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1. Interviews and Focus Groups in biomedical research in Flanders, Belgium



1. What leads researchers to
success?

2. What threatens
integrity?

3. Who is
responsible?

S
T

E
P

 
1

Step 1. Interviews and Focus Groups in Flanders
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Publishing in high impact journals is…
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Step 2. Survey on research assessments



Publishing papers is…

Publishing commentaries or editorials is…
Publishing more papers than others is…
Publishing open access is…
Peer reviewing is…
Replicating past research is…
Publishing findings that did not work (i.e., negative findings) is…
Sharing your full data and detailed methods is…
Reviewing raw data from students and collaborators is…
Conducting research with a high risk of failure is…
Connecting with renowned researchers is…
Collaborating across borders, disciplines, and sectors is…
Getting cited in scientific literature is…
Having your papers read and downloaded is…
Having public outreach (e.g., social media, news, etc.) is…
Having your results used or implemented in practice is…
Having luck is…

Publishing in high impact journals is…
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Step 2. Survey on research assessments



1. What I learnt from my research
a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists
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outputWHAT

processHOW

2. What threatens

INTEGRITY?Current assessments…



a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists

…being based on competition à Discourage openness

…expecting exceptional output à Discourages realism

…looking at researchers individually à Discourage collaboration

Current assessments…
…overvalue outputs

And they do that while…

…ignore important processes
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a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists
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Part of a community
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IDEAL



a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists

Devoted, selfless
Disinterested

Part of a community
Rigorous
Realistic

Strategic
Career minded

Competitive
Quantity > Quality

Extraordinary claims

CONFLICT !

…being based on competition

…expecting exceptional output

…looking at researchers individually

Current assessments…
…overvalue outputs

And they do that while…

…ignore important processes
IDEAL

SUCCESSFUL



1. What I learnt from my research

b. Research assessments shape our perspective of success

a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists



b. Research assessments shape our perspective of success

…I think that the definition of success is 
highly dependent of the institute and the 
environment you’re in […] And if you’re 
constantly told ‘This is how we measure 
success’ then…

“

”Post Doc
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Make clinical impact

Help PhD students grow
Build connections
Fulfill requirements

Survive

Create new knowledge
Publish and fulfill criteria
Be a recognized expert

Strive

PhD Students

Post Doc

Researchers

b. Research assessments shape our perspective of success

Personal successes changes over time…
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1. What I learnt from my research

b. Research assessments shape our perspective of success

a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists

c. The scientific cycle accentuates the problem
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d. The scientific cycle accentuates the problem

Pressure
Competition
Unrealistic expectations

Stressed
Exhausted
Insecure
Frustrated

Fierce competition
Many leave academia

My promotor is always so reluctant 
to let me go and show the data to 
other people. […] he is always so 

scared that other people are going 
to steal his ideas... 

Will teach the 
new students 
how to survive in 
the system

- Beating competition
- Producing outputs 

the system wants
- Impressive metrics

“

“



d. The scientific cycle accentuates the problem

Pressure
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Unrealistic expectations
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Exhausted
Insecure
Frustrated
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Many leave academia

I can't present on a congress because 
there are only three articles published on 

the subject I'm studying, so the 
supervisors are scared if I make a poster 
or I present, that other researchers will 
get interested in the same topic, and 

then, if they publish first all I'm doing 
is a waste of time... Will teach the 

new students 
how to survive in 
the system

- Beating competition
- Producing outputs 

the system wants
- Impressive metrics

“

“
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1. What I learnt from my research

b. Research assessments shape our perspective of success

a. There is a clear issue in the way we assess scientists

d. We all play a role in the problem

c. The scientific cycle accentuates the problem



3. Who is responsible?

d. We all play a role in the problem
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Lab Technicians Editors/Publishers

Researchers Research Funders

d. We all play a role in the problem



Ex-Researchers Research Integrity
Offices
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Key findings: Summary
Current research assessments overvalue outputs and quantity but ignore 
important research processes and quality.

Since permanent positions and resources are scarce, we are constantly 
competing against one another. Unfortunately, the skills that make us 
successful and that allow us to survive in academia are not necessarily 
the ones that ensure the best science.

