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In several national and international studies was found that over 40% of
PhD candidates experience severe stress, while this is only 15% among non-
PhD peers. What I find quite remarkable, is that this topic is rarely discussed
among PhD candidates, but also among (co)promotors. These severe stress
levels make PhD candidates prone to burn-outs and other long lasting
complaints. 
 
Statements like 'that's just part of the deal' and 'we all feel stressed
sometimes, and we just go on' are often made. In my opinion, this only
contributes to making it even harder to talk about this important issue. As a
PhD candidate, you can feel like your research is controlling you, instead of
the other way around. Sounds familiar? 
 
It is my mission to change this, so you can discover that you can re-gain
control over your research, and your life too. Long lasting severe stress is
not normal, it decreases your performance and efficiency, and it may even
lead to (temporarily) not being able to work at all. Obviously, that is the last
thing you need during your PhD research. 
 
During my PhD research, I have also experienced this, and already back
then it surprised me that universities do not pay more attention to how to
handle the harsh environment that the world of science can be sometimes.
During the last couple of years, I have gained many insights, of which I
thought: how great would it have been, if I would have known this during
my PhD research! I really like to share this with you, so you can make use of
these insights during your PhD research, and you do not have to re-invent
the wheel yourself. 
 
Awesome that you have downloaded this e-book! It is my aim to stimulate
you to think about how you are dealing with the challenges posed by your
PhD research, and inspire you to take back control over your research. 
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1.Focus on what you want instead of on what you don't want

What many people do, is focussing on what you do not want to happen. For
example: I hope this experiment will not fail again. You may have heard this
phrase: pessimists are right more often than optimists. It becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy that the one thing you do not want to happen is exactly
what happens. 
 
Do you recognise the feeling when you are cycling and you are a bit too close
to the edge of the road, and  think: I should really make sure that I do not
cycle off the edge of this road. And what happens: there you go, you cycle
over the edge. Now imagine that this principle is applicable to your research
too. 
 
By focussing on your experiments, analyses or manuscript not leading to the
results you would like to get, you actually set everything up for it to fail and
indeed not lead to these results. So when you think: this experiment will
probably fail, you are actually sabotaging your own work, and you are
preventing yourself from getting the results you actually desire. 
 
Luckily,  it works exactly the same the other way around: when you focus on
what you do want to achieve, you set everything up to actually achieve this. So
formulate your goals always in a positive manner, whether you are drafting
hypotheses for your research, submitting an abstract for a conference to be
selected for a presentation, or submitting an article for publication. 
 
For example: 'I will publish my article in a highly relevant scientific journal in
my field', instead of 'my article wil probably be rejected again'. It is a change in
mindset, and it is mainly a matter of practice. So go ahead, start practicing
and create your own research! 
 



It is a very common thing to do: comparing yourself to your fellow PhD
candidates. Stop doing that immediately! Every project is different, and it
doesn't help you in any way if you keep telling yourself that you are worse
than A, and better than B. Even when you consider PhD candidates in the
same research group, their projects are not the same as yours. It is not
mentioned that often, but every project has it's own challenges. In the project
of A, also problems occur, and B has successes too. But both should not
devaluate your project in any way. 
 
Peer support can be a very nice thing, because you can relate to each other.
But in many cases, it leads to an opposite effect: you assess yourself and your
results along those of others. 'If this experiment fails again, I will be worse
than Y'; 'If Z can do this, than I have to be able to do it too, otherwise I will be
a total failure'. These thoughts do not serve you. In fact, you are sabotaging
yourself. As also stated under nr. 1: you focus on what you do not want, and
thereby you make that actually happen. You are a reflection of the people you
surround yourself with. So use this to your advantage, and surround yourself
with positive and optimistic people, both in your research as well as in your
private life. This will make you more positive and optimistic, and it will elevate
you both as a person and as a researcher to a higher level. Distantiate
yourself from negative people, as they will drag you down, and will certainy
not contribute to improving your research. 

