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when it comes to academics at this level – professors and associate 
professors – but it is an outstanding method if you want the 
participants to experience confl icts … and the feelings that may 
occur ... anger, disappointment, sorrow, pain, fear, jealousy ... 
instead of – as we academics usually do – discussing the confl ict 
in a very intellectual and professional way. 

After the fi fth day the participants have some homework to 
do. First, they are required to attend a PhD supervision session in 
another faculty. The purpose of this is to observe what happens 
in the room and afterwards give feedback and some refl ections 
on what they have heard and seen. There are also two required 
papers, the fi rst on how to improve postgraduate research 
education and doctoral supervision at their own department 
and the second on how to improve as a supervisor. 

The last day we follow-up and discuss the homework, and 
also – of course – evaluate the course as a whole.

The evaluations show that the course is greatly appreciated. 
One of the most typical comments is that the exchange of 
experience and ideas between faculties and disciplines has been 
most interesting and creative. The participants seem to realise 

that even if there are differences, the similarities dominate and 
that things can be done in so many different ways. They also 
have put forward the open climate as well as the friendly and 
informal conversational tone. A safe and friendly atmosphere in 
the group is without doubt necessary if one is to open up, be 
honest and refl ect on oneself as a person and as a supervisor. I 
have to know that what is said in the room stays there and that 
the vulnerability I show will never be used against me. Also the 
mix between theory and practice is appreciated, as well as the 
structure of the course itself, with six days spread over a three 
month period. 

Some of the themes and sessions have worked out fi ne from 
the very beginning, such as "the supervisory dialogue" or "what 
is supervision". Some of the themes have been more diffi cult to 
deal with, such as confl ict management and gender perspectives, 
issues that are more controversial and emotionally charged than 
others. We also have had – and still have – problems with the 
course literature, since it is hard to fi nd texts with an approach, 
language and content, which apply to participants from all 
faculties, so to speak. But all this seems to be minor, after all. 

STRUCTURED EDUCATION FOR POSTDOCS IN LIFE 
SCIENCES – A NEW INITIATIVE IN BELGIUM TO 
SUPPORT YOUNG RESEARCHERS

During the last decade there has been a dramatic increase 
in awareness that PhD students should receive a structured 
PhD education. This growing awareness has lead to many 
favourable developments such as an exponential increase in 
structured PhD programmes, doctoral schools and doctoral 
school networks all over Europe. Recently, Hasselt University 
(UH) established a Doctoral School for Medicine & Life 
Sciences which is greatly appreciated by the PhD students. 
The organisers soon came to realise that postdocs as well 
as young academic staff members showed great interest in 
participating in many of the courses on technical and soft skills 
provided for the PhD students. However, it quickly became 
clear that their needs are different from those of PhD students 
and that they would benefi t more from courses specifi cally 
designed for postdocs.

In July 2011, UH received the prestigious award for “HR 
Excellence in Research” from the European Commission. This 
label is intended to encourage research institutes to elaborate 
their HR policy for researchers in the areas of recruitment, 
working conditions and social security, as well as training 
and development. In this context, the HR department, the 
research coordination offi ce and the Doctoral School began 

developing strategies for the later career stages of young 
researchers. To obtain a greater and more specifi c insight of 
the postdocs’ needs, we performed an internal survey at the 
Biomedical Research Institute at UH. It revealed that there is 
a substantial need for a postdoc-specifi c education regarding 
soft skills such as the following: 
1.  Time management: The majority of postdocs is not only 

responsible for one project, but may also be responsible for 
coordinating one or more PhD projects and/or industrial 
cooperations. At the same time, they may be responsible 
for several PhD students and have to cope with balancing 
their own scientifi c output with activities for the supervisor 
or other group members. One recurrent experience is to 
end up with a number of co-authorships instead of having 
their own fi rst author publications (the “syndrome of the 
famous third author”).

2.  Interpersonal communication skills: Postdocs are often in a 
“sandwich” position between the principal investigator (PI) 
and the PhD students and technicians. Therefore, they have 
to develop certain expertise to handle the communication 
between the group members as well as between group 
members and the PI.

3.  Leadership: Although there seems to be a certain taboo 
regarding this aspect, most postdocs feel that they should 
learn how to develop leadership skills, as their next career 
steps often lead to a kind of “group leader position” in 
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academia or industry and they do not feel well-prepared 
to make this step.