We know we have a problem, but we tend to point the finger at other 
actors and to lose trust in one another instead of taking concrete action 
to change.



2. What is happening out there?



Expression of concern: ‘We have a problem’
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Scientists and policymakers around 

the world increasingly worry about 

the plight of young researchers in 

academia, and for good reason. 

Competition for tenure-track YOUNG RESEARCHERS ARE 

HAVING TO FIGHT HARDER 

THAN PAST GENERATIONS 

FOR A SMALLER SHARE OF 

THE ACADEMIC PIE.

The number of graduates with advanced science and 

engineering degrees has been rising around the 

world. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) has recorded an increase 

in the number of science-related doctorates that 

would typically funnel into academic positions. The 

leading OECD nations in 2014 were:

PHDS RISING, 

JOBS FLAT Government funding for research has plateaued 

or declined in many countries, and success rates for 

grants is n
ow below 20% for some of the most 

important funders.

FUNDING 
FALTERS Early-career scientists s

truggle to compete for 

grants against researchers who have a better 

knowledge of the system, more academic and 

administrative resources and richer publication 

lists. 
The Medical Research Council (MRC) — part 

of Research Councils UK — for example, shows 

lower success rates for younger scientists.

TOUGH 
COMPETITION

positions has surged, and some 

early-career researchers face tough 

odds in the quest for funding. As a 

result, many see lower pay–offs for 

their efforts in preparing and writing 

grant applications. Although 

everyone is under pressure, those 

just starting out seem to feel the 

impacts more acutely. 

The proportion of young people 

completing a doctorate of any 

kind in OECD member countries 

has doubled from 0.8% less 

than two decades ago.

In most countries, however, the 

growth in academic jobs has not 

kept pace. US universities, for 

example, create only about 3,000 

new full-tim
e positions annually.
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Ph.D. students face signi1cant mental

health challenges

By Elisabeth Pain
Apr. 4, 2017 , 3:15 PM

Approximately one-third of Ph.D. students are at risk of having or

developing a common psychiatric disorder like depression, a recent study

reports. Although these results come from a small sample—3659 students

at universities in Flanders, Belgium, 90% of whom were studying the

sciences and social sciences—they are nonetheless an important addition

to the growing literature about the prevalence of mental health issues in

academia. One key message for scientiXc trainees that are struggling with

these types of challenges, write co-authors Katia Levecque and Frederik

Anseel of Ghent University in an email to Science Careers, is that “you are

not alone.” Beyond that, the authors encourage Ph.D. students to appreciate

how important it is to take care of themselves. “Mental health problems can

develop into serious threats to one’s wellbeing and career, and can have

detrimental consequences in the long-term,” they write. So, if you’re

struggling, it’s important to “[s]eek professional help or seek help in your

personal environment, even if you think it’s probably a temporary thing.”

According to their survey, 51% of respondents had experienced at least two

symptoms of poor mental health in recent weeks, indicating psychological

distress. Moreover, 32% reported at least four symptoms, indicating a risk

for common psychiatric disorders, which was more than twice the

prevalence among highly educated comparison groups. The most

commonly reported symptoms included feeling under constant strain, being

unhappy and depressed, losing sleep because of worry, and not being able

to overcome di`culties or enjoy day-to-day activities. The greatest predictor

for experiencing mental health challenges was having di`culty taking care

of family needs due to conbicting work commitments. High job demands

and low job control were also associated with increased symptoms.
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would typically funnel into academic positions. The 

leading OECD nations in 2014 were:

PHDS RISING, 

JOBS FLAT Government funding for research has plateaued 

or declined in many countries, and success rates for 

grants is n
ow below 20% for some of the most 

important funders.

FUNDING 
FALTERS Early-career scientists s

truggle to compete for 

grants against researchers who have a better 

knowledge of the system, more academic and 

administrative resources and richer publication 

lists. 
The Medical Research Council (MRC) — part 

of Research Councils UK — for example, shows 

lower success rates for younger scientists.

