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A. Introduction 

1. Context 

Since a lot of new PhD students have joined IPO in the past year, it was suggested in a 
meeting with all AiO's, that would be beneficial for their integration to organise a 
trip or an activity. After long discussion, it was decided that the trip should be 
typically Dutch in nature and should encourage people to see eachother in a social 
context. So, we chose to go sailing on the IJsselmeer on the 30th of september, with 20 
AiO's from the Schouten Institute. 

2. Activities 

Adapted.from Arnout Fischer's piece in the Nieuwsbrief dated October, 7, 1999: 

On September 30th, the AIO's (PhD students) of IPO and the J.F. Schouten Institute 
went on a field trip. The trip took us to Muiden where the sailing ship Pietemella, a 
traditional freighter of the type 'Klipper', was boarded. With the sails raised, we left 
the Muiden docks and made a tour of the Markermeer. Here not only the English 
speaking AIO's learned a number of new words, but the Dutch speaking AIO's learned 
some new words as well. Some of these new words and slogans were well known to 
the AIO's who had sailed before, such as 'giek' and 'gaffe!'. But even for those who 
sailed before, the verb 'katten', which applied to the 'grootzeil' (main sail) during a 
'gijp' manoeuvre, was cause for some exhilaration. After a tour of some hours in 
which the activity of the AIO's ranged from sitting on the comfortable benches to 
steering the boat, the famous castle of Muiden, the Muiderslot, was visited. After the 
visit of the castle some time was left and it was decided to make one last quick tour on 
the ship while the organising committee prepared dinner below decks. After this tour 
on which once more nobody managed to do any damage to our ship or any other ship, 
not even while docking, the day was gone and the bus was taking us back to 
Eindhoven. In the bus everyone was very enthusiastic about the trip and the hope that 
it will be possible to organise such activities in the future was unanimous. 

3. Survey 

During the trip students discussed what it is like to be a PhD student at IPO. 
Specifically, each one of them was asked to identify a minimum of three advantages 
and three areas of concern. All PhD's explained their views. The comments have been 
summarized in this report in the following order: Firstly, IPO as an instistute has been 
evaluated. It concerns topics like the atmosphere of the institute, its organisation and 
work environment. The second section dealt with students' opinion about being a PhD 
at IPO. Educational opportunities, personal development and future perspectives were 
frequenlty mentioned in this context. Finally, the expectations concerning the PhD 
project, the guidance of PhD students, the expertise at IPO and co-operation within 
and outside the TUE were reflected. This report concludes with a summary of 
advantages and opportunities for development. 



B. General remarks about IPO 

1. Atmosphere 

All PhD students are very enthusiastic about the pleasant atmosphere at IPO. This has 
partly to do with the relatively high number of doctoral students, which is experienced 
as very stimulating. Moreover, IPO has a very open atmosphere that encourages 
people to drop by a colleague for questions, scientific discussions and problems. 
Besides that, it is obvious that the social activities after work and the fun during work 
have contributed to a very informal and friendly atmosphere without losing the 
students' productivity. 

2. Organisation 

A disadvantage is the continuous re-organisation of IPO, which causes commotion, 
restlessness, and uncertainty. For some PhD students, it has even had severe direct 
consequences for their project and supervision. Also, the large increase of meetings is 
sometimes experienced as counter-productive. More generally, the identity and image 
problems oflPO are taken to be rather confusing. It has been observed that the outside 
world (other institutes and industry) often misunderstands where IPO stands for. 
Furthermore, some PhD students remarked that there are regularly breakdowns in 
communication flow, especially regarding the status of internal and external research 
projects. However, this has been observed to depend very much on the cluster one 
participates in. It has also been mentioned that the management team does not always 
lend a lot of support either. 

3. Work environment 

Most PhD students are very satisfied about the technical resources and services at 
IPO. Most AiOs have all the equipment they need, good supporting staff, and more 
office space than PhD students get at other faculties. However, some students with 
special needs regarding equipment have problems finding the right material or the 
financial support to buy it. In some cases, lack of equipment has forced students to 
change the scope of the project. 

The PhD students differ in their opinion about their freedom in organising time. Some 
mention that it is an advantage to have flexible working hours, in which you can 
arrange your own time and work, and there is the possibility to work on weekends. 
However, others mention to be disappointed about the "be there eight hours a day" 
tradition of IPO. Also these students would prefer to work on flexible hours and 
sometimes from home. In general, the students agree that there has to be given room 
for a flexible working program and teleworking. For those who have to survive the 
extreme temperatures at sunny days in the office rooms facing south it would even be 
a necessity. 

Some PhD students mention to be satisfied about their salary, now it has been 
increased. Others mention that it still is much lower than when you would work in 
industry or business. This is a problem when IPO wants to attract PhDs with a 
technical background. 
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C. What is it like to be a PhD student at IPO? 

1. Education 

In general, people like the possibility to follow courses and training provided by the 
Schouten Institute and other faculties at the TUE. These courses are perceived to be of 
high quality, and as a good way to develop oneself. 
However, a lot of people think that some of the compulsory core curriculum courses 
do not match their background and/or current project. Therefore, it would be better if 
one was allowed to be more flexible in arranging one's own educational programme. 

IPO hardly gives any undergraduate education, so there are not much possibilities for 
the PhD students to practice their teaching skills. Many view this as a disadvantage 
for personal development. Indeed, education is also a part of science, so it is good for 
future perspectives if students have some teaching skills. 
On the other hand, the advantage of not giving education is that it leaves more time 
for doing research. 

