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SUMMARY

Introduction

How are Dutch academics doing in terms of their mental health? This question
served as the starting point for the Academy Thermometer, the first nationwide
survey to examine the mental health of academics working at universities and
research institutes in the Netherlands, with a particular focus on the impact of
working conditions and social safety, but also positive factors.

Approach

Almost 2,000 academics, ranging from PhD students to full professors, completed

a detailed, anonymised questionnaire consisting of validated scales for measuring
depression, anxiety, stress, happiness at work and job satisfaction. These were the
primary outcome measures. Questions concerning working conditions and social
circumstances served as secondary outcome measures, allowing us to investigate
their association with mental health and to answer our primary research questions,
which concerned the relationship between age, contract type, academic position,
social safety and overall happiness at work and the mental health of academics. We
were able to compare a number of outcomes (depression, stress) with available
data from the general Dutch population. In addition, the data permitted a more
in-depth examination of secondary research questions concerning associations
with factors such as minority stress, country of origin, and pressure to publish.
Finally, we used open-ended questions to investigate which factors make academics
happy and where they see room for improvement within the academic world. We
registered these primary and secondary research questions in advance with the Open
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Science Framework. Our analysis of the validated questionnaires included statistical
adjustments for age, gender and job profile, as these factors could influence the
outcomes. Where this summary refers to a relationship or difference, we mean a
statistically significant one.

Main outcomes

Depression

On average, the respondents reported mild symptoms of depression, such as
persistent gloominess or insomnia. Depression was moderate to severe in 25% of
the respondents. This means that they reported symptoms similar to those reported
by people with moderate to severe depression, but does not necessarily mean

that they also meet all the criteria for a clinical diagnosis of depression. Female
respondents did not report more symptoms of depression than their male colleagues.
Participating full and associate professors reported fewer symptoms of depression
than assistant professors. No difference was found between PhD students, postdocs
and assistant professors. The scores on this questionnaire were slightly higher than
the scores for the general population.

Anxiety

On average, the respondents reported mild symptoms of anxiety, such as worrying
and nervousness. Almost a quarter of the respondents (24%) reported moderate

to severe levels of anxiety (which does not mean that they meet all the criteria for a
clinical diagnosis of anxiety). On average, female academics reported more symptoms
of anxiety than their male colleagues. There were no clear differences between job
profiles.

Stress

The respondents reported moderate symptoms of stress, such as feeling tense, being
easily irritated or feeling a loss of control. Of our respondents, 61% (almost two-
thirds) reported moderate and 11% reported high levels of stress. As with anxiety,
female academics reported more symptoms of stress than their male colleagues.
While depression and anxiety were found to be unrelated to age, younger academics
reported more stress-related symptoms than older ones (quadratic relationship).
Participating full professors reported fewer symptoms of stress than assistant
professors. No difference was found between PhD students, postdocs, assistant
professors and associate professors. The scores on this questionnaire were slightly
higher than the scores for the general population.

Happiness at work and job satisfaction
The respondents reported average levels of happiness at work and job satisfaction,

with no differences between men and women. Those in ‘senior’ academic positions
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reported higher levels of happiness at work and job satisfaction. Younger academics
reported lower levels of happiness at work and job satisfaction than their older
counterparts.

Social safety and temporary contracts

Alower perceived sense of social safety was associated with more psychological
issues (depression, anxiety and stress).! In addition, academics who reported
having experienced inappropriate behaviour in academia scored higher on all
questionnaires measuring depression, anxiety and stress.

Participating assistant professors and postdocs on a temporary contract reported
more symptoms of depression than those on a permanent contract. The temporary
nature of the contract was not associated with symptoms of anxiety and stress.

Other outcomes

Possible sources of mental health issues

e Country of origin: respondents who grew up outside the Netherlands consistently
reported more mental health issues and lower levels of happiness at work and job
satisfaction.

e Pressure to publish: a high level of perceived pressure to publish (particularly
among PhD students, postdocs and assistant professors) was associated with
higher levels of depression, anxiety and stress, and with lower levels of job
satisfaction and happiness at work.

e Minority stress: respondents who identified as belonging to a minority group and
who experienced stress as a result had more symptoms of depression, anxiety and
stress, and were less happy at work.

e Overtime: 43% of the respondents consistently work more than six hours a
week overtime, and nearly 20% work more than 10 hours. Fifty-six per cent
feel pressured to work beyond their regular working hours. The more overtime
worked, the higher the reported levels of depression, stress and other mental
health issues.

Sources of happiness

The majority of respondents appear to find their work meaningful and inspiring:
87.5% still find the subject of their research extremely interesting, 66.6% regard
their research as their passion, and 53.9% consider working in academia to be ‘the
most wonderful job in the world’. Research, learning and intellectual challenges,
teamwork and contributing to society are the factors most frequently cited as sources
of happiness at work.

1 The study’s methodological design meant that a third of the participating academics com-
pleted the questionnaire on social safety.
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Our exploratory analyses have revealed further evidence of potential protective
factors:

e A greater sense of control and mastery over one’s life was associated with lower
levels of depression, anxiety and stress.

e A strong social support network (more close friends and relatives outside the
immediate family) was associated with lower levels of depression, anxiety and
stress.

e Having young children at home was associated with lower levels of depression
and anxiety and a greater sense of well-being.

