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Paulo Peixotoª and Joana Gomes de Almeidab 

The dilemma of international students at the University 

of Coimbra UC in a pandemic context 

Introduction  

The internationalization of Portuguese universities is a priority for the national government and 

for Portuguese higher education institutions (HEIs). The University of Coimbra (UC) has made a 

strong bet on attracting international students, being, to date, among the Portuguese HEIs that 

attract more international students. The reinforcement of the level of internationalization, in 

articulation with research and development (R&D) agendas, has been reflected in the 

reformulation of public policies that aim to facilitate and simplify the recruitment of International 

Students (IS). Nevertheless, the attraction of foreign students has brought additional challenges 

to universities, to the extent that, subject to an increase in internal diversity and heterogeneity, 

they face difficulties in integrating IS. Sporadically, there are students who complain of being 

victims of xenophobia, episodes of stereotyping by teachers and students of the host country and 

report the occurrence of incidents that accentuate the propensity towards cultural ghettoisation. 

Through an analysis carried out in 2019/20, the IS represented approximately 5% of the total 

number of UC students enrolled in degree conferring courses. A statistical analysis of this 

universe revealed that 30 nationalities were represented, with Brazil representing the 

overwhelming majority with 75%, becoming the main source of IS in University of Coimbra. It 

is followed by Angolan and Chinese nationality, which together reach 10% (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 - Countries of origin of the IS of the University of Coimbra 

According to Oliveira et al. (2015), between the academic years 2005/6 and 2012/13, considering 

the first enrolments, it is possible to verify a clear trend: in the period, IS increase from around 

700 to just over 4 thousand. Data from the Directorate-General for Higher Education (DGES) 

show that in recent years the annual growth rates of international students in Portuguese HEIs 

have been high (Figure 2). In 2019-2020, 52% of international students enrolled that year in 

Portuguese HEIs were of Brazilian nationality. At the University of Coimbra 80% of the 

international students enrolled in 2019-2020 were Brazilians, giving the UC the status of the 

largest "Brazilian" university outside Brazil. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2- Annual growth rate of international students in Portuguese HEIs 
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Figure 3 - % of students by type of student vs % of total incidents referred to the Student Ombudsman 

in 2020 

Figure 4 - % of total incidents referred by international students to Student Ombudsman (2017-2020) 
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As can be seen in Figure 3, there is a disproportionality between the weight of international 

students at UC (5% of the total) and the % of incidents reported by these students (26% of the 

total). In the last three years (2018-2020), IS has assumed a significant weight in the incidents 

reported to the Student Ombudsman Office at the University of Coimbra. 

Incidents reported by national students are naturally predominant, however, it should be noted 

that IS represents 26,4% of the incidents. Since IS are only about 4,8% of the total number of 

students of the UC, this means that their weight in the incidents reported to the Ombudsman's 

Office is 5,5 times greater than their weight in the universe of students. If we add incidents 

reported by foreign students equivalent to national students1, namely those from Portuguese-

speaking African countries, we face a scenario in which the nationality variable and the resulting 

integration problems constitute an unavoidable factor in the analysis of the problems with which 

the Student Ombudsman's Office has to deal. 

UC has 107 nationalities represented in its student body. This reveals a multicultural institution, 

however, this is not the same as saying that it is intercultural. While multiculturalism refers to the 

presence of cultural diversity, interculturalism implies a true cultural interaction, as the prefix 

inter indicates, which involves collaboration, participation, and communication in a logic of 

reciprocity. An intercultural campus is not something that arises spontaneously, so HEIs have to 

foster and make a commitment to diversity and alterity, otherwise, universities become mere 

spaces of shared coexistence, where the Other is tolerated, but their difference is not seen as a 

value that enriches the whole academic community. As we will see, despite the long history of 

international student mobility at the UC, there is still a way to go in terms of the social and 

academic integration of these students. 

Considering this reality, the Student Ombudsman´s Office in UC conducted a study, combining 

literature review, desk research, and focus groups with the institution's IS. Collected data were 

used to problematize the major difficulties faced by IS and listen to proposals that can promote a 

more intercultural and welcoming campus. 

                                                      
1 International Students are those students who access higher education under the Special Statute for International 

Students (SSIS). That is, students who do not have Portuguese or European Union nationality, or who do not 

enter the HEIs as equivalent to Portuguese students. 

The status of equivalent student covers a wide range of situations, namely: 

i. Nationals of a member state of the European Union; 

ii. Foreign citizens who have been legally residing in Portugal for more than two years, continuously, on 31 

August of the year in which they wish to enter higher education, as well as their children who are legally residing 

with them. The time of residence with a study visa does not count for this purpose; 

iii. International mobility students, under an exchange agreement for that purpose; 

iv. Foreign citizens who enter Portuguese higher education under the special access regimes, within the scope of 

the National Access Competition: 

a. Citizens from African Portuguese speaking countries; 

b. Naturals and children of naturals of East-Timor; 

c. Foreign employees of diplomatic missions accredited in Portugal and their family members residing here, 

under a reciprocal regime. 
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Methodology  

As we said, we combined literature review, desk research, and focus groups. The desk research 

arose from the annual reports that the university's quality division produces from surveys that UC 

sends to IS to assess their satisfaction with the institution. In total, we analysed four reports: from 

2014 to 2019. After this analysis, we conducted three focus groups. 

