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Preface 

 

In response to the request of the Executive Board of Radboud University to evaluate the research 

conducted at the Donders Institute for Brain, Cognition, and Behaviour, our committee has inspected 

the institute’s self-evaluation report, and we have visited the institute in November 2025. During 

three remarkably sunny and warm autumn days, we had open discussions with many representatives 

of the Donders Institute, and we received a very informative guided tour of some of the facilities, 

including one of the locations of the Donders CityLab. We would like to thank the institute members 

for their hospitality and the interesting conversations that we had during the site visit. 

 

We have come to know the Donders Institute as a network organisation with a collegial and 

collaborative atmosphere. We commend the institute for the substantial efforts to reform its 

governance structure, and the university for enabling the Donders Institute to operate as an 

independent entity. Although the governance structure is still complex, it apparently serves the 

Donders Institute in its overall mission. We were impressed by the scientific and societal 

accomplishments of the institute, which it should more proudly and explicitly communicate. To 

properly fulfil its mission in the coming years, we raise several points of concern and provide 

suggestions to remedy them. Our committee hopes that this report will be helpful in making strategic 

choices to further this outstanding research institute, and secure a viable and sustainable future 

 

Professor Menno P. Witter 

January 2026 
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Executive summary 
 

This report presents the assessment of the research conducted at the Donders Institute 

for Brain, Cognition, and Behaviour (DI) in the period 2019–2024. The Executive Board of Radboud 

University (RU) commissioned this evaluation, which was performed by an external review 

committee in accordance with the Strategy Evaluation Protocol 2021–2027. In the Netherlands, all 

research at public research institutes is evaluated once every six years using this protocol. The 

committee based its conclusions on the institute’s self-evaluation report, several additional 

documents provided by the DI, and a series of interviews with representatives of the DI during a 

three-day site visit in November 2025.  

 

We have come to know the DI as a cohesive network organisation with a collegial and collaborative 

atmosphere. We commend the leadership for the substantial efforts to reform the governance 

structure, and the university for enabling the DI to operate as an independent entity. The current 

governance structure appears carefully designed and we consider this a positive development. We 

also commend the Donders Graduate School – and its coordinator in particular – for the efforts to 

ensure that the PhD candidates at the DI receive high-quality support and supervision. We were 

impressed by the consistently excellent quality of the DI research, but the narrative explaining what 

makes the DI unique (i.e., clarifying its key strengths) could be sharpened for both the institute as a 

whole and for its four research themes. This is particularly important in light of the severe budget 

cuts that were recently announced by the Dutch government.  

 

The DI strategically promotes data transparency as an important means to contribute to the body of 

scientific knowledge and achieve societal impact. To this end, the institute has developed a data 

repository and has successfully secured university-wide acceptance and funding for it, which is 

laudable. Moreover, DI researchers effectively translate their discoveries into benefits for society 

through clinical innovation, practical tools, entrepreneurship, and public engagement. Reverse 

translation is less apparent and needs more emphasis. The institute also educates future 

neuroscientists through the BSc and MSc programmes that it is involved in.  

 

The societal impact of the DI is driven by both institute-wide initiatives and the activities of individual 

researchers. We are impressed by the overall societal relevance of the DI’s work and the strong 

commitment at all levels to effectively engage with the public and citizen scientists. These efforts 

could be further strengthened by developing a focused, overarching societal impact strategy that 

balances a well-designed, professional impact programme with bottom-up initiatives from individual 

researchers, and that identifies effective measures to prioritise.  

 

The pleasant atmosphere at the DI, its strong international reputation, its excellent facilities, and the 

involvement of the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics contribute substantially to its overall 

viability. Moreover, the DI mission aligns well with the RU strategic agenda for the coming years, in 

which ‘brain’ is one of the key research themes. Although we consider the DI a world-leading 

institute with high potential for the future, there are a number of challenges and threats that should 

be addressed.  
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First, the Dutch government has recently announced severe budget cuts for academic research and 

education, creating insecurity across all universities in the Netherlands. We support the DI in its 

ambition to explore alternative funding sources to proactively deal with the budget cuts. In our 

opinion, there are ample opportunities for the DI to tap into new funding sources. However, this 

requires better articulation and communication of the institute’s uniqueness and a strong 

overarching funding strategy that capitalises on the institute’s unique strengths.  

 

Due to the budget cuts, some early-career researchers who successfully acquired prestigious 

personal grants are currently not able to stay at the DI because of issues with overhead costs or legal 

issues with contract extensions. This inability to adapt administrative regulations to the current 

situation provides a serious threat to the ability of the DI to set strategic priorities and results in a 

loss of curiosity-driven flexibility originating in the minds of the next generation of very promising 

scientists, which is very unfortunate. 

 

Second, although we view the governance reform as a positive development, the resulting structure 

remains rather complex, with six constituent centres each operating under their own rules and 

regulations, with separate administration systems. Harmonising rules and systems – for instance 

related to HR – would greatly enhance the viability of the DI. Importantly, the recent demerger of the 

Radboudumc and RU has created additional administrative hurdles that hamper effective 

collaboration between the researchers at these institutions. This major threat to the future scientific 

and societal impact of the DI research should be resolved as soon as possible.  

 

Third, the DI has successfully created space for interdisciplinary collaboration through the research 

themes, but the current theme structure appears to offer limited flexibility to respond to 

developments in science and society. It is important to remain adaptable and attentive to 

opportunities for cross-theme collaboration, and to maintain the balance between focus and breadth 

within each theme. Moreover, the large size of the institute makes it challenging for researchers to 

find peers, relevant focus groups, and more. This challenge is compounded by the absence of a 

central internal communication platform, making it difficult to identify all DI members. The DI is 

aware of this challenge and aims to address it in the coming years. In this context, creating 

opportunities for researchers at specific career stages to meet and exchange experiences across 

centres and themes may be a valuable addition to the existing peer coaching programme. 