It can be challenging along the course of your PhD research to see how an
individual experiment or analysis fits in the bigger picture. Clarify how the
things that you do now will eventually fit in your thesis. This ensures that you
keep focussing on your ultimate goal: successfully completing your PhD. In
case you loose sight of this, you risk loosing yourself in details. This could lead
to loosing the coherence between different experiments or analyses, which
will make it more difficult to fit all your work into a coherent thesis. In turn,
this can cause you to need more time to finalise your research, and time is
not always at hand. 
 
Obviously, you need the guidance of your (co)promotors in this. In case this
does not come automatically, I strongly recommend to specifically ask for this
guidance. This gives you the opportunity to share your vision,  your ideas on
how everything will fit together, and what potential next steps could be.
Hereby you demonstrate that you are capable of seeing the bigger picture,
and that you are truly working towards the goal of completing your PhD.

2.   Stop comparing yourself to others

3. Make sure you see the bigger picture



Along the course of your PhD research, pressure can increase quite a bit. This
can for example be due to failed experiments or analyses that need to be
repeated, different outcomes than expected, the obligation to publish or time
running out. One could easily imagine dozens of other stress factors. It is not
a problem to work hard during your PhD research, but working too hard can
cause big problems. What the difference is between working hard and
working too hard is very personal; this can be related to both time spent on
research and the amount of effort made. 
 
Make sure that you notice it when the pressure rises above acceptable levels
for you, and clearly indicate your boundaries. I can hear you thinking: 'that's a
nice statement, but this will cause delay in my research' or 'my (co)promotor
thinks this is nonsense'. Let me tell you this: if you keep on struggling untill
you burn out, it will cause substantially more delay. And realise that it is also
highly beneficial for your (co)promotor to prevent you from burning out. 
 
It is in the best interest of you and your (co)promotor to timely indicate your
limits. This will enable you to make appropriate arrangements and
agreements from a positive attitude: what is possible, which goals would we
like to achieve? In case you find yourself in the challenging situation that it is
almost impossible to discuss this with your (co)promotor, I recommend you
contact the confidentiality counselor of your institution (or schedule a
coaching appointment with me). 

4. Guard your limits

5. Make choices and accept the consequences

On many occasions during your PhD research, you have to make choices.
These can be on big issues as 'to which journal should we submit this article?',
and also smaller matters like 'shall I start this experiment this week or next
week?'. One thing that holds true for every single choice you make, is that it
has consequences. 
 
Sometimes it can feel as if the consequences are happening to you, rather
than you being in charge of them; 'why does this always happen to me?', while
they are actually logically following form the choices you made yourself. If you
look at it this way, it will feel less 'happening to you', and more like something
you can control. If I make choice A, the consequence is B. I am aware of that,
and I keep that into account. This can also be applied on external factors. You
cannot change the external factors, but you have a choice in how you deal
with it. 



Often you will have to decide when you will perform specific tasks. Make sure
that you clearly prioritise, and communicate on this towards your
(co)promotor. It is very common that (co)promotors come with new ideas,
and expect you to start working on them right away, while you already have a
long list of other matters you are working on. This means you have to
prioritise; you simply cannot do all these things at the same time. 
 
Make a prioritised list of all of your tasks, and indicate which tasks you
currently have and in what order you plan to perform them. If you like, you
can also add how much time each task will take to complete. Subsequently,
discuss this with your (co)promotors. 
 
This will provide them with insight in all tasks on your list, and it gives you the
opportunity to explain 'you would like me to do task A now, the consequence
is that it will take longer before I can complete tasks B and C. If you think that
task B should have higher priority, that is also fine, but the consequence then
is that my first opportunity to work on A will be in two weeks'. Your
(co)promotors now know what to expect from you, and you have a specific
list of your tasks that you can use right away. Obviously, it is a fluent list; you
can adapt and rediscuss it whenever you feel the need for this. 