2. Personal development 

Being a PhD student gives the opportunity to develop oneself, to broaden one's 
horizon and to get acquainted with science. 

3. Future perspectives 

The good thing about being a PhD student at IPO is that one works in a 
multidisciplinary field, which increases one's job opportunities. For those who have 
an alpha- or gamma-background, being part of a technical university gives them a 
little beta-touch that is good for their CV. 
Nevertheless, the future perspectives are not very clear to most people. According to 
some, there is not much overlap between working as a PhD student at IPO and 
industry. 
At IPO itself, there are only few post-doc positions available and there are not many 
possibilities for permanent jobs. 
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D. PhD Project 

1. Expectations 

Most students remark that their present activity is perfectly matched with their 
previous studies and personal interests. Pursuing doctoral research is also seen as a 
good bridge between university and the "real world", as one gets paid, while still 
getting further education. 
One student reports that he was surprised to see that the proportion of theoretical vs. 
practical work he was meant to carry out did not correspond to his expectations. He 
welcomed the fact that he could rewrite the project proposal initially given to him to 
suit his taste better. More generally, a lot of students appreciate their freedom in 
conducting research. 

2. Guidance 

With regard to guidance, there seems to be a lot of difference according to the 
research group one belongs to. It appears that SLI students are generally very satisfied 
with their level of supervision. In particular, they feel strong support from the various 
experts in that group. 
For the rest, the results indicate that supervision and guidance are sub-optimal in most 
cases. Indeed, some voice their concern about not receiving enough coaching and not 
having regular meetings with their supervisor(s). In addition, some report that one 
needs to be very proactive to arrange meetings or receive updates on project-relevant 
information. 

3. Expertise 

As mentioned above, SLI students feel that they can benefit from a lot of expertise 
within their research group. Some remarked that the other research groups, which are 
more recent, do not have as much expertise and manpower, which has direct 
implications when it comes to teaching and writing new project proposals. However, 
most students find that the interdisciplinarity idiosyncratic to user-system interaction 
is very enriching and helps broaden their horizon. 
Besides, several students feel that they are fairly isolated in their research area. For 
example, some feel that they cannot find enough literature or expertise within IPO. 

4. Cooperation 

Within the TUE 
IPO is sometimes perceived as being rather isolated within the TUE. Accordingly, 
students find it difficult to get acquainted and network with fellow PhD students or 
staff members in other departments. Also, the fact that PhD students are not required 
to teach is also seen as giving less opportunity to find stagiaires, which are a rare 
resource. 
More generally, it has also been argued that technical faculties do not see the benefit 
of cooperating extensively with IPO, to the extent that this institute is not primarily 
concerned with producing concrete guidelines applicable to engineering or design. 
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Outside the TUE 
Some students are concerned by the fact that their more fundamental USI research 
will not contribute to their employability in companies focused more on development 
and engineering. Likewise, some theoretical research programs are perceived as being 
somehow isolated, meaning that industry pays little attention to the results and rarely 
develops them further. 

It was also remarked that IPO did not make optimal use of its industrial connections, 
as most students have not had the opportunity to apply their findings in commercial 
research and development projects. Closer collaboration with industry is seen as very 
valuable with respect to networking and ·work experience. Those who have 
collaborated with industry say that this is a very motivating and enriching experience. 
However, one student complained that, because of reasons of confidentiality, the 
publication of an article was delayed for three years to allow for numerous revisions 
by the industrial partner. Therefore, trust-aspects and constraints imposed by the 
confidentiality of the work being carried out should be defined very clearly at the 
outset of any collaboration with industry. 

In general, many PhD students feel that they are ill-informed regarding the possibility 
of carrying out project-based work at another university or at a company, in the 
Netherlands or abroad. In particular, it is not clear in which instances this is possible, 
how long an off-site collaboration can last, what funding bodies exist and what the 
financial implications of such a collaboration are. 
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E. Conclusions 

1. Advantages 

• The AiOs agree that there is a very pleasant work atmosphere at IPO. 

• There are good opportunities to expand one's knowledge through the courses 
given by the JF Schouten Institute and other courses at the TUE or elsewhere. 

• IPO's multidisciplinary outlook is perceived by many as very enriching and likely 
to increase employability. 

• Students are very pleased with the technical equipment at their disposal. 

• Everyone appreciated the freedom in refining the scope of one's research topic and 
in carrying out one's research. 

2. Opportunities for Development 

• Many PhD students feel that they do not get enough guidance and supervision. It 
is understood that this is partly due to the low number of professors at IPO. However, 
some would like to see more commitment and encouragement from their 
supervisors/promoters. 

• Some core curriculum courses given by the JF Schouten Institute are not relevant 
to some AiOs' doctoral research, who would prefer to pick other courses. 

• A bad communication flow within IPO was noted, especially as regards the status 
of projects the institute is involved in. 

• The image of IPO is not clear to the outside world; many still view it as the old 
lnstituut voor Perceptie Onderzoek. 

• IPO is still fairly isolated within the TUE. many would benefit from collaborations 
with other departments. Hopefully, the upcoming SUSI conference will contribute to 
that. 

• Most PhD students would prefer to work flexible hours and sometimes from 
home, instead of subscribing to the 8h/day tradition of the place. 

• Future job opportunities are unclear for students carrying out more fundamental 
research; within IPO especially, post-doc positions are very scarce. 

• In general, students are very keen on applying their findings in industry, be it in 
the Netherlands or abroad; however, they lack information regarding IPO's policies on 
consulting or project-based collaborations. 
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