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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 (graduating at Faculties of Science, Medicine, and Veterinary Medicine) are 
given the opportunity to share their work experience and provide feedback. 

This report presents the results of the GSLS PhD Survey 2026, conducted from 23 March to 13 April. All PhD candidates were invited via 
personal email, with further promotion by PhD programmes and council representatives. This year’s focus is on progress during the 
PhD track and the role of mentors. Themes of last year were workload, supervision, social safety and wellbeing, of which 
improvement actions are implemented and will be evaluated at a later moment. Except for inappropriate behaviour, which is 
included again in the current survey to evaluate measures that have been taken over the past year.

Many thanks to all PhD candidates that have completed this survey! Your input is of utmost importance to improve the work conditions 
of PhD candidates. Based on the findings, the PhD Council has identified three key areas for improvement which are included in this 
report.

On behalf of the PhD Team and the PhD Council,

Kind Regards,

Anke Hammerschlag, PhD
Coordinator Doctoral Education Graduate School of Life Sciences

June 2026
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Summary Results GSLS PhD Survey 2026
After data cleaning, 603 respondents were included in the analysis.

Progress of the PhD track
• 94% of PhD candidates has completed the TSA. 53% manages to complete it within the first 3 months of the PhD track. The TSA is a 

dynamic document and 65% of PhD candidates reviews it in later stages. The training plan is the part of the TSA that is valued best.
• 75% of PhD candidates have formal annual PhD progress meetings. Of those, 73% uses the GSLS form. The complete supervisory 

team is present in 73% of the cases and the mentor(s) are involved in 71%. 82% of PhD candidates are satisfied with the overall quality 
of the annual meetings. Involvement of the mentor (especially preparation) results in higher satisfaction rates.

• 75% of PhD candidates in their last year make a Completion Plan, with 48% using the GSLS form. The plan is found most useful for 
discussing the content of the doctoral thesis and align expectations with their supervisors.

Mentors
• 96% of PhD candidates have one or two mentors. In 42% of the cases the selection of the mentor is a joint decision. 66% of PhD 

candidates found it relatively easy to identify suitable mentors and 57% had sufficient information to make an informed choice. 82% is 
satisfied with their choice. 70% of PhD candidates are in contact with their mentor(s) at least once a year. 69% of PhD candidates find 
their mentor sufficiently independent from their supervisory team.

Inappropriate Behaviour
• 26% of PhD candidates have personally experienced or observed behaviour at work that they experienced as undesirable or 

inappropriate during the past 12 months. Dismissive or disrespectful behaviour occurred most frequently. 87% of PhD candidates 
report feeling socially safe. 20% report that the current level of social safety has increased compared to earlier periods. 

Room for Every PhD Candidate
• A large part of PhD candidates would like more room for 1) personal and professional development beyond research (48%), 2) 

diversification of the PhD trajectory (45%), and 3) inclusion of alternative outputs in the doctoral thesis (39%). 4
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Recommendations of the GSLS PhD Council
Develop monitoring system

Develop a monitoring system to ensure completion of TSA, Annual PhD Progress Meetings and the Completion Plan, with mechanisms 
to address delays or non-compliance. Integration in MyPhD and automatic reminders will increase usage, as is shown by the report
results of the TSA completion. In addition, improve the structure and specificity of the templates of all forms to support practical use. 

Strengthen mentor involvement in progress meetings

Improve support in the selection process of mentors and improve guidance to optimally utilise the role of mentors. In particular, PhD 
candidates should actively involve their mentors in both the preparation and participation of annual PhD progress meetings, as this is 
associated with more effective meetings.

Increase supervisor involvement and accountability

The quality and usefulness of TSA, Completion Plan and progress meetings depend heavily on supervisors. Low awareness among 
supervisors results in limited implementation. Expectations and accountability for supervisors should be made clearer.

