marije Lesterhuis and BMS team 
o Deliverable: New course developed and organised by BMS team. 
o Planning: First half 2026 pilots, followed by continuous oVer via PhD Course Centre. 
o Monitoring: Evaluate training using evaluation forms. Monitor quantity via PhD Survey every 

2 years. 
 

6. Develop qualification of PhD supervisors 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 6: Improve PhD Supervision Quality 
 
Supervision of PhD candidates plays a key role in the progress and successful completion of the 
PhD, which is aVected by workload and mental health. Especially relationship-oriented support 
is important to foster trust and autonomy, fits the needs of the specific PhD candidate, and help 
plan and complete the project. If supervision quality is poor, PhD candidates struggle to make 
good progress in their PhD.  
To better support supervisors to foster a good supervisory relationship, the UU PhD Agenda 
2026-2030 includes qualification and training of supervisors (‘BKPhD’ and ‘SKPhD’). Also 
currently a new UU Code of Conduct is developed and will include that supervision must take 
place by qualified supervisors who have suVicient time. 
Therefore, the GSLS aims to strengthen the support for PhD supervisors. At the heart lies the 
development for a qualification for supervisors, a set of skills that every PhD supervisor should 
master. Items may include: RCR for supervisors (currently a training is develop by Marcel van der 
Heijden and Ruben van Boxtel for UMC Utrecht supervisors based on the PhD RCR training), 
Training for starting supervisors (O&T), Training for experienced supervisors (O&T currently 
improves the ‘Next Level’ training), team training (O&T), expectation management, feedback (it 
will be explored if the GSLS SEED tool – a structured feedback framework for constructive 
feedback – developed for master’s students can be adapted for PhD candidates and their 
supervisors), and bias training. 
We plan to organize a pilot in UMC Utrecht, who commissioned the course on RCR for 
supervisors. This course will be included in the qualification programme. 
o Project owner: GSLS (pilot in collaboration with UMC Utrecht) 
o Involved: O&T and UMC Utrecht P&O and RO: Didi Vredeveldt and Eugenie Ram. Expert 

RCR: Marcel van der Heijden. GSLS: Saskia Ebeling and Toine Egberts. 
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o Deliverable: Set of training options for supervisors and development of qualification for 
supervisors. 

o Planning: TBD 
o Monitoring: Monitor quality of PhD supervision via PhD Survey every 2 years. Monitor 

training oVer via PhD Supervisor Survey every 2 years.  
 

Action Plans Governed by Faculties and Institutes 
7. Discuss expectations during job interviews 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 1: Monitor and Manage Workload Proactively 
 
Managing expectations is an essential part of the collaboration between PhD candidates and 
their supervisors. It begins at the very first contact, during the interview. That is why it is 
important for supervisors to pay explicit attention to it at that stage. A good set of instructions or 
guidelines can be a valuable aid in this process. 
o Project owner: HR departments of institutes 
o Involved: TBD by project owner 
o Deliverable: TBD by project owner 
o Planning: TBD by project owner 
o Monitoring: TBD by project owner 
 

8. Clear guidelines for supervisors when timely completion cannot be met 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
 
In 2022, the Life Sciences Deans’ spread a letter for supervisors emphasising the importance of 
timely PhD completion and that it is not allowed for PhD candidates to work while receiving 
unemployment benefits. This was repeated in spring 2025 with a new letter and should be 
continued every couple of years.  
In addition to awareness, there is a need for clear guidelines with possible options when a PhD 
track cannot be completed in time. The Life Sciences faculties and research institutes are in the 
lead to develop these guidelines. 
Furthermore, faculties need to monitor if the duration of the PhD trajectories exceeds the 
expected end dates and take action when needed. 
 
o Project owner: Faculties and institutes 
o Involved: TBD by project owner 
o Deliverable: TBD by project owner 
o Planning: TBD by project owner 
o Monitoring: TBD by project owner 
 

9. Monitoring early dropouts 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
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The proportion of dropouts is estimated at 10-15%. Currently many of these PhD candidates are 
not visible. As part of the UU PhD Agenda 2026-2030 we aim to monitor this group via exit talks 
or surveys to be informed about reasons to quit the PhD track and how we can improve things. 
The HR departments of the Life Sciences faculties and research institutes are in the lead to 
implement this. 
o Project owner: Faculties and institutes 
o Involved: TBD by project owner 
o Deliverable: TBD by project owner 
o Planning: TBD by project owner 
o Monitoring: TBD by project owner 
 