Remarks

The Academy Thermometer survey shows that the mental health of the participating
Dutch academics is at risk, but also that most academics feel generally positive about
their work. Compared to the general Dutch population, the respondents had higher
than average scores on questionnaires examining depression and stress, despite their
being deeply committed to a career in academia, reporting high levels of happiness
at work, and perceiving their work as meaningful. This suggests a mixed picture:
academia is an intellectually stimulating and rewarding working environment, but
structural factors - such as the job hierarchy, temporary contracts, lack of social
safety, issues relating to inclusion, or long hours of overtime - can affect researchers’
well-being. At the same time, we see that a sense of control, having a strong support
network or having children at home are potential protective factors.

Our findings support the view that early-career academics are particularly
vulnerable: PhD students, postdocs and assistant professors reported more mental
health issues than their senior colleagues. The fact that the participating full
professors reported slightly fewer symptoms on average may be related to their
greater job security, autonomy and experience. However, we could not investigate
these causal explanations in this study, because the study design only allowed us to
compare people at a single point in time and did not allow us to examine how factors
within an individual may develop over time.

Our findings provide a ‘baseline temperature’ for mental health in the Dutch
academic community and suggest areas for improvement at both the individual and
systemic levels, with a view to creating a healthier working environment in which
academics can make the most of their most important tool: their brain.
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Recommendations

Based on our outcomes, we have drafted six policy recommendations stemming
directly from our research and informed by the clinical and other expertise of various
authors of this report.

1. Extend the concern for the mental health of PhD students to postdocs
and assistant professors

Our research shows that PhD students, postdocs and assistant professors have
poorer mental health than associate and full professors. Fortunately, the past 10
years have seen growing concern for the mental health of PhD students and the
circumstances in which they write their theses. We recommend extending the
measures that have helped to improve the situation for PhD students to include
postdocs and assistant professors.

2. Create more stable positions and career paths

The outcomes suggest that long-term uncertainty (resulting from temporary
contracts) in the early stages of a career is associated with reduced well-being,
particularly among postdocs and assistant professors. Relevant starting points
are therefore to provide greater transparency regarding career prospects and
expectations and to be clearer at an earlier stage about career advancement
opportunities.

3. Improve the research culture

Mental health issues are related to a performance-driven culture involving long
hours, a heavy workload, pressure to publish and a lack of social safety. At the
individual level, it would therefore be beneficial to clarify, at an early stage, what the
expectations are regarding the scope of duties, performance and workload standards.
At the institutional level, we recommend systematic reflection by offering peer and
other forms of mentoring to early-career researchers, peer-to-peer coaching and
onboarding programmes for postdocs and assistant professors, especially those

from abroad. These measures can help foster a sense of control and mastery in
individuals, which in turn promotes good mental health. Conversations such as these,
which encourage reflection, can also improve perceived social safety. After all, clearly
defined codes of conduct, transparent standards regarding overtime, well-trained
leadership, confidential counsellors and peer support to promote social safety can

all help to improve the research culture. This can be aligned with the Recognition &
Rewards programme by further tailoring the recently developed career profiles to
the research culture and ensuring that this is reflected in performance reviews and
promotion discussions.
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4. Encourage social interaction and adequate rest and recovery

For our respondents, a stronger social support network is associated with fewer
mental health issues. Particularly vulnerable may be academics who did not grow

up in the Netherlands and researchers in temporary positions. Academia is an
environment in which the work is never ‘finished’; this makes leisure time all the
more important. Institutions can help by actively encouraging social activities and
explicitly recognising the importance of leisure time within the working culture, with
particular reference to PhD students, postdocs, assistant professors and international
academic staff.

5. Seek out positive sources within academia

Intellectual challenges, creativity, curiosity, passion, teamwork and making a
contribution to society are the main sources of happiness at work. Appraisal and
annual reviews should explicitly address these sources. Institutions should go
beyond simply asking ‘What would you like to do more of?" and also ask ‘What can
you let go of 7’ and ‘What would you like to do less of next year?’. The above factors
should also be recognised structurally at national level as part of the Recognition &
Rewards programme.

6. Continue to invest in strong academic leadership

We believe that academic leadership has a vital role to play in implementing the
above recommendations. It is no coincidence that 25% of respondents say that
academic leadership could be improved. Leaders play a crucial role in carrying
the above points forward to the workplace and implementing them effectively,
for example by explicitly raising and discussing the scope of duties, performance
expectations or well-being. We regard the reward of good leadership in the
Recognition & Rewards programme as a key pillar for promoting mental health.

Critical reflections on the Academy Thermometer survey
outcomes

A major limitation of our study’s current design - which involves comparing
individuals (for example, someone who works as an assistant professor with
someone who works as a full professor) - is that it does not allow us to investigate
causal relationships (for example, whether promotion to a more senior position also
results in lower levels of depression in an individual). We cannot therefore conclude
that factors associated with mental health also cause mental health problems. In
other words, there may by other factors that explain the association. For example,
survivor bias may play a role in promotions to more senior positions, as those who
experience more mental health issues are more likely to depart (whether or not
voluntarily). As a result, our respondents did not include individuals who had left
academia for mental health-related reasons.
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Conclusion

A healthy academic environment is one in which quality and mental well-being go
hand in hand. To summarise our findings, job insecurity, chronic overtime and a
lack of social safety appear to be the areas most in need of improvement. Measures
likely to improve mental health and increase happiness at work, then, are to reduce
pressure, provide more job security, make better working hours arrangements

and ensure a healthy work-life balance. To get to this point, however, we must
redefine ‘success’. Rather than speed or number of publications, it should be based
on scholarly rigour, teamwork, curiosity and social relevance. The knowledge and
grassroots support are there; now is the time to work together to bring about this
change.

NB: The study was conducted by The Young Academy and is registered with the Open
Science Framework (OSF; osf.io/5vn3q).
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