The focus groups intended to collect the perceptions of IS on various topics relevant to their 

integration in UC and promote discussion around solutions to mitigate the identified difficulties. 

The focus groups gathered a total of sixteen participants from six nationalities: Brazil, China, 

Guatemala, Cape Verde, Angola, and Panama. 

The groups were not organised by nationality, but by gender and study cycle (bachelor, master 

and doctorate) representativeness - according to the respective weight in each faculty of the UC 

(in all faculties the number of IS enrolled in each study cycle was calculated).  

The focus groups aimed to bring into discussion different points of view in a group reflective 

stance on topics that were identified in the annual reports and the literature on academic and social 

integration of foreign students in HEIs. An inductive posture was adopted in the data analysis. 

This means that the students' experiential dimension was privileged, knowing in advance that 

each individual's experience is permeated by personal, structural and institutional factors that are 

impossible to distinguish in this type of method. Although focus groups do not allow 

generalizations, this method allows exploring a problem from a collective perspective, since it 

creates a space for exchanging experiences and opinions between people who have something in 

common, generating an interactive and problematizing dynamic of experiences (Backes et al., 

2011), which is in line with the defined objectives. 

 

 

Figure 5 - Synopsis of the methodology 
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Results 

The results were very rich, however, for the sake of parsimony, we have selected some that we 

believe to be most pertinent to give an overview of the analysis in question. The dimensions we 

are going to explore are: expectations for coming to UC; motivations for studying abroad; 

difficulties and sources of support; students' evaluation of UC services; and proposals for a more 

intercultural university and city. 

 

 

Figure 6 - Synopsis of results 

 

Expectations  

The EI's expectations can be grouped into two types: one more instrumental and another that looks 

at the experience of studying abroad as something worthwhile in itself, i.e. that has intrinsic value. 

In the first group - instrumental - are expectations that relate directly to the possibility of finding 

a valued and well-paid job in the countries of origin, in Portugal, or in Europe. 

The second group of expectations - intrinsic - refers to the experience of studying at a foreign HEI 

as something that constitutes an end in itself. In this case, reference is made to the opportunity for 

personal development, as it allows students to get to know another culture(s) and develop 

intercultural competencies. This expectation is not unrelated to the students' socio-economic 

conditions of origin, since the costs associated with studying abroad are high. 

Motivations 

According to Mazzarol and Soutar (2002: 84), the choice of destination HEI is based on a wide 

variety of factors, where the opinion of family, friends, and teachers plays a major role in the final 

decision, helping students to navigate the wide range of information available. Push factors are 

located at the level of the student's home country and concern negative circumstances that “push” 

individuals to study abroad, such as poor freedom of expression.  
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Pull factors emerge as factors associated with the destination countries that “attract” students to 

continue their studies in a particular country and HEI. These factors act simultaneously. 

Using the Push and Pull theory of Mazzarol e Soutar (2002), we identified three push factors and 

seven pull factors. As push factors (that concern the home country): 1) the feeling of insecurity, 

violence, and limited freedom of speech; 2) political intolerance; 3) and absence of the desired 

course in the area of residence. As pull factors: 1) the international reputation of UC and the 

weight of the UC diploma in the international labour market; 2) the connection of teachers from 

all over the world with UC, or the renowned Alumni who graduated in the institution and took 

the name of the UC to the four corners of the world; 3) the fact that Portugal is located in Europe 

– to study in Europe is seen as prestigious; 4) classes being taught in Portuguese – especially 

important for students from Portuguese-speaking countries; 5) the formative offer and the 

progressive curricular plan of UC courses; 6) the cooperation agreements or partnerships between 

universities; 7) and cost of living in the city of Coimbra. 

Difficulties  

Studying abroad can be both an exciting and a frightening experience (Elliot, Reid, & Baumfield, 

2015). The difficulties reported by IS in the focus groups can be divided into three levels: 

personal, institutional, and structural. It was found that, at the personal level, especially among 

the first cycle students, the difficulties are associated with the autonomisation process that 

necessarily occurs in this transition. Leaving one's parent's home to go live alone for the first time 

in a foreign country implies dealing with the distance from the family. If this difficulty is 

something that is faced by most national students in the 1st cycle since they come from various 

national locations, it becomes more difficult to manage in the case of IS, since the latter do not 

have the possibility to go home on weekends. Going home at weekends to their parent's house has 

the function of regulating the difficulties felt by the students, something that IS do not have. In 

this way, the process of autonomy, inherent to entry into a university, is more abrupt in the case 

of foreign students in the 1st cycle. 

Economic difficulties are another difficulty that is often mentioned, especially among students on 

scholarships. For many students (scholarship holders or not), the solution is to work part-time, 

either through Social Support Programme for Students through Part-time Activities (PASEP)2, or 

on the labour market - frequently illegally. 

Another difficulty reported by the students is language. Students mention struggles at oral 

expression and written level, which poses difficulties communicating with teachers and writing 

master's dissertations and works. This challenge was reported by most of IS and, contrary to what 

could be expected, Brazilian students also feel these difficulties. However, in the case of the 

Brazilians, the difficulties assume a more serious form, as they are related to the 

undervaluation/discrimination of Brazilian-Portuguese by some teachers. 