 

Fourth, we noticed that early-career researchers such as PhD candidates and postdocs feel very 

insecure about their future, even though the career prospects of previous cohorts of DI graduates 

and alumni were excellent. In addition, there are a number of issues regarding contract duration, 

training, and supervision of PhD candidates at the DI that have been lingering for years already and 

demand immediate action now. We strongly encourage the leaders of the six constituent centres of 

the DI to take responsibility for these aspects in educating the next generation of experts in the 

brain, cognition, and behaviour, and to empower the graduate school coordinator and the postdoc 

coordinator to implement effective changes. 

 

Last, internal candidates are often prioritised in recruitment procedures at the DI. Although retaining, 

developing, and celebrating local talent is valuable, ensuring a diversity of ideas is important as well.  



DONDERS INSTITUTE FOR BRAIN, COGNITION, AND BEHAVIOUR 7 

A more open and internationally oriented approach to filling positions at all levels, particularly for 

tenure-track and tenured roles, will help ensure the institute remains well-connected internationally. 

 

To ensure that the DI will continue to thrive in the coming years, our main recommendations are: 

1. Identify and communicate the unique strengths of the DI and its research themes and capitalise 

on them in an overarching funding strategy that transcends the research themes. In line with 

this, develop a clear strategy to safeguard the institute’s leading position at the technical 

forefront of cognitive neuroscience. 

2. Harmonise rules and systems between the six constituent centres and resolve the issues created 

by the recent demerger of Radboudumc and RU. 

3. Enhance cross-theme interactions and use bottom-up initiatives to safeguard flexibility. 

Increased flexibility and cross-theme collaboration can also be enhanced through the 

development of an integrated strategy across the six constituent centres to attract and select 

new senior staff. 

4. Ensure that the leaders of the six constituent centres take responsibility for the training and 

supervision of PhD candidates and postdocs and empower the graduate school coordinator and 

the postdoc coordinator to act accordingly. 

5. Ensure that there is a good stream of international talent entering the pool of scientists, 

particularly for tenure-track and tenured roles, so that the institute remains well-connected 

internationally.  
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 

This report presents the assessment of the research conducted at the Donders Institute 

for Brain, Cognition, and Behaviour (DI) in the period 2019–2024. The assessment was performed by 

an external review committee using the Strategy Evaluation Protocol 2021–2027 (SEP), which was 

drawn up and adopted by the Universities of the Netherlands (UNL), Royal Netherlands Academy of 

Arts and Sciences (KNAW), and Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO). All research 

conducted at public research institutes in the Netherlands is evaluated once every six years using the 

SEP. The primary aim of these assessments is to evaluate the research quality, societal relevance, and 

viability of a research unit considering its own aims and strategy, and to suggest improvements 

where necessary.  

 

Target groups that are served by this assessment include: 

• the researchers, support staff, and management of the DI, who want to know how the quality of 

the DI research, its societal relevance, and its viability and strategy are perceived by independent 

experts and how these elements can be improved, with explicit attention to the aspects of Open 

Science, PhD policy and training, academic culture, and human resources (HR) policy, 

• the Executive Board of Radboud University (RU) that wants to track the impact of its research 

policy, 

• the Dutch government that evaluates the outcomes of research assessments in connection with 

the accountability of institutions for expenditure and their own efforts to support an outstanding 

research system, 

• society and the private sector that seek to solve a variety of problems using the knowledge that 

the DI produces. 

 

1.2 Members of the assessment committee  

The Executive Board of RU appointed as members of the assessment committee: 

• Professor Menno Witter, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Trondheim, Norway 

(chair), 

• Professor Matt Lambon Ralph, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, United Kingdom (UK), 

• Irmak Hacımusaoğlu, MSc, Tilburg University, Tilburg, the Netherlands, 

• Professor Jody Culham, Western University, London, Canada, 

• Professor Renaud Jardri, University of Lille, Lille, France, 

• Professor Tobias Bonhoeffer, Max Planck Institute for Biological Intelligence, Munich-

Martinsried, Germany, 

• Dr Ilse Gantois, McGill University, Montréal, Canada, 

• Professor Penny Gowland, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK, 

• Professor Viola Priesemann, Max Planck Institute for Dynamics and Self-Organization, Göttingen, 

Germany. 

 

Dr Linda van den Berg (Washoe Life Science Communications, the Netherlands) served as the 

scientific secretary to the assessment committee. The committee members declared to have no 
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conflicts of interest. The evaluation and recommendations in this report constitute the committee’s 

consensus. ‘Currently’ refers to the time of the site visit (i.e., November 2025), ‘review period’ refers 

to 2019–2024, and ‘we’ refers to the committee members. A list of abbreviations used in this report 

is provided in Appendix 1. 

 

1.3 Procedure 

The assessment was performed according to the guidelines in the Strategy Evaluation Protocol 2021–

2027. The committee evaluated the research conducted at the DI based on  

● the institute’s self-evaluation report, in which the DI described its mission, organisation, 

governance structure, and strategy of the past six years; reflected on its scientific and societal 

accomplishments in the past six years; and described its strategy for the coming years, 

● a report on the Scientific Advisory Board’s site visit to the DI in February 2024, including the 

response of the Executive Board of the DI, 

● an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats of the four research themes, 

carried out by the theme leaders in 2024, 

● a series of interviews during a site visit in November 2025 with the DI leadership; theme leaders 

and theme members; representatives of starting research group leaders, postdoctoral 

researchers, PhD candidates, and technicians; and the DI graduate school coordinator and 

postdoc coordinator. The committee also visited several facilities and one of the locations of the 

Donders Citylab. The discussions were transparent and informative. The site visit programme is 

included in Appendix 2. 

The committee met online twice prior to the site visit to prepare for the interviews. 

 

Assessment criteria 

In line with the SEP, the committee evaluated the DI research based on three assessment criteria, all 

considering the institute’s own aims and strategy:  

• research quality, i.e., the quality and scientific relevance of the DI research in a national and 

international context, including contributions to the body of scientific knowledge and the 

academic reputation and leadership within the field, 

• relevance to society, i.e., impact, public engagement, and uptake of the DI research in economic, 

social, cultural, educational, or other terms, 

• viability, i.e., the extent to which the DI goals for the coming years are expected to remain 

scientifically and societally relevant; whether its aims and strategy, the foresight of its leadership, 

and its overall management are optimal to attain these goals; and whether the plans and 

resources are adequate to implement this strategy; including a reflection on the viability of the DI 

in relation to the expected developments in the field and society as well as on the wider 

institutional context of the DI. The committee was also asked to reflect on the focus and breadth 

of the DI research strategy, in light of DI’s network organisation and its track record in 

interdisciplinary research. 