10. Create an open culture and increase willingness to report 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 4: Address inappropriate behaviour and power 
imbalance 
 
Existing procedures to address inappropriate behaviour should be tailored specifically to the 
context and vulnerabilities of PhD candidates. Visibility and accessibility of support and 
reporting mechanisms should be enhanced. Clear protocols and protective measures must be 
communicated and enforced to reduce fears of career repercussions. Appropriate aftercare 
must also be provided. Aim is to increase the willingness to report. 
Each faculty and institute has special attention for social safety and is in the lead to develop 
action lines for improvement. For example, the Faculty of Science organises training on 
inappropriate behaviour as part of the onboarding of new managers and assistant professors, 
UMC Utrecht runs the programme This is Us, and the PrimaPhD of the PMC organises an 
awareness and support session. At the Hubrecht Institute, two years of high attention to 
inappropriate behaviour, among others yearly opt-out one-to-one talks with a confidential 
advisor, resulted in improvement on social safety. 
o Project owner: Faculties and institutes 
o Involved: TBD by project owner 
o Deliverable: TBD by project owner 
o Planning: TBD by project owner 
o Monitoring: TBD by project owner 
 
Points of attention: 

- Information about support channels is widely spread, but the PhD Survey shows that 
PhD candidates still don’t know where to go. Simply providing clear information has little 
eVect. Awareness of support channels should be raised on a regular basis. 

- Willingness to report is low among PhD candidates. 
- Involve complete research groups in social-safety training sessions. All hierarchical 

layers need to be involved. Cultural change is needed. 
- Increase trust in support structures. 
- Improving psychological safety is complex for PhD candidates given their position of 

dependency on their supervisors. 
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- Clearly communicate to PhD candidates what actions have been taken. At present, this 
is not clear to them, which leads to the impression that management does not care. 

- A close network of peers is important for support in additional to all available channels. 
 

11. Create a safe environment to foster open communication on wellbeing 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 5: Improve open communication on wellbeing 
 
Given the strong link between mental health, stress, workload, and PhD progress, both the 
faculty/institute and supervisors should create a safe environment for open discussion about 
wellbeing. Early signs of emotional distress should be recognised and support structures need 
to be available. 
The care provision for PhD candidates should be broadened and deepened. All stakeholders in 
the PhD journey should take responsibility for the wellbeing of PhD candidates giving the 
challenging environment. 
o Project owner: Faculties and institutes 
o Involved: TBD by project owner 
o Deliverable: TBD by project owner 
o Planning: TBD by project owner 
o Monitoring: TBD by project owner 
 
Points of attention: 

- What is needed to better support PhD candidates that experience mental health issues? 
- Make communication about wellbeing part of training for supervisors. 

 

Action Plans Governed by Doctoral Advisory Board 
12. Implement usage of Annual PhD Progress Report Form 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 1: Monitor and Manage Workload Proactively 
 
To monitor and manage workload, progress needs to be discussed regularly. The GSLS has 
developed a form for the Annual PhD Progress Meeting to support PhD candidates and 
supervisors to have good conversations about this. The form is tailored to PhD candidates and is 
revised on a regular basis based on evaluations of PhD candidates and supervisors. EVective 
implementation of usage of this form is needed. It is explored in the UU MyPhD-improvement 
project of 2025 if the Annual PhD Progress Meeting can be included in MyPhD, or that the HR 
systems for annual reviews need to be improved to make it more suitable for PhD candidates 
(not forgetting PhD candidates without a contract). By sending out reminder emails through 
MyPhD to both PhD candidate and supervisors, we aim that these meetings are planned. In 
addition, it is needed that faculties monitor if the meetings take place (through MyPhD or the HR 
system).  
take place for all PhD candidates to monitor their progress supporting timely PhD completion. 
o Project owner: SO&O and DAB (in collaboration with the faculties) 
o Involved: MyPhD improvement project team (Anke Hammerschlag member on behalf of GS 

secretaries), SO&O, DAB. 
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o Deliverable: Annual PhD Progress Meeting included in MyPhD. 
o Planning: 2025 improvement project, 2026/2027 implementation in MyPhD. 
o Monitoring: GSLS monitors quantity yearly via MyPhD management reports. 
 