If difficulties in orality and writing is somehow understandable and expectable, what is not 

acceptable is the acculturation attitude of some teachers towards the Brazilian Portuguese tongue. 

In the focus groups and the reports, Brazilian students mentioned the undervaluation of Brazilian 

Portuguese by some teachers. In these cases, the students' writing in Brazilian Portuguese is seen 

as inferior and it is used as a justification for lower marks or failures when they ask to revise the 

test.  

                                                      
2 This is a program that consists in offering part-time activities in UC, in return for social and economic benefits. 



Occasional Paper Nr. 17 

10 

Episodes like these are unacceptable since ENEM (the Brazilian national exam to access higher 

education), with the approval of the SSIS, is an accepted exam for entering the UC. In the words 

of a students: "some teachers say that I should write/speak the right Portuguese (I am Brazilian)"; 

"[...] Although I was not discriminated, many Portuguese do not consider Brazilian Portuguese as 

a valid Portuguese [...]". This situation is mentioned in all reports and equally in the focus groups 

and is a practice contrary to the principles of cultural pluralism that advocates diversity as an asset 

to be valued and capitalized in the academic field (Costa, 2019: 13). 

Some difficulties identified in the focus groups occur even before the students arrive in Portugal. 

In the search for information about UC, an essential aspect for the decision to choose the HEI of 

destination, the students mentioned that the information available online, necessary to prepare the 

coming to the UC, is not sufficient. In addition, communication with the UC services to receive 

information is, from the students' perspective, extremely difficult.  

Given the absence of reliable and opportune information from the official services of the UC, 

many students, especially the Brazilian ones, resort to WhatsApp groups; however, the amount 

of contradictory information in these groups generates even more anxiety in the students' 

preparation in coming to the university. 

This lack of information, together with the lack/late response of UC services makes the whole 

process of entering the UC difficult. In addition, the delay in accessing the official student 

platform when they are already in the UC, stops them from register in the curricular units, which 

makes them miss even more classes since IS usually arrive after the national students. When it 

comes to courses with many students, such as economics, some teachers do not make it easy for 

students who are not registered to attend classes.  

The late arrival of IS also means that they miss the festivities (freshman week and allocation of 

godparents) and the student welcome sessions, which are seen as important for their integration 

into the university. 

IS reported some experiences of xenophobia and gender discrimination by Portuguese colleagues. 

This aspect had already been identified in all IS annual reports, so it was expected in the focus 

groups. Several Brazilian students reported that women of their nationality are stereotyped and 

harassed by their Portuguese colleagues and associated with “promiscuous behaviors”. Male 

chauvinistic behaviour, homophobic attitudes among Portuguese colleagues are also mentioned. 

Unfortunately, the eroticization of Brazilian women is still deeply rooted in Portuguese and 

European society (Gomes, 2018). With the pandemic situation, a student of Asian descent also 

reports experiencing xenophobia because of Covid-19.  

At a structural level, the most prominent factor is the Foreigners and Borders Service (SEF). 

Multiple difficulties are reported, from the slowness and bureaucracy of the process, the difficulty 

in making an appointment, etc. In the case of non-Portuguese speaking students, such as the 

Chinese, SEF is something that “scares” them, perhaps out of fear of being deported, as many IS 

are forced to come to the UC without their visa situation regularised. 

Another aspect highlighted by the students, especially by those who are enrolled in the 2nd cycle, 

is the integration in the non-precarious labour market. For many students, integration in the labour 

market, whether part-time or full-time, becomes a way to cover expenses (student from Panama), 

enrich their academic training (because it enables a deeper contact with Portuguese culture) 

(student from China) or simply because the project of studying abroad becomes (or has always 

been) a project of definitive emigration (student from Guatemala). In this regard, it is mentioned 

that Coimbra is not attractive in terms of non-precarious employment.  
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For this reason, many students, after graduation, go to Porto, Lisbon, and even to other European 

countries to find a more attractive job. The difficulty (and the lack of information about it) in 

obtaining a visa to work also leads to precarious jobs. Many students work illegally in bars at 

night for salaries well below what could be expected and fair. 

Another difficulty experienced by IS is the real estate rental market in Coimbra. Students reported 

that landlords take advantage of their lack of information about the Portuguese rental market and 

high demand for accommodation to profit unduly from this group. Real estate agents specifically 

oriented towards the IS market try to push houses at inflated prices, with and without a rental 

contract and charge more than two months of deposit at the entrance. If we add to this the three 

months' tuition fees (2100€) that UC charges the newcomers, studying at the UC become 

unaffordable for many. 

Sources of support  

The IS sources of support can also be divided into three levels of analysis: personal, institutional, 

and structural. On a personal level, colleagues of the same nationality assume a very relevant role 

when the information coming from the UC services is scarce and/or contradictory. Another 

important source of support is family. Whether in cases where students are accompanied by their 

spouses or when they have direct relatives already living in Portugal. This support is reflected in 

various aspects such as the possibility of having a place to live while they cannot find 

accommodation, support in university registration, access to privileged information regarding the 

Portuguese health system, SEF, and about the Portuguese culture in general. 