 

In line with the SEP, four specific aspects were incorporated in the assessment of the above-

mentioned criteria, because these help to shape the quality of a research unit:  

• Open Science, i.e., availability of research output, reuse of data, involvement of societal 

stakeholders, 
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• PhD policy and training, i.e., supervision and instruction of PhD candidates at the DI, 

• academic culture, i.e., openness, (social) safety, inclusivity, and policy on research integrity, 

• HR policy i.e., diversity policy and talent management. 

 

1.4 Research unit under assessment: Donders Institute for Brain, Cognition, and Behaviour 

 

Organisation 

The DI is an interdisciplinary research network located in the city of Nijmegen in the Netherlands. It is 

composed of six collaborating research centres housed on the same campus: the (1) Donders Centre 

for Cognition (DCC) of the Faculty of Social Sciences, (2) Donders Centre for Neuroscience (DCN) of 

the Faculty of Science, (3) Donders Community for Medical Neuroscience (DCMN) of the university 

medical centre Radboudumc, (4) Donders Centre for Cognitive Neuroimaging (DCCN), which is an 

interfaculty centre of RU, (5) Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics (MPI), and (6) the Centre for 

Language Studies (CLS) of the Faculty of Arts.  

 

Researchers at the DI use a variety of approaches and methods to study the brain, cognition, and 

behaviour in the broadest sense, from molecules to individuals to communities. The DI research is 

organised into four themes: (1) Language and Communication, (2) Perception, Action, and Decision-

making, (3) Development and Lifelong Plasticity, and (4) Natural Computing and Neurotechnology.  

 

The research and educational activities are carried out within the six constituent centres, while the DI 

is responsible for talent development, internal and external communication, societal impact, 

evaluations and site visits, large grant applications, research facilities, event organisation, and the 

education of BSc, MSc, and PhD students. The three institutions involved in the DI (RU, Radboudumc, 

and Max Planck Society) provide support in ethics, HR, finance, control, communication, and 

outreach, as well as technical and research assistance. In addition, they provide general support 

through a Grant Support and Projects department, Knowledge Transfer Office, Research and Impact 

Strategy Office, Legal Affairs Office, and a university HR department.  

 

Governance 

A new governance framework was developed during the review period and implemented on 1 

January 2023. A new scientific director was appointed on 1 June 2023. At present, the following 

boards and platforms are involved in the DI: 

• Donders Supervisory Board oversees the DI and consists of an independent chair; the Deans of 

the RU Faculties of Arts, Medical Sciences, Science, and Social Sciences; and the Vice-President of 

the Max Planck Society. It provides both requested and unrequested advice and appoints the 

members of the Donders Executive Board. 

• Donders Executive Board is responsible for overall and day-to-day management of the DI and 

consists of the scientific director and managing director. It acts as a linking pin between the 

Strategy Board, Research Platform, and Management Platform. 

• Strategy Board advises the Executive Board on strategic matters and consists of the scientific 

directors of the six constituent centres. 

• Research Platform advises the Executive Board on research and education, i.e., mission, strategy, 

definition of themes, and measures to enhance research quality, collaborations, and facilities. It 

also decides on the allocation of funding from the Donders Research Stimulation Fund, which 
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provides seed funding for small-scale interdisciplinary initiatives carried out by DI researchers 

from different centres. The Research Platform consists of the four theme leaders, who are also 

responsible for theme events and the four tracks in the MSc Cognitive Neuroscience. 

• Management Platform ensures the coordination and alignment of day-to-day operations, data 

management for annual reports and evaluations, and long-term developments concerning the 

infrastructure and research support. It consists of the managing directors or equivalent staff of 

the six constituent centres.  

• Donders Bureau facilitates coordination and communication across the DI network and consists 

of the graduate school coordinator, public outreach officer, societal impact and science 

communication officer, postdoc coordinator, and several management assistants. 

• Donders Committees support the work of the DI: a Diversity and Sustainable Science Committee, 

Donders Sessions and Lecture Committee, Donders Citylab Scientific Committee, Donders 

Awards and Prizes Committee, Donders Wonders team, Donders Postdoc Council, Donders PhD 

Council, and a Donders Education Committee. 

• Scientific Advisory Board acts as a critical sounding board and consists of 11 international 

experts in neuroscience. 

 

Staff and funding 

As a network organisation, the DI does not employ research or teaching staff itself, but it brings 

together more than 1,200 researchers employed at the six centres. In 2024, the institute comprised 

675 full-time equivalents (FTE) scientific staff, including 45 FTE professors, 25 FTE associate 

professors, 39 FTE assistant professors, 135 FTE staff scientists1, 110 postdocs, 295 employed PhD 

candidates, and 26 other PhD candidates (Appendix 3). The number of DI researchers grew 

substantially during the review period, mainly due to the addition of the MPI and CLS as full partners, 

an increase in research volume, an increase in external PhD candidates, and delays in PhD 

completion due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

The total amount of funding of the DI partner institutes combined was approximately 109.5 M€ in 

2024, consisting of approximately 59.2 M€ direct funding from the Dutch Ministry of Education, 

Culture and Science and the Max Planck Society), 33.3 M€ research grants obtained in national 

scientific competition (e.g., grants from NWO), 14.8 M€ research contracts for specific research 

projects obtained from external organisations (e.g., the European Commission, industry, the Dutch 

government, and charitable organisations), and 2.2 M€ of funds that do not fit into any of the other 

categories. The amount of funding increased substantially during the review period (Appendix 3). 

 

Embedding of early-career researchers 

All PhD candidates within DCC, DCCN, DCN, and DCMN are members of the Donders Graduate School 

(DGS), which has a dedicated coordinator. The number of PhD candidates enrolled in the DGS 

increased from 475 to 564 during the review period. PhD candidates at the MPI (62 at the end of 

2024) are members of the International Max Planck Research Schools (IMPRS) and those at CLS (64 at 

the end of 2024) are enrolled in the Graduate School for the Humanities (GSH). PhD candidates from 

 
1 The highly heterogenous group of staff scientists consists of researchers who are no longer in a 
postdoc position but are actively conducting research at the DI. The group includes staff conducting research 
part-time (e.g., in addition to healthcare work), guest researchers, and staff transitioning between research 
grants and contracts. 



