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Endless debate



Dutch doctoral education-loose 
structure

• Employed PhDs (beginning of a research career)
• Mainly Dutch nationality
• Loosely structured trajectories
• No registration tracking, no formalization of 

admission process
• No tuition fees 
• No training or coursework
• Research core activity and sporadic teaching
• Supervisor is the main person in the doctoral 

trajectory



VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT AMSTERDAM

• 2018
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Dutch and international PhDs 2017
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Challenge to the traditional doctoral 
education system/shifting mindsets



• research into wellbeing of our international 
PhDs in 2017



Individual interviews

CO-discovery 
workshop

Survey

Jam sessions RESEARCH

Research



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

International student services



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Research quality and diversity

How computers 
understand 
language?

Is being 
happy in 

our 
genes?

How the 
relationship 

between 
humans and 

nature evolved 
over centuries?

How does our 
environment 
influence our 

genetic 
structure?

How can we 
build computer 

models to 
predict online 

human 
behavior?

How can we 
use cancer 

cells to fight 
cancer?



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Unique and innovative research 

Behavioral 
and 

movement 
sciences

Digital and 
environmental 

humanities

Nuclear 
aesthetics

Global 
health

Social and 
organizational 
anthropology 

and 
philanthropic 

studies 

Gene 
therapy 



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Flexible PhD training and 
personalized approach 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwit2KO7iKjbAhXBPRQKHX0JD2cQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://blogs.harvard.edu/doc/2015/03/27/on-taking-personalized-ads-personally/&psig=AOvVaw2bCKAVPnq7-YeF93hV2JFs&ust=1527585189206302


Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Research excellence and impact



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Amsterdam, openness and 
diversity

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjV4p_XiKjbAhUIchQKHWI3DBYQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http://www.kesselskramer.com/communication/projects/i-amsterdam&psig=AOvVaw1_FIxFYu9D8SXsGGmw6vgM&ust=1527585251976292


Studying and graduation

Before arrival:
Application

Admission

Arrival

Training 

Employability

Bachelor

Master

PhD

Career 
development

Wellbeing 



Implicit information and/or non-
existent information



Research culture and language 
challenges: institutional 

unpreparedness



Integration and wellbeing



Lack of soft skill and career related 
training



What did we do about it?



Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam

Website 

Generic email for all information and contacts 
related to PHD programs and studies at the 
VU:  phd@vu.nl

mailto:phd@vu.nl


Website: application form 

• 30 applicants
• Cc. 50% acceptance RATE

7 Iran

2 Brazil

2 Turkey

1 Mexico

1 Zimbabwe

4 Nigeria

1 Pakistan

1 Uzbekistan

1 Germany

1 Lebanon

1 Bangladesh

1 Malawi

2 Indonesia

1 America/USA

2 Ethiopia

1 India

1 Afghanistan

3 Medicine

6 Sciences

2 Law

1 FGB

3 Theology

7 Social Sciences

3 Humanities

5 School of Business and Economics



PhD Brochure/PhD Handbooks





Hora finita operating system



Regulations and policy



Manage expectations (arrival, training)

• Bridging Programs (pilot with Faculty of Social Sciences, September 
2018) 

• Pre-doc program Indonesia (pilot in June 2019 together with Groningen 
University, Leiden University)

• Pre-departure English Lessons and Academic English courses 
(Indonesia)

• Academic English training courses (offered several times per year by all 
our graduate schools) 

• Graduate Winter School (January 2019)



Integration activities (wellbeing)

• Orientation Days with goody bags (September, 2018-to introduce twice 
per year either at each faculty or for the entire university)

• VU PhD Gatherings (started April 2018; PhDrinks, PhDiscuss, PhDFamily)

• Personalized service and guidance: PhD candidate advisor (VU-wide-
phd@vu.nl ) 

• International Staff/PhD candidates Network Meetings and the Global 
Room (meetup.com) (since 2017)



VU International Staff/PHD candidate Network

Rector: Vinod Subramaniam

• Welcome and greeting
• Living in Amsterdam: Introduction on taxes, social security, childcare options, 

insurances, maternity leave, optional model
• Lunch with Dutch colleagues
• Being an international staff member (e.g. international PHD candidate) at Vrije

Universiteit Amsterdam
• Rector address/President of the Board address
• Campus tour 



Global Room

The Global Room is available for hosting events including workshops, information
sessions, presentations, small social gatherings and network sessions targeting an
international audience. The Global Room also serves as landing spot for internationals to
informally meet or work.



Retention focus (employability and 
career development)

• Job to job counselling (competences and networking; how to apply for jobs 
effectively; how to be successful using Linkedin-given by HRM)

• Career events (e.g. 8 June for life sciences students ‘From academia to 
Industry’; IO)

• PhDiscuss (VU PHD Gatherings organizes alumni events; IO support)

• Career Thursdays (career workshops twice per month)

• Online Career Coaching (only internationals-retention-6 weeks, 6 sessions, 6 
students)

• PhD Mobility Project (in progress; IO)



Bottom line

• Structure of the entire PhD lifecycle made an 
impact 

• Evaluation in a PhD Arena (April 2018; next 
one September 2018 etc.)



Take away message

“Hard on structure, flexible on content”

• Harnessing diversity through structure of the 
entire PhD lifecycle

• Flexibility to organize their trajectory 

• Not about whether or not to structure but 
about WHEN to structure 



Thank you 

• s.hasanefendic@vu.nl

• acl.verkleij@gmail.com

mailto:s.hasanefendic@vu.nl
mailto:acl.verkleij@gmail.com