Regarding cultural interaction among peers (with Portuguese and other nationalities) the focus 

groups showed that students tend to “close themselves” into their nationalities as a strategy of 

protection and social support. However, students recognize that this strategy negatively influences 

the very experience of being an IS, which also aims the development of intercultural 

competencies. This protection strategy can be observed among Brazilian and Chinese students, 

with Chinese students experiencing a greater cultural shock, and therefore, tending to interact less 

with other nationalities. The Chinese culture is more conservative, the food is very different, and 

the fact that most of them cannot go home during the course exacerbates this tendency to seek 

comfort within their own nationality. One of the Chinese students’ mentions, "it's not that they 

[Chinese students] don't want to adapt. A lot of them can't adapt." To ease homesickness, Chinese 

students tend to socialize with each other and cook at home to maintain a connection to their 

culture and to feel more secure. 

At the institutional level, students refer various support structures and services provided by UC 

to overcome the difficulties experienced in their integration in the university. In terms of the 

Portuguese language, the Training Course in Listening and Writing Practices in Portuguese as a 

Foreign Language is mentioned (student from Panama). Similarly, Year Zero is highlighted as 

essential for a more successful integration into Portuguese culture and the university. 

There are two types of Year Zero: Year Zero of Science and Technology and Year Zero of Social 

Sciences and Humanities. The Year Zero is a preparatory course of pre-university studies, with a 

duration of one academic year, which allows the acquisition of the linguistic and disciplinary 

knowledge necessary to apply for undergraduate studies at UC. It was possible to observe that the 

IS who attended Year Zero had fewer integration difficulties. 
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Finally, on an economic level, as we mentioned before, PASEP is used as an important support 

to face expenses. One student complements the income or support from PASEP with part-time 

paid work as a night replenished in a supermarket chain. 

And at a structural level, paid work also plays an important role as an opportunity to practice the 

Portuguese language. 

SWOT (strengths-weaknesses-opportunities-threats) analysis  

Finally, regarding the evaluation of UC services and agents, and ideas for a more intercultural 

university and city, we decided to choose the most relevant ones and built a SWOT analysis. The 

proposals were the result of a brainstorming in which students were challenged to present 

proposals organized in: what to keep, what to change, what to improve, and what to create from 

scratch in UC and the city. The SWOT analysis also aggregates the issues raised by IS throughout 

this presentation.  

Since we can’t explore all of them, and some we already mentioned throughout the paper, we will 

point the most relevant ones in each dimension. 

As strengths we identified factors such as the cost of living, size and safety of Coimbra city; the 

opportunities for international mobility in UC; the diversity and quality of education offer; the 

international reputation of UC; the quality of the health system in Portugal (universal) and 

Coimbra; and the Portugal integration in the European Union - in the case of students from the 

Community of Portuguese Speaking Countries (CPLP) it allows them to access higher education 

in Europe without the (or fewer) constraints of learning a new language. Moreover, studying in 

Europe is seen as a passport to success by these students. 

As for weaknesses, students mentioned cases of discrimination on campus; the devaluation of 

Brazilian-Portuguese writing from professors; the lack of public transportation on weekends; the 

scarcity of university residences; and the payment of 3 monthly fees at registration. Meanwhile, 

there was an improvement with the Ombudsman's recommendation, and currently, this payment 

is only applied to the newcomers. 

Regarding opportunities, social networks could be used for dissemination of UC services, 

activities, and clarification of doubts (through weekly videos on IS's most frequently asked 

questions/doubts); creations of internships using IS in strategic areas of UC; promotion of more 

inter-cultural activities; Office of Professional Exits - offer of part-time jobs to prevent illegal 

work; and Confucius Institute - a greater articulation with the China Desk to support Chinese 

students in Immigration Services (SEF). 

Finally, threats: the growing speculation in the real estate market in Coimbra; the weak 

intercultural interaction; the late arrival and at different times of IS at UC; the student-worker visa 

hindered by SEF and misinformation - students are afraid of being deported; labour market mostly 

precarious/illegal in Coimbra for IS; lack of support by the university in finding private 

accommodation; and tuition fees of 7,000€ - higher than other public Portuguese universities. 
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The role of the Student Ombudsman 

The difficulties experienced arise from how the HEI is organized and/or the institution's capacity to 

respond quickly to the different requests from the students. Being an institution with more than 25,000 

students, functionally and procedurally bureaucratic, it is expected that it has difficulty in adapting to 

the different circumstances of each student. The UC creates and applies regulations that are as egalitarian 

and equitable as possible. Nevertheless, it will necessarily let atypical situations pass through its sieve, 

as it is very difficult to analyse all circumstances that do not fit into the "norm".  

In this context, the Student Ombudsman's Office appears as a reference body that has a very important 

role in the defence of students' legitimate interests. It is not by chance that IS seek the Student 

Ombudsman's Office more than five times more often than national students. Being a body that 

dialogues with all the structures of the university, it can analyse and frame the situations of the students 

that are "dragged" in the heavy gears of the institution, restoring some flexibility to the organization to 

give a response adapted to the differentiated circumstances of the students. 

Concluding remarks 

The paper aimed to problematize the challenges that the growing internationalization of higher education 

in Portugal poses to HEIs in terms of academic and social integration and, hence, the role of the Student 

Ombudsman in the stimulation of a culture of alterity in academia.  