Monitor inappropriate behaviour initiatives
The PhD Survey evaluated experiences of inappropriate behaviour during the last years and remains a concern. Following earlier 
recommendations, several initiatives have been introduced. Their impact should be monitored over the coming year to assess 
effectiveness and identify further actions if needed.
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Descriptives
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Institution, PhD Programme & PhD Type

Institution
N 

Surveya
% of 

Surveyb

Faculty of Science (UU) 141 23
Faculty of Veterinary Medicine (UU) 59 10
University Medical Centre Utrecht (UMCU) 261 43
Hubrecht Institute 42 7
Princess Máxima Center (PMC) 69 11
Another institution 31 5
TOTAL 603 100

PhD Programme
N 

Surveya
N 

Programmed
% of  

Programmee

Biomembranes 17 44 39
Cancer, Stem Cells and Developmental 
Biology 108 290 37
Cardiovascular Research 31 112 28
Clinical and Experimental Neuroscience 44 261 17
Clinical and Translational Oncology 40 186 22
Computational Life Sciences 12 36 33
Drug Innovation 55 157 35
Environmental Biology 27 109 25
Epidemiology 49 153 32
Infection and Immunity 58 249 23
Life Sciences Education Research 34 58 59
Medical Imaging 33 146 23
Molecular Life Sciences 21 62 34
Regenerative Medicine 27 114 24
Toxicology and Environmental Health 14 52 27
Not part of a GSLS PhD programme 33 328 10
TOTAL 603 2357 26
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DESCRIPTIVES

UNL PhD type
N 

Surveya
% of 

Surveyb
% of MyPhD

registrationsc

1a. Employed PhD candidate 483 80 63
1b. Employee in PhD track 22 4 8
2. Scholarship PhD 
candidate

15 2 5

3. Externally financed PhD 
candidate

42 7 13

4. External PhD candidate 33 5 10
I don’t know 8 1 2
TOTAL 603 100 100

a Number of survey respondents
b Percentage of survey respondents
c Percentage of MyPhD registration of the GSLS
d Number of PhD candidates registered with the PhD programme
e Percentage of the PhD programme that have completed the PhD Survey

After data cleaning, 603 respondents (25% of MyPhD registrations) were included in the analysis.
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PhD Track
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DESCRIPTIVES

Duration PhD Track N Surveya % of Surveyb

Less than 3 years 12 2
3 years 61 10

Between 3 and 4 years 8 1
4 years 425 71

Between 4 and 5 years 8 1
5 years 48 8

More than 5 years 38 6
I don’t know 3 1

TOTAL 603 100

a Number of survey respondents
b Percentage of survey respondents

The table shows the duration of the PhD track, with 71% of candidates on a four-year track.

The figure illustrates the current PhD year, with the majority, as expected, in years 1 to 4.

Current PhD Year
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Progress of the PhD Track
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Training and Supervision Agreement – Completion and Usefulness

94% of PhD candidates has completed the TSA (Fig. S1 shows reasons for not 
completing the TSA). 53% completes it within the first 3 months of the PhD track, 
which is required according to the UU guidelines. 

The training plan of the TSA is valued best, with 69% of PhD candidates finding it 
useful to plan their training. For almost half of the PhD candidates, the TSA was not 
useful to discuss the supervision roles. This also holds for discussing teaching or 
clinical tasks. 

10
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Training and Supervision Agreement – Review and Support

The TSA is a dynamic document and 65% of PhD candidates reviews it 
in later stages, which is important to monitor professional and personal 
development. 

An aim of the TSA’s training plan is to allow time for professional and 
personal development of PhD candidates. Nearly 90% of PhD 
candidates feel their supervisors allow sufficient time for training.

11
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Training and Supervision Agreement – Suggestions for Improvement

22% of respondents had suggestions for improvement of the TSA. While the TSA is mainly valued, for some PhD candidates it is 
experienced as a formal requirement with limited real impact. The most frequently mentioned themes:

• It can be unrealistic to complete a detailed training plan at the start. Allow more flexibility for phased planning.

• Completion can be difficult because the information about requirements and EC allocation is sometimes unclear. Improve 
the instructions and template, add examples and make an improved overview of courses including ECs and mandatory vs 
optional.