RESEARCH ASSESSMENT 2019–2024 

 
12 

IMPRS and GSH can become affiliate members of the DGS, allowing them to utilise its resources and 

attend DGS events. The graduate schools monitor the progress of PhD candidates and support 

candidates and supervisors if problems arise. The DGS is also involved in PhD policy development at 

various levels. A Donders PhD Council represents the interests of PhD candidates across the institute, 

advising the DGS coordinator, organising meetings, and producing a monthly newsletter. The DI also 

has a Postdoc Council which consists of representatives from each of the six centres. It organises 

activities such as ‘Donders Ponders’ events and career days. A recently appointed postdoc 

coordinator supports events and develops programmes for postdocs. 

 

Research facilities 

The DI is actively working to make the most advanced research facilities and supporting methods 

available to its researchers. The six centres harbour facilities for studies ranging from the molecular 

to the individual and community level. These facilities are available across the six centres, and some 

are open to external users as well (sometimes at higher costs; this differs between the centres). New 

research facilities were developed during the review period, including two- and three-photon 

microscopy, human induced pluripotent stem cell-based 2D and 3D neural models, neuromorphic 

computing technologies, focused ultrasound stimulation (FUS), an advanced motion capture lab, 

wearable technology, and innovative facilities for electroencephalography (EEG) and magneto 

encephalography (MEG). Moreover, the seven-partner DYNAMIC consortium led by the DI will 

establish the world’s first 14-Tesla magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanner for human imaging on 

the RU campus, enabling high-resolution imaging of the structure, function, and neurochemistry of 

the human brain and body (scheduled for 2027). 

 

Partnerships 

During the review period, the DI was involved in several strategic research partnerships, including the 

following: 

• The DI had a formal collaboration with four preferred institutional partners: (1) the Netherlands 

Institute for Neuroscience (NIN-KNAW) in the Netherlands, (2) the Centre for Brain and Mind and 

the Western Institute for Neuroscience at Western University in Canada, (3) Turner Institute for 

Brain and Mental Health at Monash University in Australia, and (4) École Polytechnique Fédérale 

de Lausanne in Switzerland.  

• RU coordinates NeurotechEU, the European University for Brain and Technology. Financially 

supported by the European Commission, this alliance brings together eight European universities 

to foster collaborative education and research in brain science and neurotechnology. The DI is 

responsible for the internal implementation and running of NeurotechEU education at RU. 

• Recently, a joint research programme in neural control was launched with the neuroscience 

groups at Maastricht University, as part of the academic alliance between this university and RU. 

 

1.5 DI mission and strategic aims during the review period 

In its self-evaluation report, the DI described its mission as follows: ‘We aim to advance the 

understanding of brain, cognition, and behaviour in the broadest sense, from molecules to individuals 

to communities. We carry out curiosity-driven and translational research on natural and artificial 

systems with the goal of impacting society. We are dedicated to fostering a dynamic and inclusive 

research environment that supports learning and professional development at all stages of the 
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academic journey. From students to senior scientists, we provide the tools, mentorship, and 

opportunities to lead innovative and transformative research. By promoting a culture of diversity, 

equity, and inclusion, we aim to empower Donders researchers (also known as Donderians) at all 

levels to contribute to cutting-edge discoveries and deliver meaningful societal impact.’ 

DI’s strategic aims for the review period were: 

1. Improving the institute’s governance and organisation 

2. Strengthening the research facilities 

3. Promoting talent development 

4. Fostering diversity and sustainable science 

5. Enhancing collaborations with national and international partners 

6. Promoting research integrity and open science 

7. Further developing the societal impact portfolio  
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2. Evaluation of the Donders Institute as a whole 
 

2.1 Research quality 

 

High-quality science 

In line with the mission of the institute, DI researchers have substantially advanced the 

understanding of the brain, cognition, and behaviour during the review period. We are impressed by 

the outstanding quality of the research conducted at the DI, which is reflected in numerous well-

cited publications, the many prestigious personal grants and awards received, and the institute’s 

strong leadership roles in professional societies. DI researchers have also contributed to international 

standards, including those of the Organization for Human Brain Mapping (OHBM) and the Committee 

on Best Practice in Data Analysis and Sharing (coBIDAS). In addition, they have developed excellent 

scientific tools such as the open-source FieldTrip software toolbox, which is widely used by 

researchers worldwide for EEG/MEG analysis and is regularly updated and improved.  

 

Although the name ‘Donders Institute’ has become a brand that is internationally renowned for its 

high-quality science, the narrative on what makes the DI unique could be improved for the entire 

institute as well as its four research themes. During the site visit, the themes required considerable 

prompting to convincingly articulate their unique research topics over the past six years and 

especially for the years ahead, even though they are clearly conducting exceptional research, as 

evidenced by numerous success stories that together point to strong future potential. We 

recommend identifying and communicating these unique selling points to the benefit of both 

individual researchers and the institute as a whole. This is particularly important in light of the severe 

budget cuts that were recently announced by the Dutch government. It may be helpful to organise 

targeted coaching on this topic and identify ‘champions’ who can act as ambassadors for the 

institute. In line with this, we recommend that the DI, which is currently technically at the forefront 

of cognitive neuroscience, develops a clear strategy to maintain this advantage. 

 

Open science 

The DI aims to make its research output and data available for reuse and adheres to the FAIR 

principles, thus further contributing to the advancement of neuroscience. In 2024, approximately 

85% of the DI peer-reviewed journal articles were openly accessible. The current RU policy dictates 

that scientific publications are made available after six months irrespective of the publishing license. 

The DI strategically promotes data transparency as an important means to contribute to the body of 

scientific knowledge and achieve societal impact. To this end, the institute had already developed the 

‘Donders Repository’ during the previous review period. This repository has now been made 

available to the whole university under the name ‘Radboud Data Repository’ (RDR). Managed and 

funded centrally by RU, the RDR enables RU researchers to securely archive and share datasets, 

software, and other research output, thus contributing to both research integrity and open science. 