 

 

Peers assume a key role in IS integration, however, in the survey conducted by Ward (2001) quality 

intercultural interaction among students tends to be low, and despite the benefits of such interaction for 

both parties, most research concluded that autochtonous students have no interest in initiating contact 

with their international peers, unlike internationals, who desire greater interaction with national peers in 

the destination country. 

The focus groups allowed us to realize, as already emphasized, that IS tend to close themselves in their 

nationalities as a strategy to deal with adaptation difficulties. It should be noted that the Brazilian 

community in the UC is very active and attentive, giving support to newcomers and sharing information 

among themselves. This is a way to overcome difficulties of various kinds, such as homesickness and 

adaptation to the culture of the destination country. A student from Brazil mentions that the interaction 

with Portuguese people and colleagues from other nationalities is very positive and important for 

personal and academic development and that it is part of the experience of being an IS, and it is necessary 

to come to the UC with this openness.  

On the other hand, it is also mentioned that in general Portuguese colleagues are not very interested in 

interacting with internationals, not being very accessible. Students from Cape Verde and Angola also 

mention that it is easier to create bonds with Brazilian colleagues than with Portuguese ones. The 

Portuguese are characterized by IS as less open and less expansive. In this way, nationalities end up 

ghettoized because it is more “comfortable”, and there is not much cultural interaction. As Ward (2001) 

states, the likelihood that intercultural interaction among students will occur spontaneously is unlikely, 

so HEIs must adopt strategic plans that promote quality intercultural activities.  

Cultural differences aside, it can be seen that nationalities end up becoming ghettoized because it is 

more "comfortable" (UC, 2019b) and there ends up not being much cultural interaction in a natural way.  
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As Ward (2001) concludes in his study, the likelihood of intercultural interaction among students 

occurring spontaneously is unlikely, so HEIs must adopt strategic plans that promote quality 

intercultural activities among students and invest in the pedagogical training of their teachers for 

interculturality. The IS themselves recognize the importance of this agenda: “More activities should be 

done that foster interculturality. [...] Foreign students tend to close themselves in their nationalities.” 

While these problems are nothing new, we anticipate that the post-covid era will further exacerbate the 

identified problems. In the exercise of its functions, the Student Ombudsman, in addition to responding 

to student complaints and advocating in situations of discrimination or unfair treatment, can stimulate a 

culture of alterity in academia.  

Besides the annual reports, this can be achieved by conducting more studies about the questions raised 

by the students. The methodology should privilege methods that give voice to the students, like focus 

groups, instigating them to suggest the necessary changes to mitigate the difficulties experienced. The 

Ombudsman's Office should take a reflexive and inquisitive approach in its work to have more policy-

oriented action. 
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Paul Herfs 3 

What can universities do to prevent PhD students from 

dropping out? 

Introduction 

In 2015, Dutch citizens were invited to write study proposals for a scientific agenda. Each citizen, not 

only scientists, could propose an idea for a study. The author of this article wrote a proposal to explore 

why Dutch universities accept a massive loss of PhD students during their trajectories without passing 

their final exam.  

I wrote the following proposal for the scientific agenda: “Why do Dutch universities accept a massive 

loss of PhD students without passing their final exam?”. I presented the following clarification. Recently 

a study of the Rathenau Institute4 showed that at some universities only 50% of their PhD students pass 

their final exam. I suggested that in no other sector would a 50% loss of human capital be acceptable. 

Rather, severe measures would be taken in order to diminish such significant losses. These losses do not 

only concern university investments (material costs and supervision costs). The biggest loss for not 

finishing a PhD trajectory bears the PhD candidate, who after some years of hard and often isolated 

work leaves the university without a reward. Within universities it is not completely clear what causes 

PhD students to drop out. It seems however, that these high dropout rates are taken for granted by many 

universities as measures to diminish dropout rates are not highly prioritized. My proposal was not 

accepted.  

This article aims at clarification of the role of an ombudsman. I am convinced that an ombuds can play 

an important role in diminishing PhD dropout. In what follows, I have made use of my experiences as 

an ombuds over 16 years. In my practice as a university ombudsman for staff and faculty during this 

time I spoke with over a hundred PhD students who had problems to complete their PhD research. 

Because of my contacts with colleagues working at Dutch and international universities I know that 

these experiences are not all unique for the university I worked at. On the contrary, my experiences are 

quite general in academia.  

 

PhD trajectories in the Netherlands 

For a long time Phd trajectories have been  under discussion in the Netherlands. Sonneveld5 published 

an important report on this subject. He showed that the introduction of research schools led to thousands 

of new PhD trajectories.  

                                                      
3 1 Paul Herfs worked for 16 years as an ombuds for staff and faculty at Utrecht University. He has a MSc in Educational 

Sciences and obtained a PhD degree in 2009 at Utrecht University. His thesis was titled: ”International Medical 

Graduates in the Netherlands”. In 2021 he retired from his work at Utrecht University. 