TOUGH 
COMPETITION

positions has surged, and some 

early-career researchers face tough 

odds in the quest for funding. As a 

result, many see lower pay–offs for 

their efforts in preparing and writing 

grant applications. Although 

everyone is under pressure, those 

just starting out seem to feel the 

impacts more acutely. 

The proportion of young people 

completing a doctorate of any 

kind in OECD member countries 

has doubled from 0.8% less 

than two decades ago.

In most countries, however, the 

growth in academic jobs has not 

kept pace. US universities, for 

example, create only about 3,000 

new full-tim
e positions annually.
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Ph.D. students face signi1cant mental

health challenges

By Elisabeth Pain
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Approximately one-third of Ph.D. students are at risk of having or

developing a common psychiatric disorder like depression, a recent study

reports. Although these results come from a small sample—3659 students

at universities in Flanders, Belgium, 90% of whom were studying the

sciences and social sciences—they are nonetheless an important addition

to the growing literature about the prevalence of mental health issues in

academia. One key message for scientiXc trainees that are struggling with

these types of challenges, write co-authors Katia Levecque and Frederik

Anseel of Ghent University in an email to Science Careers, is that “you are

not alone.” Beyond that, the authors encourage Ph.D. students to appreciate

how important it is to take care of themselves. “Mental health problems can

develop into serious threats to one’s wellbeing and career, and can have

detrimental consequences in the long-term,” they write. So, if you’re

struggling, it’s important to “[s]eek professional help or seek help in your

personal environment, even if you think it’s probably a temporary thing.”

According to their survey, 51% of respondents had experienced at least two

symptoms of poor mental health in recent weeks, indicating psychological

distress. Moreover, 32% reported at least four symptoms, indicating a risk

for common psychiatric disorders, which was more than twice the

prevalence among highly educated comparison groups. The most

commonly reported symptoms included feeling under constant strain, being

unhappy and depressed, losing sleep because of worry, and not being able

to overcome di`culties or enjoy day-to-day activities. The greatest predictor

for experiencing mental health challenges was having di`culty taking care

of family needs due to conbicting work commitments. High job demands

and low job control were also associated with increased symptoms.
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and Development (OECD) has recorded an increase 
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leading OECD nations in 2014 were:
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JOBS FLAT Government funding for research has plateaued 

or declined in many countries, and success rates for 

grants is n
ow below 20% for some of the most 

important funders.

FUNDING 
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truggle to compete for 

grants against researchers who have a better 

knowledge of the system, more academic and 

administrative resources and richer publication 

lists. 
The Medical Research Council (MRC) — part 

of Research Councils UK — for example, shows 

lower success rates for younger scientists.

TOUGH 
COMPETITION

positions has surged, and some 

early-career researchers face tough 

odds in the quest for funding. As a 

result, many see lower pay–offs for 

their efforts in preparing and writing 

grant applications. Although 

everyone is under pressure, those 

just starting out seem to feel the 

impacts more acutely. 

The proportion of young people 

completing a doctorate of any 

kind in OECD member countries 

has doubled from 0.8% less 

than two decades ago.

In most countries, however, the 

growth in academic jobs has not 

kept pace. US universities, for 

example, create only about 3,000 

new full-tim
e positions annually.
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Anseel of Ghent University in an email to Science Careers, is that “you are

not alone.” Beyond that, the authors encourage Ph.D. students to appreciate
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detrimental consequences in the long-term,” they write. So, if you’re

struggling, it’s important to “[s]eek professional help or seek help in your

personal environment, even if you think it’s probably a temporary thing.”

According to their survey, 51% of respondents had experienced at least two

symptoms of poor mental health in recent weeks, indicating psychological

distress. Moreover, 32% reported at least four symptoms, indicating a risk

for common psychiatric disorders, which was more than twice the

prevalence among highly educated comparison groups. The most

commonly reported symptoms included feeling under constant strain, being

unhappy and depressed, losing sleep because of worry, and not being able

to overcome di`culties or enjoy day-to-day activities. The greatest predictor

for experiencing mental health challenges was having di`culty taking care

of family needs due to conbicting work commitments. High job demands

and low job control were also associated with increased symptoms.
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2019-12-09, 10(18SLOW-SCIENCE.org — Bear with us, while we think.