There were more than 200,000 views and 100,000 downloads of RDR data collections during the 

review period. We commend the DI for developing this data repository and successfully securing 

university-wide acceptance and funding. There are plans to set up a repository for code in the 

coming years. We strongly support this ambition, and we suggest developing a similar approach for 

the impressive analysis tools that are currently offered to the (inter)national community and securely 

funding both initiatives to maintain them. 
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2.2 Societal relevance 

 

Multiple routes to societal impact 

DI researchers ensure that their discoveries have societal impact through clinical innovation, practical 

tools, entrepreneurship, public engagement, and data transparency. Moreover, the institute trains 

the next generation of neuroscientists through the BSc and MSc programmes that it is involved in. 

The MSc programme in cognitive neuroscience is coordinated by the four DI theme leaders; a new 

MSc programme in neurotechnology is currently being developed in collaboration with NeurotechEU 

(planned for 2027); and a new BSc programme in human neuroscience will be launched in 2026. 

Moreover, DI scientists are involved in a variety of other MSc programmes at RU. The young 

professionals enrolled in these MSc and BSc programmes take their knowledge and skills beyond the 

walls of the DI when they continue their careers in academia or elsewhere, thus making a valuable 

contribution to society. In the coming years, the DI aims to strengthen the link between its research 

and education activities.  

 

The DI recognises policy advice as another form of valorising the knowledge produced by its 

researchers, but such activities are currently carried out by individual researchers rather than at the 

institute level. The DI has recently set strategic goals to strengthen its policy engagement in the 

coming years. More broadly, in line with this observation about policy advice, we observed that the 

DI’s societal impact relies on a combination of institute-wide initiatives (mainly public engagement) 

and spontaneous contributions of individual researchers. Overall, we are impressed by the societal 

relevance of the DI’s work, but we recommend developing a focussed overarching societal impact 

strategy that balances a well-designed, professional impact programme with bottom-up initiatives 

from individual researchers, and that identifies effective measures to prioritise. 

 

Clinical innovation, practical tools, and entrepreneurship 

DI research results contribute to clinical innovation through improved diagnostics, treatment 

platforms, and patient education. To this end, basic scientists at the DI collaborate with clinicians and 

stakeholders such as patient organisations. For instance, DI researchers are involved in clinical trials 

and intervention studies in disorders such as Parkinson’s disease, attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder, Alzheimer’s disease, other forms of dementia, and aphasia. However, we recommend 

further strengthening circular translation: although there are already promising examples – 

particularly in Theme 3 – where clinical and societal issues feed back into new research initiatives, 

this reverse translation is less developed than the translation of basic findings into applications. 

 

We observed that the demerger of Radboudumc and RU has created administrative hurdles that 

hamper effective collaboration between fundamental and clinical researchers, negatively affecting 

opportunities for translation. For instance, the demerger has made it more challenging to advance 

basic research to the stage of clinical trials. This is a major threat to the future societal impact of DI 

research and we recommend resolving this, in particular since strengthening the link between 

fundamental and clinical research is one of the DI’s strategic ambitions for the coming years. 

 

In addition to the clinical domain, we also learned about many other examples of practical tools 

developed by DI researchers. For instance, DI software tools are used all over the world; DI 

researchers are advising stakeholders about language problems; the DI research on ways to cope 
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with stress is now used to train policemen and the outcomes of these trainings provide new research 

input; a study about the underpinning of curiosity and how this can be stimulated has a strong 

translational potential as well. (See Chapter 3 for more details.) 

 

Collaborating with industry and launching spin-off companies serve as effective mechanisms for 

translating DI research findings into services and products that benefit society. In close collaboration 

with Mercator Launch, the RU Knowledge Transfer Office, and Radboudumc services, the DI 

encourages and supports researchers who wish to transfer their knowledge and discoveries to 

society. Examples of spin-off and start-up companies that were launched by DI researchers during 

the review period are 3Dneuro, XtRNA Bio, Astherna, Saddle Point Science Europe, and 

Naturally Intelligent Systems.  

 

We also learned that RU and Radboudumc have established a multidisciplinary cooperation 

agreement with Wageningen University & Research and microchip research centre Imec. With 

support from the Province of Gelderland, these organisations launched the ‘OnePlanet Research 

Center’ in 2019, a centre that collaborates with companies and other organisations to develop 

innovative nano- and digital technology in agriculture, food, health, and environment. In addition to 

this initiative, we recommend actively exploring further opportunities to attract commercial partners 

with ongoing research activities to establish laboratories on the RU campus (see also section 3.1). 

 

Public engagement 

Public engagement constitutes a major component of the societal impact activities of the DI. Through 

public lectures, school visits, media appearances, stakeholder events, and open days, and through 

collaborations with artists, museums, and educators, DI researchers disseminate their knowledge 

about the brain, cognition, and behaviour and foster the dialogue about a variety of topics. The 

discoveries of the DI are frequently covered in national media, including newspapers, television 

shows, and podcasts, and DI researchers have contributed to publications for a lay public such as 

popular science books. They also engage with the public at various events, including the Kletskoppen 

festival, Nijmegen Brain Awareness Week, InScience Film Festival, Radboud Reflects, and Science 

Café Nijmegen. The BrainHelpDesk (a joint initiative with the NIN) invites public inquiries about the 

brain and cognition research. The Donders website and social media channels attract substantial 

numbers of visitors. 

 

Following an analysis by the Research & Impact department of RU, the DI has established a working 

group with representatives from all partners to strengthen the institute’s societal impact portfolio. 