4 De Goede, M., Belder, R & De Jonge, J. (2014): Promoveren in Nederland; motivatie en loopbaanverwachtingen van 

promovendi. Rathenau Instituut. Den Haag. 
5 Sonneveld, H. (1997): Promotoren, promovendi en de academische selectie; de collectivisering van het Nederlandse 

promotiestelsel 1984 – 1995. Amsterdam University Press. Amsterdam. 
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Nevertheless, compared to other countries, the Netherlands has not a high percentage of holders of 

doctorates among the working population.6 Nevertheless, between 2000 and 2018 the number of 

successful  PhD trajectories at Dutch universities increased from 2.500 to 4.500.7  

Only 6.6 out of 1,000 of the working Dutch population holds a PhD degree. Within the European Union 

an average of 7.5 per 1,000 holds a PhD degree. Within the Scandinavian countries the average is even 

12.0. The gap between The Netherlands and other European Union countries is growing. 

For a long time there have been serious concerns about the working climate at Dutch universities. The 

report of the Rathenau Institute labels universities as ‘PhD factories’. From the beginning of this 

millennium, research schools increased their efforts to attract and train PhD students. According to this 

study the majority of PhD students were positive about the support they received. The Rathenau 

researchers discovered that PhD students worked on average for five years before they finished their 

thesis although they had work-related appointments8 for four years.  It was not clear how the PhD 

students were able to pay for their expenses without receiving salaries. Exceeding the four year 

appointments was not unusual for the researchers. No remarks were made about losing salaries after 

four years. 

 

In 2017 G. de Winkel, researcher at Wageningen University & Research presented his research9 into 

dropout and study results of PhD students at Dutch universities. In his report he divided the study results 

on completion into three different scientific fields: 

 

Humanities     65% 

Social Sciences     75% 

Sciences and medical Sciences   77% 

 

Even in the scientific field with the best completion results there still is a dropout rate of 23% of PhD 

students. A Dutch Higher Education journal, Science Guide, in 2017 published an article10 about the 

mental health of PhD students. On the basis of a Belgian study they reported a dropout rate among PhD 

students worldwide between 30% and 50%. 

 

International experiences of ombudspersons with PhD students 

In 2018 the European Network of Ombudsmen in Higher Education (ENOHE) and the Association of 

Canadian College and University Ombudspersons (ACCUO) organized a joint conference in Edinburgh, 

Scotland.  

                                                      
6 Education at a Glance, OECD Indicators (2013). http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2013-en. 
7 VSNU (2019): KUOZ/onderzoeksinzet & output. 
8 At Dutch universities most PhD students are appointed for 4 years as scientific personnel. They earn salaries during 

that time. 
9 PowerPoint-presentatie (phdcentre.eu) van G. de Winkel (2017): Uitval en vertraging bij promovendi, faal- en 

succesfactoren. Wageningen University & Research. Geraadpleegd op 10 jan. 21. 
10 Sicco de Knecht (2017): Psychische gezondheid van promovendi in gevaar. In: ScienceGuide. 

http://www.phdcentre.eu/inhoud/uploads/2018/03/Plenair-1-Gab-van-Winkel.pdf
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I organized a working session in which four ombudspersons working at universities on both sides of the 

Atlantic Ocean informed the audience about problematic situations of PhD students at their universities. 

Two of them worked as ombudspersons in North America (Canada and USA) and the other two in 

Europe (Germany and the Netherlands). Every ombuds described the major problems of PhD students 

at his or her university and the possibilities the ombudspersons had to contribute to solutions for frozen 

or jammed PhD trajectories. ENOHE asked the presenters to describe their experiences in an ENOHE 

Occasional Paper, and the resulting publication is cited in the footnote. 11 

A general rule for all ombuds is that they cannot play a role in the scientific evaluation of the quality of 

research executed by PhD students. This task is exclusively alloted to supervisors and/or daily 

supervisors. Most of the time the supervisor is responsible for the acquisition of a grant, the working 

conditions of a PhD student and the evaluation of the PhDs performance. In all fourcountries the decision 

about admittance to the dissertation defense lies in the hands of the supervisor or a promotion committee. 

Ombudspesons avoid scientific evaluations of individual performance. 

PhD students in all four countries find themselves in very dependent positions. Expectations of 

supervisors towards PhD students might be ambiguous and/or contradictory. On the one hand, PhD 

students must show they can perform autonomously and scientifically. On the other, they must follow 

the directions of their supervisor(s). This can be a recipe for misunderstanding and conflict.  

PhD students can visit an ombudsman with a variety of problems. They might speak about a conflict 

with their supervisor, depression, lack of concentration, lack of sleep, lack of progress in publication of 

articles, lack of finances, lack of time, concerns about visas and permission to stay in the country. Very 

often these cases are driven by bad chemistry between supervisor and PhD student. It is also possible  

that a PhD student doesn’t have the scientific capacities to successfully end a PhD trajectory. This point 

is not addressed  in this article. 

As the four ombudspersons prepared their lecture for the ENOHE conference in Edinburgh they were 

astonished to see that there were a great deal of similarities of the problems PhD students perceived in 

the four countries despite the differences in the educational systems.  The similarities encountered by 

the ombuds officers in their practices related to the inability of PhD students and their supervisors to 

resolve conflicts and to the abuse of power by some supervisors. 

