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Prof. Liesbeth De Donder, Vrije Universiteit Brussel

Liesbeth De Donder has been working at Vrije Universiteit
Brussels (VUB) for 13 years teaching courses about civil
participation, community development, research
methodology and supervising master's and Ph.D.
students. She has also been part of several research
projects about social inclusion and participation of
prisoners and older people, which are her two main areas
of interest when it comes to research. She has previously
functioned as the head of the Department of Educational
Science at VUB, been a member of the Board of the
faculty of Educational Sciences and Psychology and
currently represents her faculty at the University's
Research Council. Recently, De Donder has won the
VUB's award for the best supervisor in the year of 2020,
for which she was nominated by her Ph.D. students. In this
article, De Donder shares the leadership styles,
challenges as well as development strategies that she
applies as a young academic leader.
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What are your responsibilities as a/an (young) academic leader?

As a supervisor, my role includes operational tasks, such as helping and guiding
my Ph.D. students on how to develop a research design, conduct the data
collection, write research articles, etc. However, for me, my role also includes
other tasks, like widening my students' horizons and making them consider other
perspectives and angles of the topic in question. Ph.D. students usually come
with specific questions regarding their research as they are focused on what they
are doing, and my task is to help them develop their thinking by widening their
perspectives and letting them think about other ideas, options and possibilities.
Therefore, it is when they say “ah, | didn't look at it that way” when | am satisfied.
My role also includes giving them the freedom and independence to choose
their own trajectory and establish their own network.

Besides, being a professor, | have different responsibilities, in addition to teaching
through which | contribute to my faculty and the university as a whole. For
instance, | was the head of the Department of Education Sciences at VUB and |
have also been on the faculty board and a member of the University Research
Council. Additionally, | am currently part of a Think Tank consisting of two
members of each faculty in the university working on coming up with a vision for
the future of the education at the university and how it will look like in 20 years
from now.
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You have recently won the VUB award for the best supervisor. Tell us more
about it and why you think you deserved this award.

fta?

The VUB award for the best supervisor is given annually to a supervisor from the
university who is nominated for this award by his/her Ph.D. students. Based on
students’ nominations, which are an explanation of why this professor deserves
the award, a jury then selects the winner of the award. If you ask me about the
reason | won the award for this year, then it's because my students are really
stubborn and know how to write good applications (laughs). Last year, my
students nominated me for the same award and | won second place.
Nonetheless, clearly, they were not satisfied with the results, so they nominated
me again this year and apparently put more effort into why | was worthy of this
award to make me win. However, in my perspective, | also knew why | didn't win
the award last year. During last year's ceremony in which the winner was
announced, it attracted my attention that one of the reasons this winner
deserved the award was because she had a structured plan for supervising her
Ph.D. students, this is something that | wasn't doing up until last year as | had a
more informal coaching style which didn't set a specific schedule for meetings
with the students, for instance, but rather meetings were dependent on students’
needs. Thus, one of the things that | started doing is to have a more organized
plan for supervising my Ph.D. students. Hence, | began to have regular meetings
with all of my students in which we gather up and discuss several issues related
to work and academia in general. It is important to note, however, that my plan
for supervision is never rigid, as the purpose of this plan is to add more structure
to our workflow, not to limit students’ autonomy or freedom, which some favor
over thorough guidance in their work.
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"..not only do they learn to be self-reliant and
reflective but also responsible; | don't lead the
path for them but help them lead their own.”

How would you describe your leadership style?

It is quite difficult to put a word on it. However, first, | would say very
coaching and flexible in the sense that this coaching style is not fixed but
rather is adapted to meet my students' varying needs. For instance, |
have around ten Ph.D. students, and | am aware that | need to approach
them differently starting from the frequency of our meetings to the jokes
that | tell to each one of them. | also believe that group work is important
and try to create this community environment among my students.
Therefore, with my students, it is not me alone who is leading the whole
group and coaching them. Instead, we work as a cohesive group in which
they also coach and support each other, making sure that they get peer
support, which is vital for their progress and cooperation. | also reject the
traditional idea of leadership where a leader is perceived as a person on

the top of a hierarchy, as | prefer to be one who is standing and working
among the researchers (I also prefer the word researcher than student in
referring to them). Thus, my aim is always to create a research
community where we all work together and support each other, and as |
happen to be the one with more experience in research, | do my best to
transfer that know-how for them to help them grow and develop.
Additionally, | never aim to command my students what to do or give
them ready answers but to ask them questions that can help them find
the answers themselves. In this way, not only do they learn to be self-
reliant and reflective but also responsible; | don't lead the path for them
but help them lead their own.
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What do you think are the pros and cons of your leadership style?