13. Implement usage of Completion Plan 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 2: Support Timely PhD Completion 
 
The GSLS introduced the Completion Plan in August 2024, which can be completed one year 
before the intended end of the PhD track. EVective implementation of this form is needed. In 
addition to increasing awareness of the plan, it is explored in the UU MyPhD-improvement 
project of 2025 if the Completion Plan can be included in MyPhD (similar to process TSA). In 
addition to the Completion Plan, it is important to monitor progress form the start of the PhD to 
achieve timely completion. It is explored if the Annual PhD Progress Meetings can be included in 
MyPhD as well (see action point above). 
o Project owner: SO&O and DAB 
o Involved: MyPhD improvement project team (Anke Hammerschlag member on behalf of GS 

secretaries), SO&O, DAB. 
o Deliverable: Completion Plan included in MyPhD. 
o Planning: 2025 improvement project, 2026/2027 implementation in MyPhD. 
o Monitoring: GSLS monitors quantity yearly via MyPhD management reports. 
 

14. Make PhD supervision part of the supervisor’s annual assessments 
Connected to PhD Survey Recommendation 6: Improve PhD Supervision Quality 
 
Only few departments discuss the progress of supervisors’ PhD candidates and the supervision 
quality. Since supervision is an important part of researchers’ work, this should be discussed 
annually. 
To implement assessment of supervision quality, a pilot has been started to develop a feedback 
tool where PhD candidates can provide feedback to their supervisors for their annual 
assessment. One tool will be piloted at UMC Utecht, another one at the Faculty of Science. 
When successful, it will be implemented at all UU Faculties as part of the UU PhD Agenda 2026-
2030. 
o Project owner: DAB 
o Involved:  

DAB: Ted Sanders, Toine Egberts, Eric van Sebille 
GSLS: Saskia Ebeling, GSNS: Gerjanne Heek 
Experts on supervision and feedback: Renske de Kleijn (OWC UMC Utrecht), Jan Stevers 
(P&O UMC Utrecht) 

o Deliverable: Supervision quality assed during supervisors’ annual assessments. 
o Planning: Pilot GSLS and GSNS 2025/2026. Implement UU-wide 2027. 
o Monitoring: Monitor quality of PhD supervision via PhD Survey every 2 years. Monitor quality 

of feedback tool via PhD Supervisor Survey every 2 years. 
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Appendix A: Recommenda2ons GSLS PhD Council based 
on PhD Survey 2025 
 

1. Monitor and Manage Workload Proactively 
Explicitly discuss workload, working hours, and overtime during Annual PhD Progress 

 Meetings, including non-research tasks. Set clear expectations at the start of the PhD 
 and monitor research progress regularly to prevent workload from increasing over the 
 PhD years.  

2. Support Timely PhD Completion 
The GSLS Completion Plan is a valuable tool but must be systematically implemented. 
All PhD candidates should complete the plan with their supervisory team and upload it in 
MyPhD, as well as the Annual PhD Progress Report. PhD programmes should ensure 
compliance of both. Additionally, improve guidance during the final PhD phase by 
structured support sessions. Supervisors must also be reminded that it is not allowed for 
PhD candidates to work while receiving unemployment benefits. 

3. Strengthen Supervision Training for PhD Candidates 
The availability and eVectiveness of mandatory supervision training for PhD candidates 
must be improved, potentially through increased course frequency, e-learning formats, 
or additional resources. Furthermore, to avoid excessive supervisory workload, limits 
should be placed on the number of students any single PhD candidate is expected to 
supervise concurrently. 

4. Address Inappropriate Behaviour and Power Imbalance 
Existing procedures to address inappropriate behaviour should be tailored specifically to 
the context and vulnerabilities of PhD candidates. To enhance visibility and accessibility 
of support and reporting mechanisms, annual confidential conversations with 
designated advisors (e.g., confidential advisors) should be oVered. Clear protocols and 
protective measures must be communicated and enforced to reduce fears of career 
repercussions. Appropriate aftercare must also be provided. 