 

The most common problems of PhD students in my practice 

The most common problems of PhD students in my own practice can be categorized in the following 

way: 

I Problematic relationship between supervisor and PhD student 

The most important reason for delay of and even quitting the PhD trajectory is a bad chemistry between 

supervisor and PhD student. In those situations where only one supervisor is responsible for a PhD 

student a bad chemistry between them can have serious consequences. Without a supervisor a 

dissertation cannot be written nor defended. This is not a desirable situation. Therefore my university 

introduced recently a so-called ‘4-eyes’ principle.  

                                                      
11 Herfs PGP, Brown J, Farell N, Meiser U (2019) ENOHE paper: PhDs Students and Ombuds: How Ombuds contribute 

to civil, fair and productive PhD-trajectories. ENOHE Occasional Paper (nr. 12). Vienna - Austria. 
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Because of this ‘4-eyes’ principle there is always  a supervisor available even in situations where the 

cooperation between the first supervisor and the PhD student has become unworkable or in those 

situations where a supervisor is no longer available because of illness or even death. 

Sometimes a PhD trajectory deteriorates because of bad chemistry between a daily supervisor and a PhD 

student. There are situations in which a daily supervisor is in fact responsible for the evaluation of a 

PhDs performance. Supervision has been delegated to a supervisor who is not yet a full professor. The 

full professor who has the leading role in the supervision of a PhD student is sometimes only 

sporadically involved.  

Sometimes neither the daily supervisor nor the supervisor react to requests of a PhD student. For instance 

if a PhD student writes a draft version of an article it is necessary to learn if the supervisors agree with 

the content of the draft version. Sometimes  PhD students have to wait for weeks or even months before 

getting supervisors comments on a draft version of an article or on a chapter from their dissertation. 

Here, sometimes the cultural background of a PhD student can play a role in not receiving timely 

feedback. It is very unusual for a Chinese or Indonesian PhD student to put pressure on a full professor 

by asking several times for comments even if the supervisor didn’t kept earlier promises. 

 

II Personal competencies of PhD students causing delay 

Personal competencies of PhD students can also cause delay in the PhD trajectory. For instance  a PhD 

student may have no or little experience in academic writing. Poor mastery of the English language (in 

reading, writing and presenting) can also lead to delay in the PhD trajectory. 

I learned regularly from PhD students with an international degree  that there was often not a good match 

between their foreign studies and the research plan written by their supervisor. In those situations they 

had first to take additional training, for instance in lab techniques, before they could start with their PhD 

trajectory. Taking additional training goes at the expense of their 4 year PhD-contract. 

 

III Poor tuning between supervisors and PhD student 

Regularly PhD students mentioned that meetings between them and their supervisors didn’t take place 

very frequently. PhD students need directions on how to pursue research and how to navigate a particular 

discipline. In all stages of the trajectory, regular meetings between supervisor(s) and the PhD student 

are important. Regular meetings are important for the PhD student in order to see if he or she is still on 

track. For the supervisor it is important to see if a PhD student sticks to the plan and is making progress. 

Sometimes PhD students mentioned that a clear research plan was lacking at the beginning of a 

trajectory. If the research plan was not available  planning was impaired. Sometimes  a PhD student was 

summoned  by his supervisor with the instruction to read some dissertations of  predecessor students in 

order to think about his or her own research plan.  

What happens quite often is that PhD students concentrate on data gathering for quite a long time. 

Gathering of data can lead to postponement of writing reports and articles. By doing this, it can lead to 

exceeding the 4-year contract. Therefore it is very important that PhD students start in timely fashion 

with reporting and writing articles for their dissertation as well as data gathering. 

Sometimes PhD students are requested to combine their research with educational tasks. That may also 

lead to exceeding the 4-year contract if these educational tasks are not compensated. This is especially 

the case in those situations where a PhD student is afraid to refuse additional educational tasks for his 

department. As a result, the primary task, doing PhD research, is in danger of being compromised.  



Occasional Paper Nr. 17 

21 

 

 

IV Publication pressure 

Delay can also be caused by the handling of articles by scientific journals. Sometimes the editor of these 

journals takes months before they decide to accept articles. Dissertations in the beta-medical sciences 

and in the social sciences are more and more based on articles published in scientific journals. This 

phenomenon leads to an enormous amount of articles offered at (reliable) scientific journals (not only) 

by PhD students. High impact journals are in the position to refuse many of these articles. This 

abundance of articles has led to the rise of so-called “predatory journals”.12 PhD students are very 

dependent on placement of their articles by scientific journals,  preferably with high impact scores. If 

they don’t succeed in placement of their articles in high quality journals, they might fall in the trap of 

these “predatory journals”. Public funds then flow into the coffers of obscure organizations.  

 

V The consequences of delay for PhD students 

It is obvious that where there are delays, time is ticking to the disadvantage of the PhD students. This 

certainly applies for PhD students from countries outside the European Economic Area. Their visas to 

stay in the Netherlands are based on their appointment as PhD students. If PhD students foresee that 

they will exceed the 4 year term of appointment, psychological problems can arise. After receiving many 

signals about PhD students who encountered psychological problems the Board of Utrecht University 

decided one year ago to appoint a PhD psychologist.  