There are some difficulties which arise from applying such a style, including the fact that it is time-consuming. As each Ph.D. student has his/her
own plan, | have to coach and follow-up with every one of them on a different basis, the thing that requires a lot of time. Similarly, as | mentioned,
since | put a lot of emphasis on building a community and the development of this community, this also takes time. We plan to implement fun
activities through which we get to enjoy our time and also strengthen our bond as a team; however, it is not always easy to implement such
activities, especially with the big workload that we all have. Hence, although investing in team building is definitely worthwhile and one of the
biggest pros for such a style, it still comes with the disadvantage of requiring extra time. In addition to building a cohesive team where there is
social and peer support, another advantage of my style is the result of cooperation among the team members which raises the overall quality of
our work, whether in terms of the research articles that are written or any other work outputs. Additionally, | believe that my style enables my
students to enjoy a great degree of autonomy in their work: | never set the direction for them, but rather give the freedom to choose their path,
whether in getting specific expertise, building their own network, etc. The final end of such a style is that | see content Ph.D. students. In my ten
years of supervision, despite having some difficult moments, no one of my students has ever given up and they all have eventually succeeded in
obtaining their Ph.D..
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What are the challenges that you face as a young academic leader?

One of the challenges that | faced at the beginning of my career as a supervisor was the
little coaching provided to supervisors. Back then, | attended a training week on teaching
that was given to new professors, but we didn't have something like that for supervisors
with regard to how to coach, apply for funding, start a research group, and other tasks
that are not related to teaching. They have recently started, however, giving training at
our university for starting professors on supervising, which must be helpful, but since this
was not the case for me, | had to figure out the "how-to" for such tasks myself. Thus, for
me, the beginning was actually the hardest.

Another challenge that | face is funding; to do more projects, you need to apply for more
funding. Consequently, you get immersed in this constant search for money to be able to
start or sustain your projects. This was also a big challenge at the beginning of my
career, as funding was required for starting my research group. Thus, at that point, it
wasn't leading the group that was challenging, but it was having a group to lead in the
first place. Currently, applying for funding is still a time-consuming process that takes
from the time that | plan to dedicate for supervision.

Additionally, the administrative work associated with the research projects yet poses
another challenge for me. This includes handling Ph.D. students' applications, bills, and
other paperwork that all have to be done by the professor him/herself. This also takes a
lot of my time and deprives me of the chance to give more time and effort to supervision
and research. And as | mentioned, you have to figure this out yourself as no one will
guide or coach you on how to be a supervisor, the thing that I still miss, as | believe
leaders need to be coached as well.

"l felt that | needed a coach myself. Thus, | started
reaching out to other researchers and research
groups in other faculties and universities...Sometimes,
also, talking with friends who are in a similar situation
might help.”

What are the strategies that you apply for dealing with these challenges?

About two years ago, | felt that | needed a coach myself. Thus, | started reaching out to
other researchers and research groups in other faculties and universities. My purpose
was to benefit from their experience and try to learn from the way they are functioning in
their groups. For example, to retain my Ph.D. students who just leave the group once
their study is done, | wanted to hire more postdoctoral researchers in my team, which is
also beneficial for the continuity of the research group. However, this is a big challenge
due to financial issues. Therefore, | wanted to learn from other groups who have different
structures from mine with more postdoctoral researchers on board to be able to do this
myself. Now | do contact such groups asking about their group structures and the way
they manage it to be able to craft our own plan for doing something similar with our
team.

Sometimes, also, talking with friends who are in a similar situation might help. | have a
good friend whose job is similar to mine and is currently working in the United Kingdom.
At least, once a year, | like to go there for a week, which can be both a way for learning
about how research groups function in the UK and also for relaxing, sharing stresses as
well as having fun. Hence, | like not just to reach out to people in other faculties and
universities but also those abroad. For handling team-related issues, such as lack of
motivation, we have started to organize meetings where we gather up to talk about our
feelings towards work, quality of work, work-life balance, and the things we want to
change, etc., but not operational aspects, such as research articles. We did this for the
first time in March-May this year, and following the positive feedback that we got from
the team members, we are going to hold it once a year. In addition to this, we yearly plan
team days in which we rent a place and spend the day together and discuss issues
related to the progress and future of the whole team and what the members want to
achieve with their group. This is also crucial for consolidating the team bond and
community feeling among the group members.

FR—BBFZANEE, GHMSEIEWLHE ?

ERIBESIRMERL EEF AN EIENREZ -2 RS

RERFIIRD, S8, ST —IHNHBUZEI 0
—EAHERI, ERENTSMRE, RERS, REEZ
2, BRMRNMNARNREMSRFT RN ITIEAEREE
LE9tEil, BR, Mi&REFBERIIRZETHINR
BIRESZEMNEI, IRERE. ERHTRINERH
FElt, ALBEABAECHEFERXLESN “Hik" .
Eit, WHMS, ESMERSIR ER&ERMERN,

