
How to welcome & integrate 
new PhD candidates? 

Anna Mazzarella (PhD-rådgiver, IBV) 



How to welcome & integrate new PhD candidates? 

• A good welcome is critical 

 
• Sets the tone, sets the expectations 

 

• Good integration is, if anything, more critical 
 

• Doing a PhD is incredibly stressful and can be all-consuming 

 

• Mental health crisis among PhD candidates which can lead to sick leave and 
even drop-out 

 



"Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education" 

• "Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education"          
Article in Nature Biotechnology; doi:10.1038/nbt.4089 

 

• Surveyed >2.000 PhD candidates 

 

• 234 institutions 

 

•  26 countries 

 

• 40% in biological and physical sciences and engineering 
 

 

 



"Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education" 

• 41% show moderate to severe 
anxiety 
 

• 39% show moderate to severe 
depression  
 
• ~6x the prevalance in the general 

population 

 
• Gender effect: more severe in 

female students, even more   
severe in transgender students 

 
 

Figure 1. "Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education" in Nature Biotechnology; doi:10.1038/nbt.4089 
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"Evidence for a mental health crisis in graduate education" 

• Things that this study saw 
correlate with better mental 
health: 

 
• Healthy work-life balance 

 
• A strong, supportive and positive 

relationship with the main 
supervisor 
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What we do today 

• IBV centrally has a Welcome Lunch  

 
• Poorly attended 

 
• Not well-known 

 
• Not consistent (timing) 

 

• Otherwise, supervisors are in charge of welcome and integration for 
their own candidates 



Main problems with giving supervisors this role: 

• Professors are busy people 

 

• Often outsourced to other PhD candidates or Post Docs in the group 

 

• Not all supervisors have someone to delegate to 

 

• This system puts strain on new PhDs by unintentionally making     
them responsible for their own integration 

 



Barriers to improving better integration 

• Not all supervisors introduce the new PhDs candidates to the PhD advisor 
 

• Then impossible for me to get in contact with new candidates before they apply for 
admission to the program (~3 months after they begin) 

 
• Critical "Welcome" period is then already over 

 
• Especially true for PhD candidates who are not Norwegian and have to apply for 

work/residence permits at UDI, which is stressful 

 
• The PhD advisor’s schedule also doesn’t allow for a huge increase in hours 

spent integrating new PhD candidates 
 



Welcome Booklet 

• Full of important and practical information 

 
• Easily accessible both in print and online 

 
• Highly visual formal makes it memorable 

 
• Gives busy supervisors a "way out" without 

burdening their other PhD candidates 

 
• Avoids the PhD advisor answering the same 

questions over and over 



















Peer Mentoring program 

• Booklet is only good for the first few weeks/months 

 

• The information is not personalized 

 

• We need a system in place to ensure good guidance and mentorship 
even after the critical first few months 

 

• Peer Mentor program (suggested by PhD candidate Martin Falck) 



Peer Mentoring program 

• PhD candidates in 3rd and 4th year would be peer mentors for                                                               
new students 

 

• Much more adaptable and personal 

 

• New students get advice from someone who has been there 

 

• Mentor also gains experience mentoring (and can earn a limited number of teaching hours) 

 

• Guidelines for Mentors will discuss promotion of good work-life balance for their mentees 

 

• For serious situations (problems with their supervisor, health problems, etc.), students should go 
to the PhD advisor, not their mentor 

 

 



Improving the candidate-Supervisor relationship 

• A good relationship between PhD candidate 
and supervisor is critical 

 

• Training for supervisors? 

 
• Something is in the works 
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Start-up Discussion between PhD and Supervisor 

• Conversation tools are available on the UiO 
web pages (search "Samtaleverktøy" under 
"for ansatte") 

 

• We will promote using this to have an in-
depth conversation between candidate and 
supervisor in the first 3 months 

 

• Having a conversation about expectations 
can help to avoid future conflicts 
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Goal for our new welcome and integration system: 
• New PhD candidates will feel welcome here 

 

• Lessen burden of integration on supervisors and new students 

 

• Reduce stress for PhD candidates 

 
• Create tighter bonds between the PhD candidates at IBV 
• Promote a culture of good work-life balance 
• Improve the Supervisor-PhD candidate relationship 

 

• Lower the threshold for discussing stress and other problems 

 

• Earlier intervention for mental health issues  

 

• Reduce sick leave and drop out 