• The TSA is often not revisited or used during the PhD journey. Develop a better monitoring mechanism, e.g. improving the 
integration in the progress meetings.

• Supervisor involvement can be a bottleneck when they are unfamiliar or see it as administration. Increase the supervisor 
involvement and accountability.

• The TSA can be seen as bureaucratic. Manual tracking for the GSLS is time-consuming. The possibility to register courses in 
MyPhD causes confusion (PhDs are often unaware that this is not required) and is experienced as double work. Integrate the 
TSA with existing tools and streamline and simplify the form into an interactive digital tool, including EC calculation and 
tracking.

• Practical barriers can limit meaningful planning. E.g. limited availability of courses or budget constrains for external courses. 
Some PhD candidates report selecting irrelevant courses just to meet requirements. Offer support to discuss practical 
barriers.

12

PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK



GSLS PhD Survey 2026

Annual PhD Progress Meeting – Frequency and Format
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PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK

75% of PhD 
candidates have 
formal annual 
progress meetings. 
Not having these 
meetings is mainly 
due to unawareness 
or because the 
supervisors do not 
initiate or prioritise 
(Fig. S2).

73% of PhD 
candidates uses the 
GSLS form for the 
annual PhD 
progress meetings.
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Annual PhD Progress Meeting – Participants
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PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK

The GSLS advises 
that the complete 
supervisory team 
is present, which 
holds for 73% of 
PhD candidates. 
The mentor(s) 
should also be 
involved, which 
holds for 71%.
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Annual PhD Progress Meeting – Quality
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PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK

82% of PhD candidates are satisfied with the 
overall quality of the annual meetings. 
Involvement of the mentor (especially 
preparation) results in higher satisfaction rates 
(see also Fig. S3). The meetings are most 
supportive for monitoring research project 
progress. The form also includes many other 
topics like training and other activities, that are 
supportive for most PhD candidates as well.



GSLS PhD Survey 2026

Annual PhD Progress Meeting – Suggestions for Improvement

17 % of respondents had suggestions for improvement of progress meetings. Experiences of those PhD candidates vary widely. 
While part of respondents see clear value in the meetings as a reflection and feedback moment, some describe them as overly 
administrative, inconsistently implemented, and highly dependent on supervisory engagement. The most frequently mentioned 
themes:

• The quality and usefulness of meetings depend heavily on supervisors. Expectations and accountability for supervisors 
should be made clearer.

• The mentor role is often not optimally utilised and can feel as symbolic rather than substantive. Clarifying the mentor role for 
the meetings is needed.

• Often the progress report form is seen as too long and time-consuming. Fewer, more focused discussion topics are preferred. 
Preparation is sometimes experienced as disproportionate to the benefit. Simplifying structure and reducing duplication with 
HR forms is advised.

• Sometimes meetings focus mainly on research progress with limited attention to wellbeing, supervision quality, personal 
development, or career development. Also, current format is perceived as primarily evaluative rather than dialogical. 
Respondents report difficulty raising concerns, especially about supervision, due to power imbalance. Meetings should be 
framed as reciprocal evaluations with structured two-way feedback mechanisms.

• There is limited awareness of the GSLS progress report form or how it relates to other systems. Reports are currently not 
centrally tracked and reviewed, leading to a lack of monitoring or enforcement. Practical issues are raised like who is responsible 
for organising the meeting. Better communication and guidance is needed. Stronger institutional follow-up would increase 
credibility and usefulness.

16
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Completion Plan – Usage and Usefulness
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PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK

75% of PhD candidates in their last year 
made a Completion Plan. The main 
reason of not doing this, is 
unawareness (70%; Fig. S4).

PhD candidates find the plan most useful for discussing the content of the doctoral 
thesis and align expectations with their supervisors. Other parts of the plan, including 
other activities, career orientation and holiday, are useful for a smaller part of PhDs.
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Completion Plan – Suggestions for Improvement

22% of respondents in their final year had suggestions for improvement of the Completion Plan. It is valued as a planning and
alignment tool. However, in practice the form is poorly known and the effectiveness is largely dependent on supervisory 
engagement. The most frequently mentioned themes:

• Low awareness among supervisors is perceived as cause of limited implementation of the Completion Plan. In addition, the 
quality and usefulness strongly depend on supervisor involvement. There is often a lack of discussion and feedback. There are
no consequences when agreed timelines are not adhered. Supervisor accountability and active participation should be 
increased with mutual agreements. External monitoring is advised, with mechanisms to address delays or non-compliance.

