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SUMMARY

What is it like to be an academic if you don’t come from an academic family? Do you
feel caught between the world you grew up in and the one you work in now? If so,
how do you navigate the space between them? And what challenges did you face on
your path to becoming an academic? How can we make academia more inclusive and
accessible?

In this report, we hear from 15 first-generation academics. We define first-generation
academics as university researchers or lecturers whose parents did not obtain

a university degree. The aim of this report is to examine their experience and to
explore how academia can be made more welcoming to academics from different
backgrounds. Our study is based on semi-structured interviews with first-generation
academics across all career stages, from PhD student to full professor. Our goal was
to interview a diverse sample of academics, not a representative one. For example, we
also approached first-generation academics who stated explicitly that they do not
identify as such. We are grateful to all interviewees for their willingness to talk about
a topic that is so personal and sensitive for many.

We focused on first-generation academics for two reasons. First, they possess
unique talents and outlooks, but are underrepresented at universities. Second, they
have been relatively invisible in the Netherlands until now, not only because their
appearance offers no clues as to their parents’ educational level, but also because
research has largely neglected them as an object of study.
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Findings

1. Identity. Not every first-generation academic identifies as such. Many of the
interviewees stress that their background has played a key role in their career,
but say that they only recently began to identify as ‘first-generation’.

2. Insecurity. Many first-generation academics feel insecure about their academic
abilities or their place in academia, despite their academic success. Such feelings
are sometimes referred to as the ‘imposter feelings’ and may drive them to
constantly strive to excel and prove others wrong. Some interviewees also say
they find it difficult to stand up for themselves and to pitch a research proposal to
a grant committee with the necessary confidence, assertiveness, and boldness.

3. Discrimination and stigmatisation. Several interviewees have felt stigmatised
and discriminated against. They have heard or read unpleasant comments about
their background, found others had low expectations of them, or had less access
to opportunities.

4. Friction and alienation. First-generation academics navigate two worlds—the
one they grew up in and the one they now inhabit. This navigation requires
energy and affects both worlds. First-generation academics sometimes feel
alienated or excluded in academia and misunderstood in the world in which they
grew up.

5. Family. Some first-generation academics have grown up in families that
experienced financial precarity. This may discourage some from pursuing an
academic career because job security in academia is tenuous, especially for
young scientists and scholars. At the same time, first-generation academics
express that they felt little pressure from their families and were taught
important values, such as perseverance and humility.

6. Strength. Several first-generation academics say they draw strength and
motivation from their background, and that they have learned to persevere,
which is a source of pride. Some interviewees also feel a responsibility to society
to ensure that their research is valuable, comprehensible, and relevant outside of
academia. They believe their background makes them uniquely equipped to do
so.

7. Mentors and champions. Mentoring is essential for first-generation academics.
Some described their mentor as a parent figure who taught them things they had
not learned at home, such as unwritten rules or how to build a social network in
academia. In some cases, their mentor also became their champion and actively
promoted their career.
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Recommendations

How can we make universities or academia in general more accessible to first-
generation academics?

¢ MAKE IMPLICIT RULES EXPLICIT. To offer first-generation academics better sup-
port, universities must make implicit academic rules (such as those concerning
academic hierarchy, networking, pathways to PhDs, grants and career paths)
explicit.

e DIVERSIFY UNIVERSITY BOARDS AND COMMITTEES. A lack of diversity on
boards and committees can perpetuate inequality. We call on universities to
consider not only gender and migration background when selecting the members
of these bodies, but also less visible forms of diversity, including first-generation
status.

o ENCOURAGE MENTORING. We encourage universities to explicitly address first-
generation status in their staff training, for example in the University Teaching
Qualification (BKO) programme and in courses for PhD supervisors.

e SUPPORT GRASSROOTS INITIATIVES. Staff can themselves launch grassroots initi-
atives, for example mentoring programmes and first-generation funds. We call on
universities to support them in these important initiatives.

e SHOWCASE ROLE MODELS. The absence of role models is a drawback for first-
generation academics. We call on universities to showcase a range of academics,
from PhD students to professors, as role models so that children whose parents
did not attend university feel that they too can become academics and are wel-
come in academia.

e REVIEW RECOGNITION AND REWARDS. First-generation academics possess
unique skills and outlooks, such as curiosity, humility, perseverance, and a pas-
sion for engaging with society. We call on both universities and academic funding
bodies - including the DUTCH RESEARCH COUNCIL (Nw0) and the Netherlands
Organisation for Health Research and Development (ZonMw)—to recognise these
unique talents and reward them accordingly.
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INTRODUCTION

What is it like to be an academic if you don’t come from an academic family? Do you
feel caught between the world you grew up in and the one you work in now? If so,
how do you navigate the space between them? And what challenges did you face on
your path to becoming a scientist? How can we make academia more inclusive and
accessible?

In this report, we hear from 15 first-generation academics. We define first-generation
academics as university researchers or lecturers whose parents did not obtain

a university degree. The aim of this report is to examine their experience and to
explore how academia can be made more welcoming to academics from different
backgrounds. Our study is based on semi-structured interviews with first-generation
academics across all career stages, from PhD student to full professor. We asked them
about their career and professional development, the opportunities and barriers they
have encountered, whether they identify as first generation or feel their background
has motivated them, and how they think academia can be made more inclusive.

The open-ended questions and opportunity to probe further during the interviews
made this qualitative research method ideally suited to documenting the subjective
experience of first-generation academics.
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BACKGROUND

We focus on first-generation academics because they have been relatively invisible
in the Netherlands until now, not only because their appearance offers no clues as
to their parents’ educational level, but also because research has largely neglected
them as an object of study. This neglect is striking for two reasons. First, there is a
growing body of research on socioeconomic inequality in education, but it focuses
predominantly on primary, secondary and tertiary education. For example, while
there is considerable interest in first-generation students, there is very little in first-
generation academics. Second, inequality of opportunity in academia is growing
increasingly popular as a topic of research, but existing research looks mainly at
gender, ethnicity and migration background. In brief, first-generation academics are
a sort of blind spot in research.