5. Improving Open Communication on Mental Health 
Given the strong link between mental health, stress, workload, and PhD progress, 
wellbeing must be addressed explicitly in Annual PhD Progress Meetings. Supervisors 
should be supported in creating a safe environment for open discussion and in 
recognising early signs of emotional distress and to respond appropriately.  
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Appendix B: Relevant Reports and Documents 
To create action plans, we combine the PhD Survey Report and Recommendations with other 
relevant reports and documents. Recurring topics will get priority. The following reports have 
been included:  

• Een gezonde praktijk in het Nederlandse Promotiestelsel 2.0, UNL (17 April 2025) 
• PNN report “Four Years of Contract, Five+ Years of Work - Factors Hindering and 

Supporting a Timely PhD Completion” (21 March 2025) 
• Ervaringen van promovendi in umc’s: Een inventarisatie van ondervonden 

belemmeringen en mogelijke oplossingen (August 2025) 
• LERU’s view on holistic doctoral supervision (February 2023) 
• UMCU Bureau Ombuds- en Vertrouwenszaken Jaarverslag 2024 
• Synthethron GSLS Regenerative Medicine Supervisors (November 2024) 
• It Takes a Village: Testing the Multilevel Nature of Social Safety among PhD Candidates - 

Manuscript Julia Houben based on GSLS PhD Survey results (submitted November 2025) 
• What makes PhD students happy? Good supervision, Nature Editorial (22 October 2025) 
• Vision Room for every PhD candidate, Utrecht University (October 2025) 
• Strategisch Plan Universiteit Utrecht 2025 

 
Below we summarise the most important findings and recommendations per document. 
 

• Een gezonde praktijk in het Nederlandse Promotiestelsel 2.0, UNL (17 April 2025) 
This advisory document (17 April 2025) oVers tools for quality assurance to support a 
healthy and high-quality PhD system in the Netherlands. The document is structured 
around the timeline of the PhD track. Each theme includes a description of the topic, key 
points of attention and recommendations. Every two years, universities will evaluate how 
the recommendations have been applied.  
Several recommendations concerning planning to completion, PhD supervision and 
wellbeing align with the recommendations of the PhD Survey. 
 

• PNN report “Four Years of Contract, Five+ Years of Work - Factors Hindering and 
Supporting a Timely PhD Completion” (21 March 2025) 
In this report, the Promovendi Netwerk Nederland (PNN) provides a qualitative analysis 
of interviews with 46 PhD candidates in their final year or recently graduated and asked 
them about the challenges they faced in submitting their doctoral thesis within their 
contract time.  
The report identifies 6 factors that contribute to a successful and timely completion: 1) 
good planning and scope; 2) high-quality supervision; 3) alignment between regulations 
and informal expectations; 4) taking charge of their own PhD; 5) a supportive 
environment; and 6) balance between professional development and doctoral thesis 
completion. 
 

• Ervaringen van promovendi in umc’s: Een inventarisatie van ondervonden 
belemmeringen en mogelijke oplossingen (August 2025) 
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UMCNL (voorheen NFU) heeft onderzoek laten uitvoeren om diepgaander inzicht te 
krijgen in gesignaleerde problematiek vanuit het perspectief van promovendi werkzaam 
in umc’s (OIO’s en arts-onderzoekers). Het betreft een inventarisatie van door 
promovendi ondervonden belemmeringen in het promotietraject en door henzelf 
aangedragen oplossingen m.b.t. onderwijs en opleiding, begeleiding en ondersteuning, 
sociale veiligheid en cultuur, promotie-eisen, uitloop en verlenging, ziekteverlof, 
financiën en arbeidsvoorwaarden, en buitenlandse promovendi. 

 
• LERU’s view on holistic doctoral supervision (February 2023) 

This paper addresses principles regarding mutually productive supervision that LERU 
member universities already have in place or propose for implementation. Key 
components of mutually productive supervision are a positive institutional culture, 
beneficial structural conditions, and training opportunities for supervisors as well as 
those being supervised. For these structural building blocks to come to life, it is essential 
that supervision is part of the assessment of academic staV and that suitable support 
services are visible and valued.  
Central elements of good practice in supervision are consistent expectation 
management – the basis for any trusting and respectful relationship – transparent and 
considerate communication between supervisors and doctoral researchers, as well as 
embracing a diversity of role models ensuring that a broader range of experts are 
involved in the process. 
 