If PhD students exceed the 4 year term all kind of problems might occur: 

 Financial problems because of the fact that they will no longer obtain salaries; 

 Visa problems if the PhD student does not have a passport from one of countries of the European 

Economic Area; 

 Psychological problems and stress related problems like depression or burn out; 

 No admittance to university laboratory and no use of (expensive) research materials. 

 

Conclusions 

Within academia PhD students have the weakest position. They are staff or faculty members who nearly 

always have temporary contracts, and they are exceptionally dependent on their supervisors. They often 

work in solitary fashion and within four years they must deliver a significant performance. This position 

of dependency and the high demands placed on them means that PhD students often have to work under 

great stress. 

In case of problems, it is desirable that PhD students should be able to rely on the support of an 

independent and impartial  ombudsman. The ombudsman may mediate in improving working 

conditions, in helping to extend the PhD programmes, and in  resolving  disputes between promoter and 

PhD student and achieving solutions that are timely, fair and humane. 

 

                                                      
12 “Predatory journals” publish articles on the basis of paid fees without executing a quality check nor making use of a 

reliable peer review process. These journals are mainly aimed at generating revenue without any significant contribution. 

The so-called Bealls’ List now contains the names of thousands “predatory journals”.   
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The Central Labor Agreement of Dutch universities offers the possibility to extend the appointment if a 

PhD student has been delayed due to long-term illness. However, it happens that unwell PhD students 

do not report their ill-health, because they assume that an extension of the appointment will not be given 

after all. Indeed, it often happens that an extension of appointment is not given on the grounds that there 

are no means of extending the appointment. 

There are also still professors who advise to complete the thesis after the end of the 4-year term using a 

welfare benefit from the Dutch government. This can be incitement to fraud, because someone who 

applies for benefits must in principle be available for the labor market. A PhD student who has to 

complete his thesis is not available for the labor market. 

In the conversations I had with PhD students, it regularly appeared that they were very reluctant to 

discuss their problems with a PhD mentor or PhD confidant from their own faculty or even from their 

own department. They suspect that the report will be discussed with the supervisor immediately after 

their departure. It is advisable to invest the advice of PhD students with the ombudsman personnel, who 

works at a central level of the university, is independent and works under official secrecy.  

In the months that lie behind us, I spoke to delegations of PhD students. They often did not know about 

the existence of a confidential counsellor/ombudsperson staff, despite the reports about this person in 

university newsletters. The information they received about his role, his independence and the fact that 

he works under an oath of official secrecy, etc. reassured them very much. 

The role of the Ombudsman for Staff and Faculty has been underexposed in most studies. Recent 

research by Bergmans and Van der Weijden on PhD students who provide informal care13 concludes  

that supervisors are not informed about the caregiving tasks of the PhD students. The researchers see an 

important role for the Department of Human Resources in supporting PhD students. All Dutch 

universities will have to have an ombudsman for staff since mid-2021 on the basis of recent collective 

labor agreements. 

 It is much more sensible to engage an ombudsman in mediation about the precarious position of PhD 

students than to leave this to the Human Resources department. It is clear that Human Resources has 

increasingly entered the role of management support in the past decades.14 Of course, Human Resources 

can be involved in the implementation of extensions, and the information to professors about the 

incorrect use of social benefits by PhD students who do not have their thesis ready within four years, 

etc. For a vulnerable PhD student, an HR advisor is not the most adequate source of answers to questions.  

At Utrecht University, the Graduate Committee (a committee of all vice-deans research of all faculties) 

is commissioned by the Rector Magnificus to develop university-wide plans to improve the (legal) 

position of PhD students. Awareness that more attention should be paid to the most vulnerable group in 

academia is growing. That is a positive development. 

Delay causes major problems among PhD students. Consideration should be given to how the 

consequences of delay can be addressed, for example by setting up a fund from which extension of 

appointments can be arranged. Timely decisions on extension reduces stress. 

                                                      
13 Eva Baaren (2021): PhD students who provide informal care are more likely to have mental health problems, but they 

do not ring the bell. In: ScienceGuide. 
14 S. Stevenson & D. van den Berg (2020): Evaluation of university ombuds function. Social Fund Knowledge Sector: 

Sofokles. The Hague. 
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Furthermore, it would be good if a PhD tracking system were developed. Not all PhD students are known 

to the Graduate Schools. This has to do with the different forms of appointment of PhD students. PhD 

students with university appointments are easily found in personnel files.  

 

But PhD students with, for instance, grants from the Chinese or Iranian government are not always easily 

traceable in central university administrations. The same goes for PhD students without contracts. This 

has to change. Of all PhD students, it should  be transparent how many are on track, how many have 

been delayed, the reason for  the delay and how many PhD students have dropped out (and after how 

many years). And in the event of the premature departure of PhD students, exit interviews should be 

organized, so that the understanding of imperfections increases and is documented.   

On the basis of the proposals described above, it should be possible to substantially prevent the drop-

out among PhD students. A target drop-out percentage of no more than 10 per cent may well be entirely 

feasible.  
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The European Charter for Reseachers /  

The Code of Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers 
 

On the following pages you can find The European Charter for Researchers published by the 

Directorate-General for Research in 2005. This document includes explicit recommendations for several 

topics on the relationship between reseachers and their institutions. It contains a special clause on 

“cpmplaints/ appeals”.  
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