4.  Career awareness and planning: Development of a career 
strategy includes a careful analysis of one’s personal situation 
(values and family plans, qualifi cations and experiences, 
strengths and weaknesses etc.), as well as the needs of 
the job market.
Based on these preliminary fi ndings from a small group of 

postdocs at UH, we have started to develop a more general 
concept for a structured postdoc education in Belgium in 
order to attract funding and establish an interuniversity HR 
strategy for young senior researchers. This initiative has been 
supported by a grant from the Prins Filip Fonds in order to 
establish a survey for Belgian postdocs and defi ne a general 
profi le of the posdocs’ needs. Furthermore, a specifi c website 
(www.postdoc.be) is under construction as a platform to 
communicate the fi ndings of the survey and to combine 
information which is specifi cally interesting for postdocs. 
Such information may include career opportunities, grants 
for postdoc positions, research projects and mobility of young 
senior researchers. In addition, the Flemish government has also 
invested € 4 million in subsidies, to support young researchers 
and this explicitly included young senior researchers such 
as postdocs. The Flemish Interuniversity Council has also 
established a subgroup for the coordination of the Flemish 
doctoral schools in order to improve interuniversity interaction. 
In this context, the postdoc survey will be forwarded to most 
Flemish universities to address as many postdocs as possible in 
order to develop a profi le of the needs of a larger number of 

European postdocs. Several big Belgian science organisations 
have also shown interest in supporting the postdoc survey. 
Finally, UH and Maastricht University are working together 
in the framework of the transnational University Limburg to 
develop a joint biomedical postdoc education, which will 
span across borders in the EU region.

Having outlined the many advantages of such a system, these 
projects are however not without caveats. Firstly, structured 
education can be quite costly and cost/benefi t discussions 
can be tedious. Some scientists have the impression that 
the academic institutions should not become “slaves of the 
market” and that academic education should be not too 
strictly oriented toward the needs of the business world. Some 
colleagues also mentioned that they do not see added value 
in some of the soft skills because these are only relevant after 
the postdocs have left the academic world. Others have the 
opinion that a good postdoc “just has to stay in the lab and 
publish excellent papers”. Furthermore, there are worries 
that a structured postdoc education may result in even more 
formalisation, bureaucratisation and therefore a reduction in 
academic diversity. All these concerns are important and should 
be carefully considered when developing an open structure 
for postdoc education. It is crucial to maintain a good balance 
between structure and formalisation whilst at the same time, 
providing the necessary openness to support the individuality 
of postdocs and the diversity of local institutions.

In summary, we think these are important developments 
to support young senior researchers in their development 
and to enrich the academic life in Europe.

The 2012 EUA-CDE Thematic Workshop was hosted by Trinity 
College Dublin and welcomed more than 90 representatives of 
CDE member institutions from all over Europe. The programme 
of the event included plenaries and paper sessions revolving 
around how to support the individual paths of doctoral 
candidates and provide them with the right kinds of tailored 
guidance. 

The workshop opened with a warm welcome from 
Trinity College Dublin and a presentation on their exciting 
Innovation Academy – a space where PhD candidates and 
senior researchers interact in multi-disciplinary groups with 
mentors from the public and private sector to develop and 
nurture creativity, entrepreneurship and teamwork. 

The fi rst plenary was dedicated to exploring the idea of 

what a doctorate holder should be. Initiatives from two 
universities were highlighted to instigate discussion on the 
personal and professional qualities that should be cultivated 
through doctoral education. Lauritz Holm-Nielsen, Rector of 
Aarhus University (Denmark), provided an interesting account 
of talent development in his institution. He proposed that 
doctoral education should be concerned with producing 
advanced human capital for society, which is facing increasingly 
diffi cult challenges. Involving industry in doctoral training is 
an excellent way of ensuring greater impact on society and 
every effort should be made to integrate doctoral candidates 
into the global research community. As doctoral candidates are 
specialised and have the potential to be future leaders – and 
not only in research - emphasis on individual and transferable 
skills training is paramount. 

The second speaker in the opening plenary, Helene Füger, 
focused on the issue of mentorship and informed the audience 
about the particular programme in place in the University of 
Fribourg. As the specifi c aim in Switzerland had been to double 
the number of women professors, she explained that the focus 
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