Page 1 of 2http://slow-science.org/

T H E  S L O W  S C I E N C E  M A N I F E S T O

We are scientists. We don’t blog. We don’t twitter. We take our time.

Don’t get us wrong—we do say yes to the accelerated science of the early 21st
century. We say yes to the constant flow of peer-review journal publications and
their impact; we say yes to science blogs and media & PR necessities; we say yes to
increasing specialization and diversification in all disciplines. We also say yes to
research feeding back into health care and future prosperity. All of us are in this
game, too.

However, we maintain that this cannot be all. Science needs time to think. Science
needs time to read, and time to fail. Science does not always know what it might be
at right now. Science develops unsteadily, with jerky moves and un predictable leaps
forward—at the same time, however, it creeps about on a very slow time scale, for
which there must be room and to which justice must be done.

Slow science was pretty much the only science conceivable for hundreds of years;
today, we argue, it deserves revival and needs protection. Society should give
scientists the time they need, but more importantly, scientists must take their time.

We do need time to think. We do need time to digest. We do need time to mis‐
understand each other, especially when fostering lost dialogue between humanities
and natural sciences. We cannot continuously tell you what our science means;
what it will be good for; because we simply don’t know yet. Science needs time.

—Bear with us, while we think.

T H E  S L O W  S C I E N C E  A C A D E M Y

Support the Academy and express your sympathy on Facebook. You can also
download the slow science manifesto and information as a 2-page pdf here and
post it round your institutions. Thank you.

(c) The Slow Science Academy, 2010
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Charte de la désexcellence 

 

  
Pourquoi la « désexcellence » ? 

 

« L’Excellence » est partout en ce début de 21 e siècle. Dans l’industrie, l’alimentation, le sport,  

à la télévision et jusque dans l’intimité de nos foyers. Elle exprime le dépassement de soi et des 

autres, l’accroissement continu des performances, la réussite dans un monde que l’on dit « en 

profonde mutation », où seuls les plus forts seraient appelés à survivre. 

Récupérée par la pensée néolibérale et managériale depuis les années 1980, « l’Excellence » a 

une dimension incantatoire qui peut prêter à sourire. Il y a loin, en effet, entre les slogans des 

nouveaux managers et la réalité que ces slogans sont censés décrire ou produire. Mais le sourire 

disparaît vite lorsqu’on mesure les effets concrets d’une gestion humaine fondée sur 

« l’Excellence » : hyper-compétition, dévalorisation des savoirs construits sur l’expérience, 

transformation continuelle des pratiques professionnelles, précarisation, indifférence aux 

contenus, évaluations standardisées et répétées, avec, comme corollaires, le risque d’une perte 

d’estime de soi, d’une démotivation et d’une diminution effective de la qualité du travail fourni. 

Touché plus tardivement que d’autres secteurs, le monde universitaire a adopté l’idéologie de 

« l’Excellence » avec la ferveur des nouveaux convertis. Dans la foulée des accords de Bologne, 

qui consacraient principalement la mise en compétition des universités européennes, il semblait 

crucial de soigner son image de marque, de transformer son institution en machine de guerre 

capable d’absorber les meilleurs crédits, les meilleurs enseignants-chercheurs, le plus grand 

nombre d’étudiants, et de renforcer son positionnement sur les scènes nationales et 

internationales. Dans un contexte de pénurie et de crise, le souci d’un retour rapide sur 

investissements contribuait aussi à systématiser une gestion par indicateurs dans les domaines de 

la recherche et de d’enseignement.  

Mais après plus d’une décennie de réforme ininterrompue, nous sommes confrontés à une 

détérioration et non une amélioration de nos univers de travail. Bien sûr, nous avons accru nos 

capacités de communication. Bien sûr, nous nous sommes mis à produire ces « indicateurs 

d’Excellence » qui garantissent un bon positionnement dans les évaluations et les classements. 