• The Completion Plan is not well integrated with progress meetings. Integration and automatic reminders will increase 
usage.

• The Completion Plan is sometimes perceived as a formality rather than a working tool. It is not revised after completion. Make 
the plan a dynamic document.

• Some respondents find it unclear what level of detail is required. Due to uncertainty in research timelines and difficulty in 
estimating (e.g. writing time and feedback loops) detailed planning can feel unrealistic. At the same time, some respondents find 
the format not user-friendly when they do want to include detailed planning and created alternative tools that are more practical 
(e.g. Excel timelines). Improve the current format to support practical use. The structure and specificity of the template 
should be improved to support practical use and should also accommodate uncertainty and flexibility.

• Respondents miss some important topics. Suggested additions are career planning, handling unfinished projects post-
contract, clarifying individual contributions of PhD candidate and supervisory team members.

18
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Perceived Importance of Progress Support by Supervisors

19

The TSA, progress meetings, completion plan and mentors are in place to support PhD candidates and their supervisory team to 
monitor progress during the PhD track and discuss relevant topics. Part of PhD candidates feel that their supervisory team considers 
these different aspects important, ranging from 22% (reviewing or updating the TSA regularly) to 69% (holding formal annual PhD 
progress meetings).

PROGRESS OF THE PHD TRACK
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Mentors
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Mentors – Selection

21

MENTORS

96% of PhD candidates 
have one or two mentors. 
For those who have no 
mentor, the main reason is 
unawareness or 
supervisors that do not 
initiate or prioritise 
selecting one (Fig. S5).

In 42% of the cases the 
selection of the mentor is a 
joint decision. 29% of the 
selections was made by 
the PhD candidate 
themselves and 29% by the 
supervisors.
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Mentors – Selection Process

22

MENTORS

96% PhD candidates choose a mentor during the first year, with 64% during the first 3 months. Since the past two years it is mandatory 
to register the mentors in MyPhD, which causes registration delay for 20% of PhDs. 

66% of PhD candidates found it (relatively) easy to identify suitable mentors and 57% had sufficient information to make an informed 
choice. 82% is satisfied with their choice. When the decision was made didn’t influence these experiences (Fig. S6). However, PhD 
candidates that selected mentors themselves are more satisfied than when the supervisors selected them (Fig. S7).
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Mentors – Contact Frequency

23

MENTORS

70% of PhD candidates 
are in contact with 
their mentor(s) at least 
once a year. The main 
reasons for (almost) 
never being in contact, 
is preference to 
discuss matters 
directly with the 
supervisors or the 
feeling that a mentor 
has no added value.
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Mentors – Support and Trust
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MENTORS

Most PhD candidates that 
discussed the indicated topics 
with their mentor(s) found it 
helpful or informational (ranging 
from 41% for matters that cannot 
be discussed or resolved with 
supervisors to 82% for progress of 
the PhD project). Concerning 
future career plans, a quarter of 
respondents has not discussed 
this but would like to.

69% of PhD candidates find their 
mentor sufficiently independent 
from their supervisory team.* 80% 
feels safe enough to discuss 
sensitive issues. 

*These 4 statements were accidentally 
skipped in the survey. The question was 
included in a PhD Update, resulting in 
80 responses.
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Mentors – Suggestions for Improvement

25% of respondents had suggestions for improvement of the role of mentors. While part of the respondents has positive 
experiences (accessible, engaged, independent, providing perspective beyond the project, supporting both professional and 
personal development), the mentor role is often seen as high-potential but underperforming in practice. The most frequently 
mentioned themes:

• Mentors are often experienced as not sufficiently independent from the supervisory team, which undermines their role. This 
leads to reluctance to discuss problems, perceived bias towards supervisors, and mentors seen as an extension of the 
supervisory team. Some PhD candidates do not experience psychological safety and fear of consequences when sharing issues. 
Attention is needed to make mentors structurally independent and safe feedback channels.