• UMCU Bureau Ombuds- en Vertrouwenszaken Jaarverslag 2024 
Bureau O&VZ heeft in 2023 aanbevelingen gedaan voor 2024 ten aanzien van begeleiding 
van promovendi en sociale veiligheid. Er zijn goede stappen gezet maar er wordt 
aanvullende aandacht gevraagd in 2025. De aanbevelingen voor 2025 in dit jaarverslag 
betreft meldingsbereidheid bij ongewenst gedrag. Meldingsbereidheid is laag onder 
promovendi door hun afhankelijke positie en wat speciale aandacht vraagt. 
 

• Synthethron GSLS Regenerative Medicine Supervisors (November 2024) 
During a Synthetron session among PhD supervisors from the Regenerative Medicine 
PhD programme, perspectives were shared on mentoring PhD candidates, highlighting 
both rewarding aspects and challenges. The results provided valuable insights into the 
experiences of PhD supervisors. While most supervisors enjoy their role, challenges 
such as expectation mismatches, workload balance, and institutional support need to 
be addressed. A structured approach to PhD supervision – one that incorporates clear 
guidelines, enhanced training, and improved institutional recognition – will help 
supervisors feel more supported and enable PhD candidates to thrive in their academic 
journey. 
 

• It Takes a Village: Testing the Multilevel Nature of Social Safety among PhD 
Candidates - Manuscript Julia Houben based on GSLS PhD Survey results 
(submitted November 2025) 
This study investigates how perceived team psychological safety within supervisory 
teams and perceived psychosocial safety climate within the university’s faculties 
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mediate the associations between supervisory team factors (supportive supervisor 
behavior and feedback on behavior) and work outcomes (job satisfaction, burnout 
symptoms, and perceived stress). The study includes practical recommendations. 
 

• What makes PhD students happy? Good supervision, Nature Editorial (22 October 
2025) 
Supervisors who invest in positive mentoring relationships with their PhD candidates 
also reap the benefits for their own research. PhD student well-being and achievement is 
connected to their supervision. Along with subject knowledge, good supervision requires 
curiosity, empathy and reliability – being there for a student when needed. These are 
some of the qualities that make for good research, too. Time spent with the next 
generation of scientists is an investment.  
 

• Vision Room for every PhD candidate, Utrecht University (October 2025) 
A PhD trajectory is not only focused on conducting research, but also on the broad 
personal and professional development of the PhD candidate. By encouraging PhD 
candidates to reflect on how they want to develop themselves, room is created for their 
individual ambitions and talents. This makes it possible for PhD candidates to grow, in 
addition to doing research, in the areas of education, impact, leadership, teamwork 
and/or professional performance. It is not the intention that PhD candidates focus on all 
these areas, but rather that more room is created for a diversity of career paths in which 
they can make their own choices. By facilitating broad personal and professional 
development and providing room for this in the PhD dissertation, the university enables 
various career perspectives to PhD candidates. Moreover, creating room for broad 
development of PhD candidates allows them to eVectively apply their knowledge and 
skills outside of academia, which increases the university’s societal impact. 
 

• Strategisch Plan Universiteit Utrecht 2025 
Het strategisch plan zegt het volgende over de ontwikkeling van jonge onderzoekers: 

- Promovendi en post-docs vormen een cruciale groep binnen onze universitaire 
gemeenschap en zijn van vitaal belang voor de toekomst en innovatie van de 
wetenschap en het onderwijs. De universiteit ziet voor zichzelf een rol in de 
professionele ontwikkeling van álle jonge onderzoekers, mede in het licht van de 
vervolgstappen in de loopbaan, binnen of buiten de wetenschap. 

- De universiteit rekent het tot haar verantwoordelijkheid om een veilige 
werkomgeving voor promovendi te creëren. 

- De universiteit investeert naast academische ontwikkeling in praktische en 
persoonlijke vaardigheden ter voorbereiding op de arbeidsmarkt. Het 
welbevinden van promovendi is van belang voor zowel henzelf als de universiteit. 
De universiteit rekent het tot haar verantwoordelijkheid om een veilige 
werkomgeving voor promovendi te creëren en om hen te steunen in hun 
persoonlijke ontwikkeling. 