HEKHS - MRERE%, EHTESHME, RHF
ERFEEZNHES. A, RE2BO0RAETHIHE
2%, WA BHSERRNIE, X BRI ETEY
BR—NEXKRE, RARIBENARNATEZSE. B
I, EX—RE, FREBENHARRASNASHN, M
REAEZBEANTTNGS. Bal, REEENAR—IHE
RIENETE, TR EATEERESNNE,

tesh, SHMAMBEXITHR TN HEREEMET 5 —
ANkaL, XBEAEBETIFEMNRE, KEMEMXHT
FEVAHBIZRATE, XRETHRRSHME, HE
EHREETESHNEFENRITHESTRARNONS,
B, EMHREIHE, BV AECHFEBEEZ—R, B
ARBE, BRASESTESMNARASH, 2R
RARBEVEN, BAHEEHASELTEEZEIIR
5,

‘HAEGHECRE—R|ESER. B
ItE, ﬁﬁﬁé?&‘ﬁﬂ,\@%ﬁﬁﬂk%qﬂﬁ’\]
HARARFMAFTNE - BRY,
ST EEREI AR R % AT #E
BFrEEN,

R PR LL SR M X X e pki 2

AYFEH, REBHACEE-BHER. EHit, HA
Ia iR AP IR AR P RO Bt LA IR ST ANE, 3
WEMNEMUINZRPZEES, FE2XZIMMENE
fEAR. I, WFEAENMETEN], RBERNE
PHREAESNELIEMAAR, SUNHRNARES
HHE, BR, BTMSEM, XIR—MEXMHKkE. F
I, HBEAMATNEZES], WEESNELIEHR
AR, BETHRACNMARBTMXIIE. RE, Kl
SEERR T XM NE, WEfiHRALREE R
HEEAN, UWEERBHERMNESHITR, F571F
FAFFREMUBITAE,

B, SHTFEMUBRMNARRKTRESBRHEN.
a— Aﬁ%&,mmIWEﬁm*M,Eﬁﬁﬁilﬁa
BREREZBER—IEHY, ELEF—K, XPRATMAR
THERANAERERNEEAR, RTHWTkEU%

WX, R “IFE" . Blit, BAXERSEMF
RFAFHANERM, MEGERSENMIAZEM. HTH
WHBAFRIBRER, BIMERZa7, BRIELFEAS, 7
SNRBAINITENRE, TFRE, TF5EENTE
u&ﬁMMEWEWEE%,@$%ﬁ¢ﬁﬂ§,%ﬂﬁ
RN, BNRESFIAESAERBARIENRIN. &
RREAMRRANRRRGRE, BMNSBFHR—R. KRit
Z9, BAEHITEFHNEAMKA, ERARMNEE -1
wHHF-EELT—X, HitieSBEMEAEBSFIREU
B RFEERARIGHMAME RN EE, X TFIRE
FIRABRL S Z BB AR R FIE ARt EX B R,

3 ISSUE 4

VOLUME 1 NOVEMBER 2020



JOURNAL
=7

H-Leadz

In the spotlight | £ =5

Do you think female academic leaders face challenges that are specific to women?

Although there are several pro-women mechanisms in academia, such as offering
incentives for hiring women (in the past), | believe, there are still some challenges. For
instance, there are many women working at VUB, certainly in the social and human
sciences.

Nevertheless, at the moment in general they often occupy the lower levels of
academia. Therefore, it is not just about whether women are present in academia or not,
but also about where they are present and what contributions they are making. In other
words, it is about the quality rather than the quantity as there are many women working
in academia, but they still, generally, occupy less important positions compared to men.
Although our chancellor is a woman who is a great example, and there are many
notable exceptions in general we see that the higher we go up in ranking, the fewer
women we find. There is progress to be made.

What is an effective leader in your opinion?

When | hear the word effective, what comes to my mind is a leader that can get the
work done. In my case, this means that | have to help my students do the requirements
of their Ph.D. to be able to get the degree. This is both true and important. Nonetheless,
an effective leader should also give importance to the quality of what is being done, not
Jjust the work outputs but also students' whole Ph.D. journey. Hence, for me, it is vital
that students succeed and finish their Ph.D., but | also care about the meaning of that
Ph.D. and its contribution to the society. Similarly, | care about how my students are
doing on their way towards this Ph.D. by making sure that they are feeling good and
satisfied with their work. Therefore, in my perspective, the effectiveness of the leaders
should not only have quantitative measurements or indicators in terms of the numbers
of students or research papers, etc., but also qualitative indicators that pay attention to
other crucial factors.
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Do you participate in the strategic planning of your institution?

The VUB Education 2040 Plan is an example of my participation in planning a vision for
the future of the education of the university. The purpose of this plan is to think about
how education will be in 20 years from now, which addresses the university's goals in
education and also makes us rethink about the whole concept of education and
teaching and if it will be the same in 2040. However, | also participate in the official
strategic planning of the university which takes place every three years. This is done in
two levels as, first, there is the planning at the faculty level and then at the university
level. The last planning | took part in was quite participatory as we had several meetings
in which we discussed a variety of topics related to education, and professors had the
choice to participate in the topics they felt they could contribute to the most. Thus, we
are involved in the development of the planning at the faculty level, but not the strategic
planning for the whole university. However, sometimes | also wonder about the
realization of such planning, which | think it would be good if we are informed about it
and kept abreast of its result.
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