• Commonly mentioned is that neither PhD candidates nor mentors understand what the role entails. This results in passive or 
minimal engagement. Guidance for both mentors and PhD candidates should be improved. 

• Meeting once a year during progress meetings is insufficient for trust-building and makes it harder to raise issues when 
needed. At least one or two additional one-on-one meetings per year are advised. 

• Some respondents would like that mentors take proactive roles and not rely on the PhD candidate to initiate contact. They feel a
need to ensure availability and commitment. Mentor-initiated check-ins would lower the threshold to discuss matters.

• Many PhD candidates experience difficulty in finding and choosing a mentor. Especially international PhDs, external PhDs 
and those new to the institution. In addition, choosing within the first months of the PhD track is too soon. A central database of 
available mentors is advised, and opportunities to meet with possible mentors.

• Some PhD candidates perceive low added value beyond existing supervision. Especially when supervision is considered good. 
Better explain the value of mentors for those PhD candidates with smooth PhD journeys.

25
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Inappropriate Behaviour
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Inappropriate Behaviour – Experiences

27

INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOUR

26% of PhD candidates have personally experienced or observed behaviour 
at work that they experienced as undesirable or inappropriate during the 
past 12 months (37% reported this in the 2025 survey, but without the 
definition of the past 12 months). Involvement of supervisors was reported 
most frequently (59%).
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Inappropriate Behaviour – Experiences

28

INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOUR

Among these behaviours 
experienced as undesired or 
inappropriate, dismissive or 
disrespectful behaviour 
occurred most frequently 
(similar to 2023 survey).
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Inappropriate Behaviour – Perceived Climate
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INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOUR

87% of PhD candidates report feeling socially safe (63% reported a safe work 
environment in the 2023 survey). 79% feels that concerns about inappropriate 
behaviour are taken seriously.

Half of PhD candidates experience a consistently safe work environment. 20% of 
PhD candidates report that the current level of social safety has increased 
compared to earlier periods. Nevertheless, 7% of PhD candidates experience an 
unsafe work environment.

Similar to the PhD Survey of last year, Team Psychological Safety (TPS) and 
Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) were evaluated. No changes in results are 
seen for both (TPS 2025: m(sd) = 5.60 (1.07); TPS 2026: m(sd) = 5.58 (0.99); 
PSC 2025: m(sd) = 4.34 (1.62); PSC 2026: m(sd) = 4.68 (1.57)).
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Room for Every PhD Candidate
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Room for every PhD candidate
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ROOM FOR EVERY PHD CANDIDATE

In November 2025, Utrecht University 
introduced the vision on Recognition & 
Rewards for PhD candidates: Room for 
every PhD candidate, which promotes 
diverse paths for personal and 
professional development (e.g. 
education, impact, leadership, 
teamwork). It also encourages broader 
forms of PhD output beyond traditional 
research articles (e.g. developed 
software or code, datasets, societal 
engagement activities, policy 
contributions, valorisation activities, 
educational materials). 

A large part of PhD candidates would 
like more room for all three aspects: 1) 
personal and professional 
development beyond research (48%), 
2) diversification of the PhD trajectory 
(45%), and 3) inclusion of alternative 
outputs in the doctoral thesis (39%). 
The current experience of PhD 
candidates and their suggestions for 
alternative outputs will be used for 
implementation of the vision.

https://www.uu.nl/sites/default/files/Vision_Room%20for%20every%20PhD%20candidate_PUBLIC.pdf
https://www.uu.nl/sites/default/files/Vision_Room%20for%20every%20PhD%20candidate_PUBLIC.pdf
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Are you interested in a specific result that is not included in this report? Please reach out to

Anke Hammerschlag, PhD
Coordinator of Doctoral Education GSLS

gs.lifesciences@uu.nl
uu.nl/lifesciences
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