They have worked on three initiatives: (1) ‘Societal impact vouchers’, (2) an annual Donders 

Magazine to showcase the institute’s impact potential, and (3) the Donders Citylab, Donders Brain 

Museum, and Donders Wonders blog to facilitate science communication. In addition, they recently 

launched ‘Donders Discovers’, a new website featuring prominent projects. In general, the digital 

outreach activities such as the Donders Wonders blog and the BrainHelpDesk appear to work 

particularly well, so we encourage the institute to continue these formats. We recommend making 

greater use of new social media formats such as short video clips that can for example promote and 

link to the DondersWonders blog and the BrainHelpDesk. This may also enable the DI to reach more 

people outside the ‘academic bubble’. 
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The Donders Citylab pursues societal impact through three complementary approaches: science in 

society experiments, science discovery spaces, and science engagement events. During the site visit, 

we visited one of the discovery places: the Donders Brain Museum, a temporary pop-up brain 

exhibition housed in the historic Latin school in Nijmegen’s city centre. This building was kindly 

provided by the municipality as a gift for temporary use. Its uniquely central location makes the 

facility particularly well suited for outreach, and we recognise its potential to recruit citizen scientists, 

study participants, students, and other stakeholders. However, it is still early days, and the museum 

may find it challenging to reach a substantial audience beyond the academic community. In its 

current form, we are not entirely convinced of its added value compared to the science museums 

already existing in the Netherlands. If the DI is convinced that a museum fits in its overall strategy, 

we recommend connecting with other science museums – both in the Netherlands and abroad – for 

inspiration and professionalisation (We acknowledge that there already are international 

collaborations in the context of NeurotechEU, but we encourage the Donders Citylab to seek 

additional connections).  

 

2.3 Viability 

 

High potential 

The pleasant atmosphere at the DI, its strong international reputation, its excellent facilities, and the 

involvement of the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics contribute substantially to its overall 

viability. Moreover, the DI mission aligns well with the RU strategic agenda for the coming years, in 

which ‘brain’ is one of the key research themes. Although we consider the DI a world-leading 

institute with high potential for the future, there are a number of challenges and threats that should 

be addressed; we will elaborate on these below. 

 

Governance structure 

A new governance structure was developed during the review period, formally establishing the DI as 

an independently structured entity within RU, with MPI and CLS as full partners. The roles and 

responsibilities of the various boards and platforms were also redefined and made more explicit (see 

1.4). We commend the institute for its substantial efforts to reform the governance structure, and 

the university for enabling the DI to operate as an independent entity with its own budget. 

Establishing a network institute is a complex undertaking, and the current governance structure 

appears carefully designed. As it is too early to evaluate its effectiveness, we recommend continuing 

to build on the strong foundation that has now been established. 

 

Since the current scientific director will step down in the course of 2026, we emphasise that his 

successor should be capable of using the current governance structure to further enhance the 

internal cohesion of the DI, within the context of the well-functioning bottom-up atmosphere at the 

DI. We recommend giving the Scientific Advisory Board an important advisory role in efforts to 

increase cohesion within and between the themes. The role of the Donders Supervisory Board is 

crucial for anchoring this process among the constituent centres of the DI. 

 

Although we view the governance reform as a positive development, the resulting structure remains 

rather complex, with six constituent centres each operating under their own rules and regulations, 

with separate administration systems. Harmonising rules and systems would greatly benefit the 
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viability of the DI. Importantly, the recent demerger of the Radboudumc and RU has created 

administrative hurdles that hamper effective collaboration between the researchers at these 

institutions, for instance because VAT is calculated on transactions and data sharing is more difficult. 

As mentioned in 2.2, this major threat should be resolved in the coming years.  

 

Theme structure and balance between focus and breadth 

During the review period, the theme structure was refined to better reflect the range of research 

topics studied at the DI and to allow researchers to affiliate with multiple themes. The DI has 

successfully created space for interdisciplinary collaboration through the research themes, but the 

current theme structure appears to offer limited flexibility to respond to developments in science 

and society. We have the impression that the DI does not yet fully capitalise on the opportunities for 

cross-theme collaboration, so we recommend remaining flexible and attentive to opportunities for 

such collaboration, ensuring that the DI becomes more than the sum of the four themes. The more 

agile structures such as focus groups and the Donders Research Stimulation Fund provide a potential 

to increase this much-needed flexibility through bottom-up initiatives. Increased flexibility and cross-

theme collaboration can also be enhanced through the development of an integrated strategy across 

constituent centres to attract and select new senior staff. It should be noted here again that the 

demerger of the Radboudumc and RU creates obstacles to effective cross-theme collaboration, 

which is very unfortunate. 

 

We were specifically asked to reflect on the focus and breadth of the DI research strategy in light of 

the institute’s network organisation, its track record in interdisciplinary research, and its aim to 

develop an ambitious research plan that builds on its existing strengths while identifying potential 

areas for expansion, both in terms of expertise and infrastructure. In principle, the four themes 

provide sufficient opportunity to establish a clear research focus. However, for some themes – in 

particular Theme 3 – the breadth undermines the focus. Therefore, we recommend actively 

maintaining the balance between focus and breadth within each theme (see also section 3.3). 

 

Financial stability 

Recently, the Dutch government has announced severe budget cuts for academic research and 

education, creating insecurity across all universities in the Netherlands. The DI hopes to compensate 

some of this setback with the funding generated by the new BSc and MSc programmes that will be 

launched in the coming years. However, this will take time, and the budget cuts are immediate. 

Network organisations such as the DI are particularly susceptible to institutional reorganisations 

instigated by budget cuts because faculties tend to become inward-looking under such 

circumstances. One of the most significant dangers of budget cuts is the potential loss of cornerstone 

personnel who are essential for many research programmes. During the site visit, we also heard 

examples of early-career researchers who successfully acquired prestigious personal grants but could 

not continue because of issues with overhead costs or legal issues with contract extensions. This 

inability to adapt administrative regulations to the current situation provides a serious threat to the 

ability of the DI to set strategic priorities. Even more importantly, it results in a major loss of 

curiosity-driven flexibility originating in the minds of the next generation of very promising scientists 

currently working at the DI. We recommend the Donders Supervisory Board to develop a flexible and 

thus adequate strategy to address this threat. 
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At present, most DI funding comes from Dutch funding sources, and the institute aims to continue 

pursuing Dutch grants and partnerships. However, the budget cuts are forcing the institute to 

strengthen its efforts to attract European funding. Therefore, the DI aims to increase its involvement 

in larger European funding schemes by making better use of the existing, highly appreciated, grant 

support facilities at RU, Radboudumc, and the Max Planck Society. Moreover, the institute aims to 

increase its representation in national and European policy and decision-making networks so it can 

help shape research directions and secure access to strategic funding opportunities. We support the 

DI in its ambition to explore alternative funding sources to proactively deal with the budget cuts. In 

our opinion, there are ample opportunities for the DI to tap into new funding sources, particularly 

within the domain of the large European Horizon consortia grants for translational and applied 

research. However, this requires better articulation and communication of the institute’s uniqueness, 

as discussed in 2.1. We recommend developing an overarching funding strategy that capitalises on 

the unique strengths of the DI and transcends the research themes. 