Why are first-generation academics important as a group? Because they are less
likely than those raised in an academic family to end up with a career in academia,
despite their unique talents and experiences. The difference begins in childhood.
Children whose parents did not obtain a university degree receive lower marks,

are more likely to leave school early, are more often advised to pursue vocational
education (even if they do equally well on standardised tests), are less likely to
complete secondary school, and are less likely to go on to university than children
whose parents did attend university (0ECD, 2018; Sirin, 2005). And even if they do
enrol in a university programme, they experience a lack of belonging (Harackiewicz
etal, 2014; Stephens et al,, 2012). It is not surprising, then, that first-generation
academics are underrepresented at universities. Although no systematic research has
been conducted on the percentage of first-generation academics in the Netherlands,
studies show that about 71% of assistant professors, associate professors and full
professors at US universities have a university-educated parent, compared with only
22% of the general population of the same age (Morgan et al,, 2022).
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First-generation academics face a unique challenge: finding their way in an academic
world with unwritten rules and a hidden curriculum (Margolis, 2001) without the
aid of an existing social network, while the academic world and the one they come
from do not overlap or intersect (Morton, 2019). Additionally, the culture in which
they grew up may mismatch with the highly competitive academic environment

and its emphasis on individual achievement (Canning et al., 2020; Dittmann et al.,
2020). There have been two exploratory studies of first-generation academics in
the Netherlands. One is Jan Brands’ Die hoeft nooit meer wat te leren (1992), which
tells the life stories of seven academics with less-educated parents. The other is
Doorzetters (2010), in which Mick Matthys recounts the life stories of 32 university-
trained individuals—including academics—who grew up in a working-class family
and have come to the end of their career. We have drawn inspiration from these
studies and have taken critical steps forward as well. The academics we interviewed
all differ from one another with regard to their career stage, intersectional identity,
university, discipline and life story. We examined not only their past—how they
became who they are—but also their ideas for the future—how they would make
academia more accessible to people like themselves.

We broke down each interview into four parts: (1) We began by asking the
interviewee about their identity. Do they see their first-generation status as part of
that identity? (2) We then asked them about their professional development. How
did they experience they path to becoming an academic? (3) Next, we asked them
what opportunities and barriers they have encountered. What role did their first-
generation status play in their career? (4) And finally, we asked them about the
academic system. What changes do they feel are necessary to make academia more
accessible to first-generation scholars and scientists?
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METHODS

1. Response. We began by distributing a survey online inviting first-generation
academics for an interview. Because we wanted our sample to display a range

of attributes and identities, we asked respondents to report their employer,
discipline, job title, the year they obtained their PhD (if they did), gender and
migration background (whether at least one of their parents was born outside of
the Netherlands). We also asked them to explain briefly why they wanted to be
interviewed. A total of 137 academics responded; of these, 114 first-generation
academics reported their details. Their attributes can be found in Figures 1 to 6.

PhD student
Post-doctoral researcher
Lecturer

Senior lecturer
Assistant professor
Associate professor
Professor

Other
] ] ] ]

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
Number

Figure 1. Job title at university of the respondents
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Number
Figure 2. Gender distribution of the respondents

[ rather not say (1%)

Migration

background
(26%)

No
migration background
(73%)

Figure 3. Migration background of the respondents

Delft University of Technology
Dutch Open University

Eindhoven University of Technology
Erasmus University Rotterdam
Leiden University

Maastricht University

Radboud University Nijmegen
Tilburg University

University of Amsterdam
University of Groningen
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Figure 4. Affiliations of the respondents
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Figure 6. Discipline of the respondents

2. Selection. From this group, we selected 15 academics. Our aim was to end up
with a group that represented different career phases, disciplines and genders. We
also sought to achieve intersectionality (i.e. convergence of multiple marginalised
or underrepresented social identities) for example related to gender and migration
background. At the time of the interviews, the participants were one PhD student,
one postdoctoral researcher, one lecturer, four assistant professors, two associate
professors and six full professors. Social scientists and humanities scholars were
overrepresented in the group of respondents and, consequently, among those
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selected as well. We also sought diversity in the reasons participants gave for wanting
to be interviewed. For example, we interviewed not only first-generation academics
who identified as such and felt that their identity as a first-generation academic was
important for their career, but also first-generation academics who did not identify

as such and did not feel that their status played a major role in their career. Thirteen
of those interviewed were affiliated with a Dutch university, one with a university
medical centre in the Netherlands, and one with a research institute of the Royal
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW).

3. Interviews. The interviews were conducted between 7 November 2022 and 25 May
2023, by a student assistant (Justine Briininghaus), who was supervised by the project
coordinator (Eddie Brummelman). Each interview consisted of 12 questions divided
into four sections, as shown in Table 1. The interviews were semi-structured and the
sections and questions were pre-determined. The student assistant therefore adhered
to the 12 questions unless the conversation gave her reason to deviate from them. She
also transcribed the interviews, which were then edited by an editor (Paulina Damen).
Both the transcripts and the edited interviews were submitted to the interviewees,
who were allowed to emend, add or delete statements.

4. Photographs. After the interviews, we asked certain interviewees whether we
could photograph them for our report. We had enough budget to cover five portraits,
so sought diversity in the interviewees we approached. Five of the interviewees
agreed to be photographed.

5. Ethics. The project was approved by the Faculty of Social and Behavioural
Sciences’ Ethics Review Board at the University of Amsterdam. Consent was obtained
from the interviewees for the interviews, transcripts, edited interviews, and
photographs. Beyond the 15 interviewees, three potential interviewees opted out:
one declined to be interviewed, and the two others were interviewed but did not
want their interviews to be published.

6. Analysis. The project coordinator, student assistant and project group read the
interviews without consulting one another and derived overarching themes from
them. They did so by writing down which themes they found notable, beyond the
four categories into which the interview questions had been grouped. The project
group then met to compare the themes they had identified and to narrow them
down. The resulting set of key themes recurred in various interviews, regardless
of whether interviewees described similar experiences within these key themes.
For example, the theme of identity—how the interviewee feels about being a first-
generation academic—was raised in all of the interviews, but the interviewees’
responses varied widely.
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We narrowed the key themes down to eight: (1) identity; (2) insecurity; (3)
discrimination and stigmatisation; (4) friction and alienation; (5) family; (6)
strength; (7) mentoring; and (8) recommendations. We describe these themes in
the present report, supported by quotes taken from the interviews. We thought
it important that the interviewees’ voices were heard, without interpretation

or judgement. We believe that this is the best way to validate their subjective
experience.