For each PhD candidate, the ultimate goal is in principle the same: the
successful completion and defence of your thesis. Since you are working on a
multitude of experiments, tasks and analyses, you can sometimes loose sight
of this. I highly recommend you to regularly remind yourself of this ultimate
goal. 
 
A nice way to do this, is to visualise it. How would you feel when your final
publication is submitted? How would you feel when you have completed
writing the discussion of your thesis? How would you feel when you finally
hold the printed version of your thesis? And how about your thesis defence;
how would you feel when you hear 'hora est'? 
 
Allow yourself to fully experience and embrace these feelings, this helps you
to see the bigger picture, to conquer set-backs and to eventually reach your
goal. Keep your eyes on the prize! 
 

6. Prioritise

7.   Envision your ultimate goal



While  doing your research, the temptation to distract yourself can be
substantial. This can for example be due to incoming e-mails popping up on
your computer, or your smart phone beeping or flashing when messages
come in. When you are aiming to complete tasks, such as wriring an article or
designing an experiment, this is absolutely killing for your focus and
efficiency. 
 
Any occassion that you allow yourself to be distracted literally decreases your
available IQ (Mark Tigchelaar, book 'Focus aan/uit', 2019, not yet available in
English). So simple distractions like 'just checking what is posted in the group
app' in fact leads to lesser results, or at least in more time required to
complete your tasks. And that is the last thing you want, right? So make sure
that you do not allow yourself to be distracted; shut down your e-mail
software, set your smart phone at flight or night mode (and place it out of
sight..), and allow yourself to truly focus on your tasks. 
 
On average it takes 10 minutes to come into flow state, so allow yourself this
time, and make use of your true focus to write that article, design that
experiment, or complete whatever task. Everytime you get distracted, it will
again take you another 10 minutes to come back into flow state, and as
mentioned, the available IQ decreases strongly. 
 

A very common culture in the scientific community is that it is normal to make
(very) long working days, often extending to the weekend. It is a persevering
myth that these long working hours lead to more or better results. In fact, the
opposite was proven: in multiple studies was found that longer working hours
and/or weeks lead to decreased producitivity (amongst others Virtanen et al,
Am J Epid 2004). You may think you do more, but your efficiency and quality
are in fact decreasing.  
 
Especially in life sciences it can occur that it cannot be avoided to work in the
evening or during the weekend for your experiments. That does not
necessarily have to be a problem, as long as you do not just simply add this to
your normal working hours. Allow yourself to rest on another day or part of a
day. And keep point 2 from this book in mind: do not compare yourself to
your colleagues. You are not better, nicer or smarter when you work more
hours. I actually dare to state that the opposite is true. 

8.   Make sure you truly focus

9.   Longer working hours do not lead to more or better results



No one but yourself knows more about your research, you simply are the
expert! Consider yourself as such too. The general vision in the scientific
community is that PhD candidates are seen as rookies, and even in the years
after completing a PhD, researchers are considered 'juniors' for quite some
time. In the non-academic world it is seen very differently. With a couple of
years of working experience, one can already be seen as expert on a specific
topic or matter. When you think about it, it is quite strange that this is
different in the scientific community. 
 
But it is really true: you are the person who literally knows everything about
your research; you know exactly what to do to answer your research
questions and which techniques, analyses and/or tools you need to apply. So
you are an expert! Do not devaluate yourself, appreciate your knowledge and
expertise for what they are, and use them as such. 
 

10.   Consider yourself the expert
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Bonus: Change starts with you!

The only way to change the way you experience your research, is to decide
that you want to do it differently, and subsequently start doing things
differently. If you keep on doing what you always did, you will keep getting
the same things. In other words: you cannot expect different results if you
keep on doing the same things. 
 
If you want to take back control over your research, take the decision that you
will act differently from now on. Use the things you've just read and let this
inspire you to really start doing things in a different way. Then you can really
start creating your own research. 
 
I believe you can do it, how about you? 
 