 

Strategic partners 

During the review period, the DI had a formal collaboration with four preferred institutional partners 

(see 1.4) and its role in the NeurotechEU alliance grew. In the coming years, the DI will continue its 

collaboration with the NIN, Maastricht University, and the Brain and Mind Institute at Western 

University. In addition, it aims to engage in new collaborations with the NeurotechEU partners, and it 

is exploring new preferred partners. We also learned that the DI aims to forge partnerships with 

universities in low- and middle-income countries but generally wishes to focus on partners ‘closer to 

home’ for reasons of environmental sustainability. We recommend formulating a clear description of 

what the DI seeks to achieve through its strategic partnerships to assist the institute in making 

strategic choices in the search for additional funding opportunities. 

 

Academic culture 

In general, the DI acts as a facilitator of central and faculty-level initiatives regarding social safety and 

mental health of employees. The DI aims to foster a safe and inclusive environment that encourages 

open dialogue and empowers young researchers to speak up and contribute. During the site visit, we 

observed a highly collaborative and collegial atmosphere with considerable freedom for researchers, 

which clearly contributes to the viability of the institute. Procedures related to research integrity are 

in place and appear to function well. Nevertheless, personal and social problems might impact the 

open and productive environment, and we were therefore surprised to learn that RU recently 

decided to let go of its university psychologists, which we find troubling. 

 

The large size of the institute makes it challenging for researchers to find peers, relevant focus 

groups, and more. This challenge is compounded by the absence of a central internal communication 

platform, making it difficult to identify all DI members. For instance, the postdoc coordinator 

mentioned difficulties in locating postdocs, RU researchers reported challenges in identifying 

potential collaborators at Radboudumc, and the starting group leaders we spoke with had never met 

before. The DI is aware of this challenge and aims to replace its current intranet with a central 

internal platform for communication, events, and knowledge sharing. Moreover, it will invest in 

community building by organising and updating the format of various internal network events. In 

addition to these applaudable endeavours, we recommend creating opportunities for researchers at 

specific career stages to meet and exchange experiences across centres and themes. For instance, 
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starting group leaders may wish to self-organise a peer network to exchange experiences. This may 

be a valuable addition to the existing peer coaching programme, where peers discuss daily struggles 

in structured group meetings led by trained facilitators. 

 

HR policy  

With its high-quality science in internationally unique subfields, its excellent facilities, and its collegial 

research environment, the DI is an attractive place to work. In fact, few people appear inclined to 

leave the institute, which calls for some expectation management. HR matters are organised at the 

level of the six centres, but the DI Boards do have influence over the relevant processes. We 

observed that internal candidates are often prioritised in recruitment procedures. Although we 

applaud that RU is loyal to its staff, this practice may disadvantage international applicants. We 

recommend adopting a more open and internationally oriented approach to filling positions at all 

levels, particularly for tenure-track and tenured roles, to ensure the institute remains well-connected 

internationally.  

 

Each of the six DI centres has implemented measures to promote diversity through their hiring 

practices. The institute currently hosts researchers from 56 countries. Approximately 57% of the 

research community identify as female and 43% identify as male. Among full professors, 

approximately 28% identify as female, a proportion that is steadily increasing. Achieving gender 

balance at this level takes time, dedicated actions, and active recruitment, given the limited number 

of openings for full professorships and the high demand for top female scientists. With many strong 

women in the early career stages and several visible female role models at the DI, we expect the 

gender balance in senior positions to improve soon. 

 

Talent development is a shared responsibility of the DI and its constituent centres, who organise a 

wide range of courses and programmes, including leadership and supervision courses, and academic 

teaching qualification programmes. Promotion criteria for scientific staff are determined by the 

centres or faculties and apparently vary across the DI network. Synchronising these criteria and other 

HR measures across the centres is important and we recommend striving for this in the coming 

years, although we acknowledge that this is challenging.  

 

2.4 Supervision and training of early-career researchers 

 

Institutional context 

With more than half of the DI staff consisting of PhD candidates and postdocs, the institute 

recognises that providing high-quality support, training, and supervision to these young researchers 

is essential for maximising its scientific and societal impact, and its viability. PhD candidates and 

postdocs have access to a wide range of courses and resources that complement the guidance 

provided at their centres. In addition, they can participate in summer schools, PhD and postdoc 

events, and Donders Toolkit courses designed to develop specific skills in neuroimaging and 

neuromodulation.  

 

There are two persons within the Donders Bureau who coordinate activities and guidance for PhD 

candidates and postdocs, respectively. Their work is evaluated very positively by the early-career 

researchers and the leadership, and we learned that the two employees collaborate on many 
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activities, since several events and facilities are open to both postdocs and PhD candidates. We 

recommend intensifying the interactions between the DGS coordinator and the postdoc coordinator 

even further by considering a merger of their roles. A merger will make the system more flexible and 

robust. In addition, we emphasise the importance of the existing regular direct interactions of these 

two coordinators with the DI managing director and thus with the Donders Executive Board, to 

ensure that scheduled improvements or changes are indeed implemented. 

 

PhD candidates 

During the review period, the DGS worked to increase the quality of PhD supervision and improve 

the monitoring of PhD progress. The new progress monitoring system ‘Hora Finita’ was introduced 

for this purpose and will be finetuned in the coming years. In addition, annual confidential 

questionnaires on progress and supervision were implemented. Each PhD candidate is now 

supervised by at least two supervisors and creates a Training and Supervision Plan at the start of the 

PhD trajectory. The Hora Finita system schedules regular checkpoint meetings with the supervision 

team, and an external advisor joins these meetings in the second and third year. The DGS has 

developed ‘Donders Thesis Guidelines’ to clarify expectations for graduation, focusing on quality 

rather than quantity.  