Table 1. Interview questions

IDENTITY

1. You are a first-generation academic. How do you experience that?

2. Isyour status as a first-generation academic part of who you are or how you experience
your work? How, exactly?

3. What does your family think about your being an academic?

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

4. When did you first become interested in academia? How important was that experience
for you?

5. How sure were you that you wanted to be an academic? How did you navigate that?

6. Are there people who have helped you in your career in academia, either in the past or
now? Could you tell us more about them?

OPPORTUNITIES AND BARRIERS

7. The road to becoming an academic is a lengthy one. What challenges have you
encountered along that road? Could you say more about that?

8. To what extent do you feel at home at your university and in academia in general? Have
there been times when you did not feel at home? Could you give an example?

9. Do you see your status as a first-generation academic as a strength or source of
inspiration in your work? Could you tell us in what way?

10. Does the subject of your being a first-generation academic ever come up at work? What
are those conversations like?

SYSTEM

11. If you could change one thing to make academia more accessible for first-generation
academics, what would it be?

12. Imagine you have a child who wants to be an academic as well. What advice would you
give?
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Table 2. Name, job title, discipline and affiliation at the time of the

and Empirical Legal

interview
Name Job title* Discipline Affiliation*
Anja van der Voort Assistant professor Pedagogical Sciences | Leiden University
Bart Bronnenberg Professor Marketing Tilburg University
Betty de Hart Professor Transnational Vrije Universiteit
Families and Amsterdam
Migration Law
Chaokang Tai Post-doctoral History of Science University of
researcher Regensburg and
Leiden University
Durwin Lynch PhD student Health and Life Vrije Universiteit
Sciences Amsterdam
Hilde De Weerdt Professor Chinese and Early International Institute
Modern Global of Social History and
History KU Leuven
Kees van den Bos Professor Social Psychology Utrecht University

Science
Kiki Zanolie Assistant professor Psychology Leiden University
of Cognitive
Development
Luc Brunsveld Professor Chemical Biology Eindhoven University
of Technology
Maarten den Heijer Associate professor | International Law University of
Amsterdam
Marleen Kamperman | Professor Polymer Chemistry, |University of
Material Science and | Groningen
Nanotechnology
Odette Scharenborg | Associate professor | Computer Science Delft University of
Technology
Renée Vulto Assistant professor Cultural History Utrecht University
Robin Vernooij Assistant professor Clinical Epidemiology | University Medical
and clinical Center Utrecht
epidemiologist
Yuri van Hoef Lecturer History and Erasmus University
International Rotterdam
Relations

*We have reported the job title and affiliation at the time of the interview. Anja van der Voort
is now associate professor of Pedagogical Sciences at Leiden University; Chaokang Tai is now
lecturer in Academic Skills and Philosophy of Science at the University of Amsterdam; and
Kiki Zanolie is now associate professor of the Psychology of Cognitive Development at Leiden
University’
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FINDINGS

Identity

Not all first-generation academics consciously perceive their first-generation status
as part of their identity. Many of the interviewees said that their background had
played an important role throughout their life, but that they had only begun to
identify as a first-generation academic in the past few years. That is largely because
the term itself was rarely used before then, and because the conversation about
diversity and inclusion had gathered momentum in recent years. For example, Kees
van den Bos said the following: “To be honest, I only became aware of it in the past
few years... When I read what a Canadian colleague, Michel Inzlicht, wrote on his
website—“I am a first-generation student”—that’s when it actually hit me. That
awareness also shaped his attitude towards early career academics: ‘I'm much more
conscious of it now when I supervise students and PhD candidates.” Others, like
Maarten den Heijer, said that our project had made them think: ‘And then I read
about your study focusing on first-generation academics, and it did something to me.

Some interviewees do not consciously identify as first-generation academics, but
they do acknowledge the role their background has played in their development.
Luc Brunsveld, for example, does not identify as a first-generation academic, but
nevertheless credits his background with shaping him. ‘I do think our backgrounds,
how we are raised, where we grow up, make us the people we are. Helping out in

my father’s bakery from the age of 12 until [ got my doctorate, and working as many
hours as [ could to pay my way, did more to shape my identity than my parents’ not
being university graduates. I never felt that that hampered me or moulded me.” Some
first-generation academics might not identify consciously with the label because it
appears to suggest a degree of being victimised. Luc Brunsveld again: ‘Sometimes we
even joke about it. Like—Oh, you're first generation too, so you're a victim too?’
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Whether someone identifies as a first-generation
academic also depends on intersectionality. For example,
Chaokang Tai says that, initially, he did not identify as

a first-generation academic: ‘But I'm hyper-aware of
being a second-generation migrant. That’s fairly unique
and still quite rare in academia. I identify much more
strongly with that description.’ Durwin Lynch doesn’t
consider it his most visible identity: ‘I think people are
more likely to talk about the colour of my skin than

my being a first-generation academic. They’ll be more
surprised by that than by my mother not having gone

to uni. Others reject the first-generation label because
another family member went to university before

them, or because they do not feel their background
disadvantaged them. As Marleen Kamperman explains, ‘Deep down, I don’t think I'm
really first generation because my brother and sister attended university before I
did. Renée Vulto is similarly hesitant: ‘I might be a first-generation academic, but my
background was anything but disadvantaged. My mother is an artist and so I learned
a lot about art, culture and philosophy growing up.

Durwin Lynch

Insecurity

Many of the interviewees say that they have at times questioned their academic
abilities or belonging in academia, despite their undeniable academic success. In
psychology, such doubts are sometimes referred to as the ‘imposter feelings’. As
Robin Vernooij describes it, ‘It’s absolutely the worst thing anyone can do, but when
I compare myself to others, I start feeling insecure. And I have to admit, it sometimes
develops into a full-blown case of imposter syndrome. I'll be at a nephrology
conference and think to myself: “You're just a simple farm boy who's just pretending
to know what he’s talking about”’ Odette Scharenborg says ‘Others see me as a talent,
but [ constantly feel like it's not really about me, even though I'm the one who did
itall. Betty de Hart agrees: ‘And I suffered from imposter syndrome for a very long
time. Even when I was appointed professor at the UvA in 2014 and had to give my
inaugural address. I was terrified that the moment had finally come when everyone
would ask: Who on earth did we just hire?’

Feeling insecure about one’s abilities or belonging can cause academics to put
enormous pressure on themselves. Renée Vulto explains: ‘If something is holding me
back, it's mostly myself, because sometimes I think: [ can’t do this at all, and what
am I even doing at the university?” [...] It's exhausting to constantly have to prove
yourself, both to yourself and to others. Because of that, [ work a lot, often in the
evenings and on weekends, even though [ would actually like to work a bit less.
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Some interviewees feel they lack a healthy sense of entitlement: the feeling of
deserving something. Betty de Hart describes it this way: ‘I ask myself “do [ deserve
this?”, whereas other people take it for granted that they do. And sometimes, I feel
like I'm just there for show, not really part of it. The feeling may be evoked in specific
situations that require them to show the necessary confidence, assertiveness, and
boldness, for example in a grant competition. Maarten den Heijer: ‘One example
would be pitching a research proposal to ten professors on a DUTCH RESEARCH
CouncIL committee. That involves a huge power imbalance. I've never been able to
sit there with the attitude of: “I deserve that funding, and here’s why”’ He then adds,
‘People with highly educated parents may be more likely to feel that they are entitled
to a better or different position. Odette Scharenborg describes having a similar
experience: ‘Some people find it completely normal to receive opportunities, to have
things done for them, or to have things come their way because they grew up in a
certain environment. Or that, even when the chances of success are very small, they
still go for it.

Every academic occasionally struggles with feelings of insecurity, but many of

our interviewees believe such feelings are most common among first-generation
academics and in fact often get in their way. According to Hilde De Weerdt, ‘First-
generation academics sometimes quit at the last minute, or they’re afraid to apply for
something because they don’t think they’re good enough. The opposite is true for the
other end of the spectrum. Someone who grew up in an academic family is likely to
appear self-confident and articulate, and they’ll succeed for that very reason, even if
their work is actually mediocre.

Discrimination and stigmatisation

Many of the interviewees have felt stigmatised and discriminated against. Several
have heard or read unpleasant comments about their background, for example
remarks questioning their or their parents’ intelligence. Odette Scharenborg said:
‘When I was doing my PhD, the mother of one of my friends said to me, “Amazing that
you’'ve managed to achieve so much, considering your background”. I got pretty angry
about that. I thought to myself: what do you mean “considering your background”?
I'm as smart as anyone!” Robin Vernooij shared a similar experience: ‘What I find

an annoying response is: ‘Oh, it’s great that you've made it so far’ In essence, you're
saying: ‘Oh, you had dumb parents, but it's good that you've gotten this far’ The topic
sometimes comes up at work as well, Robin says. ‘Yep, in informal conversations
people ask me what sort of work my parents did. And then they remark on the
negative implications, like: Oh, so you didn’t grow up in an academic environment...

20 FIRST BUT NOT LEAST: EXPERIENCES OF FIRST-GENERATION ACADEMICS
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According to some interviewees, greater deference is
sometimes shown to scientists and scholars who come
from academic families. According to Hilde De Weerdt,
‘We were in an all-staff meeting at the institute. One of
the staff members, someone from another department
who I didn’t know and who didn’t know me, turned

to me and said “Isn’t that the daughter of Professors

X and Y [names omitted for privacy reasons]?” Both
her parents were in academia. I confirmed that it was

indeed her. And then he just turned away again and
didn’t even ask me who [ was!

The stigmatisation or discrimination goes beyond

Robin Vernooij

subtle comments and seemingly well-intentioned
remarks. First-generation academics sometimes also have to deal with low
expectations or condescension. A few of the interviewees were advised by their
primary school to enrol in a vocational secondary school programme. That is what
happened to Kees van den Bos. ‘After the Cito-test [an national assessment test in
primary school], the head teacher said “We’re sending Kees to vocational school”,
and referred to my father’s low socioeconomic status.” The topic of his father’s
socioeconomic status came up again later in his career: ‘When I obtained my PhD
cum laude, | threw a party. And to my astonishment, as my advisor was leaving he
made a really snide remark about my father’s low socioeconomic status.

Other interviewees say that first-generation academics are not always given

the opportunities they deserve. Yuri van Hoef recalls: ‘A few years ago I had an
exceptionally bright first-generation student who wanted to pursue a PhD. So [ put
him in touch with a professor, but that professor told him that he’d already done
quite enough working himself up to an MA, given his background. “Don’t you think
that’s enough?” he asked. ...Anyway, | was pretty shocked, because the professor
who said this was someone who portrayed himself in the media as a champion of
minorities and intersectionality. Unfortunately, there are still plenty of academics
who want to pull the ladder up behind them instead of helping someone out’

Intersectionality can also be a factor in cases of discrimination and stigmatisation.
That has been the experience of Chaokang Tai as a second-generation migrant: ‘Some
people just assume that [ speak Chinese, and they think that gives me an advantage.
And people in other disciplines are constantly addressing me in English. Even if |
respond in Dutch, they keep talking to me in English. One time I was carrying a Dutch
book and someone said to me, “Oh that’s very nice, can you actually read it?” His
story illustrates that some first-generation academics are subjected to discrimination
and stigmatisation regarding other aspects of their identity, which may or may not be
related to their first-generation status.
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Few interviewees reported experiencing positive discrimination because of their
first-generation status, perhaps because—unlike their gender or skin colour, for
example—that status is less visible to the outside world. Some do experience positive
discrimination based on more visible traits. As Durwin Lynch remarks, ‘As a matter
of fact, I've also noticed positive discrimination on the basis of my skin colour. To put
it bluntly: sometimes a committee just needs to tick the diversity box, and then they
invite me. It’s awfully convenient. I'm still trying to sort that out in my head. After all,
it's also a responsibility, isn't it?’

Friction and alienation

First-generation academics straddle two worlds—the one they grew up in and the
one in which they now live and work. Marleen Kamperman is sometimes reminded
of her non-academic family background in academic contexts: ‘It feels a bit elitist.
And I'm very much the opposite: act normal, it’s only research and it doesn’t make
us more important or give us more privileges.” Some interviewees question the
authenticity of the academic world. ‘It’s all a charade, isn’t it?’ says Durwin Lynch.

There are specific situations that evoke feelings of friction and alienation, such as the
use of abbreviations and specific terminology during meetings. Renée Vulto explains:
‘When I started out, [ wasn’t familiar with a lot of the terminology, like “Nwo” and
“first and second funding stream”. I didn’t know the difference between lecturer,
assistant professor and associate professor, or even that there was a difference. But
also the fancy words that people sprinkle into conversations. For example, during a
meeting someone once said, “That is a deontological discussion”. I didn’t know what
they meant. Further examples are situations emphasising status and hierarchy.

Kees van den Bos said: ‘But sometimes you suddenly encounter a ‘grey suit’ or ‘pearl
necklace, and it’s not always appropriate to say something. ... The implication is that
you're just a lowly researcher and you should keep your mouth shut. But that’s kind
of bizarre. I mean, I'm assuming those people come to our events precisely because
they want to learn something from researchers. But as a first-generation academic, I
don’t always know when it’s okay to cross that line’

Some interviewees say that their family does not always understand what their work
entails. Yuri van Hoef says of his family: ‘I can give an example from my own life: my
family gets much more excited when my brother buys a new car than when I tell
them I've published an important paper in a top journal. It's good in a way, because it
keeps me grounded about my work. But I've also felt friction because of it. According
to Hilde De Weerdt, ‘We lived in the countryside, and my mother also raised sheep,
rabbits, and such at home. When I decided to go to university, the person who came
to buy the sheep said, ‘Why don’t you go chase after the sheep and see if you can
catch one? You can hold a pen, but can you still work...?”
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It takes time and effort to go back and forth
between the two worlds. Maarten den Heijer: ‘1
first invited my university friends over for my
birthday, and then my, uh, other circle of friends.
Kees van den Bos: ‘As a student [ spent the whole
day in classes and studying, but at five o’clock I
would travel all the way to Alphen aan den Rijn to
play volleyball with my old club. And then travel
all the way back to my student lodgings. [ went
back and forth between the two worlds, literally
as well as figuratively, in a kind of survival mode’
That survival mode has to do with the perceived
differences between the two worlds: ‘One of the
hardest things about being first generation is that
it’s like standing on two ice floes that seem to be
drifting apart.

Hilde De Weerdt

Family

Many of the interviewees say that their parents are proud of them but do not really
understand what their career in academia is all about. Durwin Lynch: ‘My family is
very proud of me, even though they don’t all get what I do. They don’t all understand
what a PhD is, for example. I don’t mind. Some of them ask me “Are you a professor
or what?” Others think I'm still some sort of student—and in a way, they’re right,

of course. As Marleen Kamperman explains, ‘My parents are very proud that I'm a
professor. And it sounds really cool, doesn’t it—a professor! But it hasn’t changed
who [ am, not one bit. Luc Brunsveld says that his parents are proud but would have
been equally proud if he had been successful in some other career: ‘I think they
appreciate it, they’re proud, but they’re just as proud of their kids who haven’t gone
to university. As long as we work hard and achieve something in life, one way or
another’

Some of the interviewees describe the financial sacrifices their parents made for
them. That is unsurprising, since many first-generation academics grow up in lower-
income families. Maarten den Heijer: ‘Neither of my parents went to university, but
they saved a lot to allow me to study’ Says Bart Bronnenberg, ‘What’s also worth
noting is that it was quite a burden on my parents to have three children living away
from home at university. At that time, my father had one and a half jobs for a while.
The fact that academics earn a good salary may also cause embarrassment. Betty de
Hart agrees: ‘My sister is a home nurse, and when I compare what she earns to my
salary, I'm just embarrassed. ...I can spend the whole day reading if I want to, and call
it work!
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An experience of financial precarity in childhood may discourage some young people
from pursuing a career in academia, given the tenuous job security there, especially
for young scientists and scholars. For example, Yuri van Hoef says, ‘A colleague sent
me an article explaining that in Belgium, there’s a hundred PhD places every year,
about ten post-doctoral appointments, and just one permanent position. It’s pretty
much the same here in the Netherlands... So no, I wouldn’t advise my own child to
pursue a career in academia, and I wouldn’t recommend it to my students either’

Some interviewees say that their parents put very little
pressure on them. Anja van der Voort, for example,
says, ‘My mother is very proud of me. And one of the
advantages of being a first-generation student is that
no one’s pushing you. My parents put zero pressure
on me. Kees van den Bos has seen the opposite among
academics whose parents did attend university:
‘People with university-educated parents might have
to justify their actions and decisions at home. That
can’t always be easy’ Some first-generation academics
feel misunderstood by their families. Says Odette
Scharenborg, ‘Sometimes they tell me I don’t know
anything about the world outside the ivory tower. And
for a long time, they would ask me when [ was finally
going to get a real job.

Anja van der Voort

Interviewees say that their parents taught them important values, such as curiosity,
perseverance and humility. Robin Vernooij explains, ‘I mean genuine curiosity that
drives you to ask questions if you don’t know something.” As Marleen Kamperman
explains, ‘My parents taught me to work hard, do my best, and not give up right away
when something doesn’t work out” And also: ‘We were taught to treat everyone

the same. I'm not easily impressed. Even the rector just goes to the barber, you
know!’ Bart Bronnenberg: ‘When [ was in secondary school, my parents used to tell
me: You're smart, take advantage of that. The path to university is open for your
generation. Seize the opportunity and make the most of it while you're young’

Strength

Many of the interviewees draw strength and motivation from their background.
Robin Vernooij explains, ‘I want to make the point that you can also achieve academic
success if your parents didn’t attend university. This simple farm boy can also

receive a Veni grant [a prestigious early career grant from the DUTCH RESEARCH
COUNCIL]. Durwin Lynch sometimes sees his background as a strength too: ‘Yes,

of course, in my work. And certainly as a pioneer clearing a path for other, future
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first-generation academics. Sometimes it feels like a disadvantage and sometimes
it feels empowering’ Kees van den Bos: ‘It’s a strength, it gives me a kick to achieve
something on my own.” Anja van der Voort, for example, says, ‘In fact, I think it’s
empowered me. No one set an example for me at home, so I had to make my way all
by myself. And that made me strong, because I had to think long and hard about my
choices!

Several interviewees say that they have learned to
persevere, perhaps because of their background,
and that they are proud of this ability. Luc
Brunsveld again: ‘My parents had a small family
business. They didn’t earn a lot but they worked
hard and tried to make something of it. And I think
they appreciate that in me as well” He adds: ‘First-
generation academics may have an advantage

in terms of perseverance. If you've had to do
everything on your own, then you're used to just
going for it and getting things done without help!
Odette Scharenborg: ‘I feel like I got where [ am
mainly because [ work hard, I'm stubborn and I
refuse to give up.

Some interviewees also feel a responsibility to Kees van den Bos

society to ensure that their research is valuable,

comprehensible or relevant to people beyond academia, and believe that their
background makes them uniquely qualified to achieve this. Assistant professor and
clinical epidemiologist Robin Vernooij: ‘I think I'm better equipped to explain why my
research is relevant for clinical practice and how it can be extrapolated to the average
patient. He adds: “..If a researcher can’t explain their work to their grandmother

in language she understands, then they aren’t good researchers.’ Kiki Zanolie feels
similarly empowered by her background: ‘Well, I try to see it as a strength and source
of inspiration, not only for myself but also for youngsters today. I give talks at schools
because it’s important to me to show kids what a researcher is. Many of them still
picture us as men in white lab coats.

Some interviewees also think that first-generation academics are more sensitive

to the diverse backgrounds of the students they teach. Yuri van Hoef: ‘I think first-
generation academics are more mindful of students in their classrooms who come
from diverse backgrounds.’ Renée Vulto agrees: ‘As a first-generation academic and
lecturer, [ have a better feel for when a student needs more help understanding how
things work, and I'm more conscious of words and terms that might require a brief
explanation, for example.
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Some interviewees feel that academia could make better use of the unique

strengths of first-generation academics. For example, Kees van den Bos said the
following: ‘What I notice in my field, Psychology, is how students applying for a
research master’s or research assistantship write, often quite proudly, “I worked

at a supermarket for several years and was the Saturday team leader of the Bakery
section for the final two years of my job”....Their experience might in fact be much
more relevant than being a student assessor at a student association. So we should be
looking much more closely at what this actually says about a person. And listen much
more carefully to what people have to say about themselves’

Mentors and champions

Several interviewees emphasised the importance of both formal and informal
mentoring. The mentors gave them a sense of visibility, preventing them from
blending into the crowd; a sense of recognition, making them feel less alone; and a
sense of authenticity, allowing them to be themselves without having to pretend to
be someone else. Some described their mentor as a parent figure who taught them
things they had not learned at home, such as unwritten rules or how to build a social
network in academia. Sometimes the mentor also became their champion, actively
promoting their career.

Durwin Lynch describes feeling lost in the masses at university: ‘That lasted until
[ started my master’s and had a one-on-one supervisor who opened up her mind
and showed me: “I make mistakes too. [ just laugh about it. [ don’t always know
everything either” That's when I realised: okay, I don’t have to be Albert Einstein!
After that, [ embraced the idea of: just be authentic.

Chaokang Tai says that he got a lot of support from his supervisor: ‘[He] gave me

all sorts of tips about how to navigate the academic world. Like me, he’s a first-
generation academic and second-generation migrant. His family migrated from India
to Canada. So I felt he really understood me.

What also stands out is that interviewees were sometimes encouraged by someone
in their academic environment to pursue a PhD: although they clearly had the
qualities, they had not considered this themselves yet. For Betty de Hart, it was an
assistant professor. ‘He asked me if I wouldn’t like to be a research assistant. I didn’t
have a clue what that meant, but I said “Yes” and looked up what it meant. ...Just two
months later and I knew: This is the job for me. This is what I want to do for the rest
of my life!” She was similarly encouraged to become a professor. ‘But I never thought
of becoming a professor. The idea only entered my mind when people started telling
me [ should go for it. At first I thought “Don’t be ridiculous!” But when more people
started saying it, I thought: either they're crazy, or [ am’
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The interviewees recognise the importance of mentoring for other first-generation
academics. Odette Scharenborg: ‘Don’t be frustrated by what the rest of the world
says or thinks. Seek out people who will encourage you and help you, and who
believe in you. You'll need them, especially if you want to (or need to) swim against
the current’ She is very aware of this in her own teaching. ‘For example with my
graduate students, I can sometimes tell which ones are first generation. They’re often
more reserved than students whose parents have been to university. I make a point
of talking to them about it and reassuring them that they too can be successful. And I
spend more time explaining the whole academic process to them because they simply
aren’t familiar with it Other interviewees take a similar approach. For example, Kees
van den Bos said: ‘First-year lectures start next week. I'll be very careful not to come
off as, well, elitist, which might make some students uncomfortable.” As Marleen
Kamperman explains, ‘For example, I really do understand students who are happy
to scrape by with a passing grade for a required course because they plan to work

in industry after graduating. ...Someone from a university family might not get that.’
Renée Vulto explains: ‘People who haven’t learned the language of academia at home
simply don’t know how to speak it. That means that some potentially very interesting
thinkers and their ideas get lost! Durwin Lynch: ‘...I'm interested in students who
have to fight especially hard, who don’t have the same opportunities and who didn’t
get the same start in life as others. I ask: What happened to you? How did you get
here?

Some interviewees resisted the idea of positive discrimination. Luc Brunsveld
comments: ‘It’s kind of lame to penalise someone because they happen to be a
second-generation academic, isn't it? It's good to help people, but if you favour
first-generation academics, then you disadvantage others. And to me, yes, that’s
discrimination.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

How can we make universities or academia in general more accessible to first-
generation academics? The interviewees had various recommendations that can be
divided into the following categories: (1) make implicit rules explicit; (2) diversify
university boards and committees; (3) encourage mentoring; (4) support grassroots
initiatives, such as mentoring programmes and first-generation funds; (5) showcase
role models; and (6) review recognition and rewards.

These recommendations can only be adopted successfully if the topic of ‘first-
generation academics’ is open to discussion. That is not at all the case at present.
Several interviewees say that the topic rarely if ever comes up with their colleagues
or students. Anja van der Voort, for example, says, ‘It’s just not talked about here. |
occasionally hear a student say, I'm still figuring out how to navigate this. And I once
had a student whose family didn’t encourage studying. But never explicitly: Are you a
first-generation student, and what does that mean for you?” When asked whether the
topic ever comes up at work, Bart Bronnenberg says, ‘No, not at all. And I suspect that
some of my direct colleagues may be first-generation academics. I don’t discuss it
with students or in my teaching either’ By discussing the topic openly, the academic
community as a whole can consider how academia can be made more welcoming to
first-generation academics.

Make implicit rules explicit
The interviewees argue that first-generation academics should be given more
information. Since their parents did not complete a university education, they often

have less prior knowledge about how academia functions. This includes unwritten
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rules—such as understanding university hierarchies, career progression, networking,
the expected language and etiquette at receptions, social gatherings, and other
informal events. Robin Vernooij explains, ‘There’s a checklist of implicit rules that
isn't publicly available but everyone knows and follows behind the scenes.’ There are
also formal procedures that academics need to know about, however: what it means
to receive a PhD, how to get accepted into a PhD programme, how to find a job once
you have obtained a PhD, how to apply for a grant, and how to advance your career

to a professorship. As Renée Vulto says, ‘1 was well into my master’s programme
before I learned that I could get a PhD and how to go about it. Providing students and
early-career academics information can help avoid such problems. Some universities,
like the University of Amsterdam, have set up information programmes for first-
generation students. Expanding such programs to include university staff could be a
worthwhile step forward.

One of the downsides of this approach, however, is that the first-generation
academics—rather than the academic system—are made to feel responsible. That

is why people in positions of authority—managers, department heads, deans and
rectors—need to work on making structural changes to the academic system.
Because many first-generation academics perceive the academic world as elitist, it
is important to de-elitise this environment by removing trivial requirements (such
as certain dress codes and language conventions) and seeking closer alignment with
the rest of society, such as in projects involving children. Odette Scharenborg: ‘There
are events organised at secondary schools and primary schools—like “Meet the
Professor”—but I think they only happen in university towns. There’s nothing like
that for pupils in rural villages, like the place I come from.

Diversify university boards and committees

In academia, power is vested in university boards and committees. Some
interviewees feel that the prevailing uniformity in the make-up of such boards

and committees may perpetuate or reinforce unwanted forms of inequality. Robin
Vernooij writes that transparency and diversity can only be attained if we diversify
committees: ‘As long as you have only old white men taking the decisions—because
that’s who you see on these appointment committees—we’ll never become
transparent.’ It is crucial to consider not only gender and migration background
when selecting board and committee members, but also less visible forms of
diversity, including first-generation status. To capture this diversity, candidate
committee members can be asked to report these aspects of their identity voluntarily.
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Encourage mentoring

The interviewees said that they benefited greatly from both formal mentoring (by
teachers or mentors) and informal mentoring (by staff members who were not their
formal advisors). That is why they feel universities should explicitly address first-
generation students and academics in their staff training, for example the University
Teaching Qualification (BK0) programme, and in courses for PhD supervisors. Such
programmes and courses should consider not only the circumstances in which
first-generation students and academics are most likely to flourish, but also three
prerequisites cited by the interviewees. First, teachers and advisors should convey
high expectations. Unfortunately, first-generation students and academics are often
told that their success has come as a surprise (‘Good for you for making something
of yourself’) or that they should be satisfied with what they’ve achieved (‘Don’t

you think that’s enough?’). Second, lecturers and supervisors need to realise that

it is unacceptable to discriminate, either explicitly or implicitly, on the basis of
social background (for example a snide remark about the work someone’s father
does). Third, there must be more sensitivity to intersectionality. According to Hilde
De Weerdyt, ‘If you're from abroad, and you’re a woman, and perhaps also have a
different ethnic background, then you've got multiple hurdles to overcome.

Universities should also scrutinise their own Teaching and Examination Regulations
(oER). Durwin Lynch: ‘Institutions like universities should acknowledge that not
everyone has the same opportunities upon entry. Utrecht University is very strict, for
example. You'll never get more than a six out of ten on a resit. VU Amsterdam allows
students to resit exams as often as they like, and the highest mark counts. There are
counterarguments for the latter approach, and I'm aware of them, but think about

it from first-generation students’ perspective: not everyone can perform perfectly
on day one. Relaxing the rules governing resits would give first-generation students
more time to show what they are capable of. The argument is not to lower standards
but to have appropriate standards, by abolishing trivial rules (such as a maximum
score of six for a resit) that limit diversity and inclusion.

Career diversity is another point that should be considered. Anja van der Voort,

for example, did not enrol in university until age 32. She only discovered a passion
for research later in life. “That’s because I owned my own gym and then became a
manager at another gym. I loved my work, but it wasn’t challenging. At the time, I
didn’t really know what research involved. It is important for selection committees
to appreciate the value of unconventional career paths like Anja’s because they equip
first-generation academics with unique talents and skills.
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Support grassroots initiatives

Structural change takes a long time. Staff members can take the first step by

starting up their own grassroots initiatives, like mentoring programmes that match
first-generation students or first-generation early-career academics to senior
first-generation academics. Several interviewees said that other first-generation
academics gave them a lot of support, and not only by offering practical tips but also
by making them feel seen. Another example would be first-generation funds, such

as the fund set up at Utrecht University, which are meant to support first-generation
students and first-generation early-career academics. For example, they offer small
grants for the purchase of laptops or study books, and they connect participants with
other first-generation students or scientists.

Showcase role models

The interviewees indicate that they did not always have a role model. They often

did not know anyone in their own family who had ever taken the same path. We
hope this report inspires first-generation early-career academics, as the interviews
showcase the diverse paths that other first-generation scientists have taken.
Universities could do more to showcase these role models, for example by informing
children from primary school age onward. Or, as Kiki Zanolie says, ‘The point is to
start planting those seeds very early on in life. And that means educating pupils

at school’ Consider initiatives like Meet the Professor, where professors in gowns
visit primary schools to talk about their work. We would suggest school visits by a
more diverse group of academics (not only professors but also PhD students and
other early-career academics) and recommend omitting the academic dress so that
children—especially those who do not have university-educated parents—can more
easily identify with them (Van den Beukel, 2024). Another possibility would be to
invest in initiatives like Lil’Scientist, a citizen science project in which children from
underprivileged backgrounds do research as real scientists and develop a more
inclusive image of science and scientists as a result (Brummelman, 2022).

Review recognition and rewards

First-generation academics draw strength from their background. Perhaps partly

for this reason, they resist the victimhood associated with the term ‘first-generation
academic’ Robin Vernooij explains, ‘1 don’t want to play the victim, because I believe I
also gain strength from my background.
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The interviews make clear that first-generation academics possess unique skills

and outlooks. The interviewees describe how their background spurred them to
develop a sense of curiosity, humility and perseverance, as well as to their desire to
listen to society and their ability to make their research accessible and useful to the
community. But there’s a risk here as well, says Hilde De Weerdt: ‘I want to ensure
that first-generation academics find mentors and allies in their community as quickly
as possible. It can be a strength, but we need to be careful with that. We shouldn’t
create a mythical narrative around first-generation academics implying that their
background is a positive experience pushing them to great heights.

Unfortunately, the academic system tends not to recognise or value many of the
unique skills and outlooks of first-generation academics. In fact, it sometimes
penalises them. For instance, several interviewees described lacking that healthy
sense of entitlement that would have allowed them to pitch their research to a DuTCcH
RESEARCH COUNCIL grant committee or to ask their supervisor for a promotion. Luc
Brunsveld is critical of the Recognition and Rewards programme in that respect: ‘You
get a situation where it’s all about the narrative. I think that’s quite a challenge for
first-generation academics, especially for economically disadvantaged groups. You
are expected to present a compelling story, but that’s not something first-generation
academics learn at home’

It is important that the skills of first-generation academics are recognised and
rewarded, not only by universities but also by the award committees of academic
funding bodies, such as the DUTCH RESEARCH COUNCIL (Nwo0) and the Netherlands
Organisation for Health Research and Development (ZonMw). By placing strong
emphasis on the researcher’s narrative and a brief interview where the scientist
must pitch their project, grant selection procedures put first-generation academics
at a disadvantage. The potential of first-generation scientists can be better utilised
by reducing the focus on self-promotion. Instead, there should be greater emphasis
on their unique skills and the societal impact of their work, such as bridging the
gap between science and society. Academic funding bodies—including Nwo and
ZonMw—can respond to this by piloting and testing policy changes with ‘research on
research’.
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RESEARCH CONTEXT

Our research marks the first step towards documenting the experience of first-
generation academics. Our findings must be interpreted in the light of two
limitations. First, we conducted a qualitative study—the standard method of
capturing subjective experiences. We did not quantify these experiences and
therefore cannot determine how common they are among all first-generation
academics in the Netherlands. Second, we have not compared first-generation
academics with a control group of non-first-generation academics. That means that
we cannot say with certainty whether the experiences they described are unique to
this group.

We hope to see a large-scale quantitative study comparing the careers and
experiences of first-generation academics with those of their non-first-generation
peers using representative samples. How do the careers of the two groups differ
(such as in terms of promotions, publications, grant awards)? What about their well-
being? What interventions or policy or system-level changes can be implemented to
increase the representation and success rate of first-generation academics? Research
of this kind will require cooperation between university boards, Dutch academic
funding bodies and the Dutch academic community. As the interviews have shown,

it is absolutely worthwhile to invest in such research so that we can nurture first-
generation academics and their unique talents and outlooks.
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CONCLUSIONS

Our purpose at the outset of this study was to document the subjective experiences
of first-generation academics in the Netherlands. During the project, we were told—
by both the interviewees and other first-generation academics who contacted us—
that they were delighted we were conducting this research. The topic also generated
a buzz in The Young Academy: First-generation academics found recognition in each
other, the theme became a topic of discussion within the entire group, and aspects of
the academic system that were previously taken for granted were critically examined.
Our study sheds light on a group of academics that has long been invisible. We are
grateful to all interviewees for their willingness to talk about a topic that many
experience as deeply personal and emotional.

The interviews show that first-generation academics are a diverse group—perhaps
even more diverse than academics who are not first-generation. Some identify as
first-generation academics, while others prefer not to use this label. The path to

an academic career was unconventional and difficult for some of the interviewees;
from an early age, they often found that others underestimated their talents and
abilities. Many of them confess feeling insecure about their academic talents and
abilities, despite their resounding academic successes. They have trouble selling
themselves and their ideas to grant award committees in our hyper-competitive
academic system. And yet they say they derive strength and inspiration from their
background: it has taught them to keep an open mind and to persevere, and has given
them a talent for building bridges between academia and society. Interviewees also
report that first-generation academics have a harder time in disciplines in which they
are expected to adhere to unwritten rules about language use and etiquette, such as
the social sciences and humanities. They agree about the importance of providing
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information, mentoring, and developing a culture that embraces the unique strengths
of first-generation academics. They describe a number of measures and interventions
that universities and academic funding bodies can implement to make academia
more accessible to first-generation academics.

We hope that Dutch universities and funding bodies and the academic community in
the Netherlands as a whole will join forces to better meet the needs and acknowledge
the experiences of first-generation academics so that they can enjoy the same
opportunities as their peers and achieve their full potential.
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