Mais de telles aptitudes ne disent rien de la qualité de notre travail. Pire, elles masquent une baisse 

fréquente de cette qualité : formatage des champs et des objets de recherche, multiplication des 

résultats invalides et des fraudes, manque de recul et d’esprit critique, construction d’une relation 

marchande à l’apprentissage, substitution des savoirs instrumentaux aux connaissances et à la 

réflexion, …etc. Derrière son décor de carton-pâte, cette politique de « l’Excellence » mène en 

fait à un résultat exactement inverse à celui qu’elle prétend promouvoir.  

C’est sur ce constat qu’a émergé la notion de « désexcellence ». Loin d’inciter à la paresse ou la 

médiocrité, elle invite à se préoccuper de la qualité effective du travail, qui porte à la fois sur la 

nature de ce qui est accompli et sur la satisfaction que l’on en retire. Selon cette perspective 

inspirée du travail artisanal, la qualité se cultive en conciliant l’acte et le sens, ce que remet en 

cause la gestion actuelle des universités. L’appel à la « désexcellence » ne revient pas à regretter un 

« âge d’or » —qui n’a d’ailleurs jamais existé— mais à s’opposer par nos pratiques au dévoiement 

actuel des universités. 
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T H E  S L O W  S C I E N C E  M A N I F E S T O

We are scientists. We don’t blog. We don’t twitter. We take our time.

Don’t get us wrong—we do say yes to the accelerated science of the early 21st
century. We say yes to the constant flow of peer-review journal publications and
their impact; we say yes to science blogs and media & PR necessities; we say yes to
increasing specialization and diversification in all disciplines. We also say yes to
research feeding back into health care and future prosperity. All of us are in this
game, too.

However, we maintain that this cannot be all. Science needs time to think. Science
needs time to read, and time to fail. Science does not always know what it might be
at right now. Science develops unsteadily, with jerky moves and un predictable leaps
forward—at the same time, however, it creeps about on a very slow time scale, for
which there must be room and to which justice must be done.

Slow science was pretty much the only science conceivable for hundreds of years;
today, we argue, it deserves revival and needs protection. Society should give
scientists the time they need, but more importantly, scientists must take their time.

We do need time to think. We do need time to digest. We do need time to mis‐
understand each other, especially when fostering lost dialogue between humanities
and natural sciences. We cannot continuously tell you what our science means;
what it will be good for; because we simply don’t know yet. Science needs time.

—Bear with us, while we think.

T H E  S L O W  S C I E N C E  A C A D E M Y

Support the Academy and express your sympathy on Facebook. You can also
download the slow science manifesto and information as a 2-page pdf here and
post it round your institutions. Thank you.

(c) The Slow Science Academy, 2010
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Moher et al. (2018). Assessing scientists for hiring, 
promotion, and tenure. PLoS Biology, 16(3), e2004089.
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…and some actions and concrete changes











3. What can young researchers do?



Those who disagree with current definitions of success will simply be ‘have to leave’ from academia.

Not everyone agrees on the approaches we have to take

1. Voice your concerns (and your praise)
Be vocal about what bothers you (and what you like). Raise these 
concerns with senior researchers, groups who are seeking ECR’s 
views, or even on social media. Tell the editors you publish with 
what you would like their journal to offer. Introduce senior staff 
to new developments in open science…

à Raise awareness (of problems and solutions)



Those who disagree with current definitions of success will simply be ‘have to leave’ from academia.

Not everyone agrees on the approaches we have to take

2. Question your goals and help others question theirs
Do you do this for science or for advancing in your career? 
Do you publish to share a message or to add a line to your CV?
Do you collaborate to be an author or because you are interested 
in the project?

àDistinguish strategies from science



Those who disagree with current definitions of success will simply be ‘have to leave’ from academia.

Not everyone agrees on the approaches we have to take

3. Question your own habits
Working 24/7?
Secrecy?
Open about mistakes, failures, and limitations?

à Set the right standards



Those who disagree with current definitions of success will simply be ‘have to leave’ from academia.

Not everyone agrees on the approaches we have to take

4. Look beyond academia
Instead of questioning yourself and your ability to fulfil what is 
expected of you, question what is expected of you. Your academic 
career does not define who you are and what you are worth. 

à Challenge expectations, not yourself



The future of science
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