 

The DGS coordinator organises various events for PhD candidates, including biannual DGS 

introduction days, annual research integrity courses for second-year PhD candidates, and an annual 

DGS Day. The DGS has also strengthened career guidance by analysing alumni career trajectories and 

organising career days. In the coming years, the DGS will continue to build on and optimise these 

initiatives. We commend the DGS – and the DGS coordinator in particular – for the above-mentioned 

efforts to ensure that the PhD candidates at the DI receive high-quality support and supervision. 

 

Based on the provided information on the current employment status of previous cohorts of PhD 

candidates, the career prospects of DI graduates are excellent, but we noticed that the current young 

researchers nevertheless feel very insecure about their future. In addition, there are a number of 

issues regarding the training and supervision of PhD candidates at the DI that have been lingering for 

years already and demand immediate action now. The leaders of the six centres should take 

responsibility for the PhD policy and training at the DI, and they should empower the DGS 

coordinator. We identified the following points of attention: 

• We recommend involving the DGS coordinator in the recruitment and admission procedure for 

PhD candidates, for instance through a checklist. In addition, harmonisation of the admission 

process between the six centres would be highly beneficial for the DI.  

• In spite of the introduction of the Hora Finita system and the Donders Thesis Guidelines, we have 

the impression that PhD candidates at the DI (and postdocs as well) still require clearer 

information about what they can expect and what is needed for graduation. We recommend 

ensuring that the supervisory team discusses this with the candidate at the start of the PhD track. 

• We were surprised to learn that supervisors can simply ignore reminders sent by the Hora Finita 

system, and that second supervisors may occasionally be supervisors in name only. We also 

noted that supervision training is required only for supervisors with the right to promotion, 

rather than for all researchers who supervise PhD candidates. The DI is aware of these issues and 

is working to address them, and we strongly encourage the leadership to move forward swiftly. 
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• The PhD candidates who started in the period 2014–2019 required on average 5.4 years from the 

start of their PhD track to manuscript approval (median 5.1 years). We consider this too long. 

Extensions beyond the typical contract period of four years may be justified in certain cases, but 

it is generally important for PhD candidates to develop the skill of completing projects within the 

agreed deadlines. We therefore support the DGS in its ambition to reduce PhD durations. We 

strongly advise the DI supervisors to clarify from the outset what a typical thesis entails. Each 

year, the candidate’s progress toward the agreed plan and the feasibility of that plan should then 

be discussed and adjusted where necessary. The Training and Supervision Plan provides a 

suitable framework for this. It is important to reassure PhD candidates that the aim is not to 

increase pressure, but to establish an early, flexible plan that can be adapted whenever needed, 

for instance when data collection is delayed or unforeseen circumstances arise. We also 

recommend implementing a ‘completion plan’ (or something similar) after three years. In 

addition, if an extension is not possible, completing the thesis in time should take priority over 

unrealistic or overly ambitious expectations from either the PhD candidate or the supervisors. 

Supervisors should be held accountable for PhD durations by the leadership of the six centres. 

• We learned that some PhD candidates need to finish their thesis using unemployment benefits. 

We find this absolutely unacceptable since it puts PhD candidates in a potential legal dilemma. 

We strongly recommend preventing this and – more importantly – changing the culture 

regarding this topic. There should be severe repercussions for supervisors in case of non-paid 

work or abuse of unemployment benefits. 

• Lack of office desk space is an issue at some of the research centres. PhD candidates appreciate 

having their own fixed desks, even if small, because this fosters a sense of belonging and 

improves their wellbeing. The DI is aware of this and working on it. 

 

Postdocs 

Postdocs are an often-overlooked group at any research institute, so the DI has strengthened its 

postdoc community by allocating funding to the DI Postdoc Council and appointing a dedicated 

postdoc coordinator. The position of this coordinator is challenging. Her role is not clearly defined 

and requires time to develop. Moreover, the administrative boundaries between the institutions 

involved in the DI make it difficult for the postdoc coordinator to effectively engage with her target 

audience. We have several recommendations to improve the support for postdocs at the DI: 

• We learned that it is challenging for the postdoc coordinator to identify postdocs at the different 

centres. We recommend installing a system to ensure that the postdoc coordinator is informed 

as soon as a new postdoc joins the DI, for instance through the HR department or the responsible 

principal investigator (PI). This will make it easier for postdocs to contact the coordinator for 

support and for the coordinator to direct postdocs to the appropriate support services. 

• As mentioned above, we advise the postdoc coordinator and the DGS coordinator to work 

together because their activities and challenges overlap and collaboration would be highly 

beneficial.  

• We recommend installing a mentoring system in which each postdoc has the option to be paired 

with a mentor other than their PI. 

• Long-term perspective for postdocs is a problem, and the DI postdocs appear to feel extremely 

insecure about their future. As mentioned in 2.3, we heard examples of postdocs who had 

secured prestigious personal grants but were unable to continue their work at the DI, as well as 

cases of postdocs who could not apply for such grants because NWO awards certain grants only 
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to researchers with a tenured position. Like for the PhD candidates, we recommend that senior 

scientists higher up in the hierarchy of the organisation (e.g., the leaders of the six centres) 

should advocate for postdocs in addition to the DGS coordinator and postdoc coordinator.  
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3. Evaluation per theme 
 

3.1 Language and Communication (Theme 1) 

 

 

Mission statement in self-evaluation report: ‘The Language and Communication theme seeks to 

understand the human language faculty and communication abilities in all its complexity: its 

neurobiological and genetic foundations, developmental trajectory, cognitive underpinnings, and 

societal relevance. Our mission is to uncover how language is processed, learned, and used across 

individuals, contexts, and cultures, and to translate this knowledge into practical applications for 

education, healthcare, and technology. We adopt a multilevel and interdisciplinary approach, 

integrating genetics, brain imaging, computational modelling, artificial intelligence (AI), virtual 

reality (VR), corpus analysis, and behavioural experiments.’ 
 

Key axes of research: (1) Linguistic structure and behaviour, (2) Cognition and learning, (3) Neural 

and genetic foundations, (4) