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A conversation about PhD supervision and the
number of PhD candidates per supervisor
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The problem

Supervising PhD candidates is an important part of
the job description for postdocs, assistant professors,
associate professors, and full professors (although there
is often no formal recognition of postdocs’ supervisory
role). The quality of their supervision is crucial to
the academic growth, future, and well-being of PhD
candidates, and therefore to the quality of academia.

We have noticed that some academics supervise more
PhD candidates than seems reasonable. To illustrate
this, we analysed data from Utrecht University and
Eindhoven University of Technology. In the past ten
years, more than 5% of PhD candidates at Utrecht
University had to share one of their supervisors with
more than nine other PhD candidates at some point

during their programme. At Eindhoven University of
Technology, the number was more than 30%. These
figures likely underestimate the actual numbers: they
assume a PhD completion time of four years and only
include PhD candidates employed by the university who
actually completed their PhD programme.

In fact, an earlier survey at Eindhoven University of
Technology revealed that more than 20% of PhD
candidates received no supervision at all at a certain
point during their programme (Kis et al. 2022). In
addition, research by the network of Dutch PhD
candidates, Promovendi Netwerk Nederland (PNN),
shows that more than 20% of PhD candidates spoke to
their ‘daily’ supervisor no more than once a month, even
though the latter play a crucial role in monitoring the
candidate’s progress, offering guidance on the subject
matter, and supporting their research. And in 40% of
cases, PhD candidates met with their supervisor less
than once a month (Mattijssen et al. 2020).

What are the consequences?

1. PhD candidates do not get the supervision they
deserve
The less time a supervisor' has for a PhD candidate,
the more difficult it is for them to provide proper
supervision. Research shows that PhD candidates are

1 By supervisor, we mean anyone, whether a postdoctoral researcher,
assistant professor, associate professor, full professor, senior researcher, or
other academic staff member, who is an official or de facto member of the

supervisory team.

happier when they meet with their supervisor for at
least an hour every week (Nordling, 2025). Many of
the duties that accompany supervision, for example
reading the PhD candidate’s work, fall outside this
hour. There are examples of supervisors who are
able to deliver good quality supervision to several
PhD candidates simultaneously. The more candidates
someone supervises at the same time, however, the
more challenging it becomes to maintain this level of
quality. While the other supervisors may have more
time to spare, quality supervision requires input from
the entire supervisory team. It is contrary to the
four-eyes principle for one of the supervisors not to
be actively involved.

. PhD supervisors have a heavy workload

Academics have busy schedules. In addition to
supervising PhD candidates, they also supervise
students and postdocs, teach, carry out management
tasks, and undertake outreach activities. The more
PhD candidates they supervise, the less time they
have available to spend on their other core duties.
This leads to an unreasonable workload. Research
shows that academics at Dutch universities habitually
work overtime (Strategy&, 2021). In a sense, we are
all profkippen, perhaps not when it comes to the
number of PhD candidates we supervise,but certainly
in terms of the number of tasks we undertake —
and this inevitably puts pressure on PhD supervision.
PhD candidates are often supervised by a team, but
if one supervisor is consistently less involved or
available, an additional burden falls on the shoulders
of another supervisor.
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3. Young academics have fewer opportunities
The profkippen

opportunities other academics have to work with

more there are, the fewer
PhD candidates on developing their ideas. Young
academics in particular bear the brunt.This situation
is detrimental to the diversity of ideas in academia,
under-utilises available expertise, and consequently

harms academia as a whole.

Why does Dutch academia have
profkippen?

In the Dutch science system, grants are used primarily
to hire PhD candidates. The more funding someone
is awarded, the more PhD candidates they can hire
and supervise. This perpetuates a vicious cycle of
inequality. For example, when a young researcher
narrowly succeeds in securing a Veni grant from the
Dutch Research Council, the quality of their research
proposal is virtually indistinguishable from that of
other researchers who just missed out on the grant.
Nevertheless, the Veni recipient will be 2.5 times more
likely to also receive a Vidi grant later (Bol et al. 2018).
And this trend continues as academics make their way
up the career ladder. As a result, a small proportion of
academics receive more and more funding, which they
use to appoint PhD candidates.

In addition, many assistant and associate professors
do not have the right to confer the degree of ‘doctor’,
known as the ius promovendi, even if they have been
awarded the necessary funding based on their own

research proposal.Yet they are in fact eligible to do so
by law and, in reality, often bear the same or even more

responsibilities within the context of a PhD programme
than full professors who are entitled to confer PhDs.
Since the launch of the Everyone Professor! campaign,

the right to confer doctorates has been extended, but
the truth is that many assistant and associate professors
do not yet have this right. If such individuals wish to
supervise a PhD candidate, they often need to ask a
professor to act as the main supervisor, which may
inadvertently turn the latter into a profkip.

What'’s our suggestion? A limes
promovendi!

A reasonable cap on the number of PhD candidates
being supervised by one individual simultaneously

1. Advantages for individual academics and their
group
We believe that a limes promovendi — a cap on the
number of PhD candidates supervised by one person
— will have various advantages for individuals: PhD
candidates will received better supervision, PhD
supervisors will have a lighter workload, and more
young academics will have the opportunity to
supervise PhD candidates. Research also shows that
several small teams working together often perform
better than one larger team (Cook et al. 2015;
Woolston, 2015).

2. Advantages for academia as a whole

A limes promovendi will promote a healthy research
culture. A fairer distribution of supervisory duties
will clear the way for input by a larger number
of supervisors. This will help make academia a
‘marketplace of ideas’ — a place where a variety of
different researchers can bring a variety of different
ideas to fruition and join forces to contribute to better
research results. A fairer distribution of supervisory
duties will also lead to more equal opportunities in
academia.
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Start the conversation!

We would like to start a conversation with PhD
candidates, assistant professors, associate professors,
full professors, profkippen, research funding bodies,
university administrators,and HR departments at Dutch
universities about:

e Limes promovendi: what are the advantages, disad-
vantages, and practical implications of putting a cap
on the number of PhD candidates that someone
may supervise! What are the alternatives!

*  Quality of PhD supervision: how do we safeguard
the quality of PhD supervision, for example by
recognising it as a core duty and setting aside time
for it, in the same way that time is reserved for
research and teaching?

*  Evaluating the quality of PhD supervision, for exam-
ple using 360-degree feedback.

*  The system: how do we prevent the funding sys-
tem from exacerbating inequality, with too many
PhD candidates ending up with the same super-
visor! Can we amend the funding system so that
grants are no longer used primarily to appoint PhD
candidates, but also to help postdocs and assistant,
associate, and full professors to do their work more
effectively? Examples would include appointing
more senior staff and requesting supervision time.

* Other ways of improving PhD supervision and
equal opportunities.
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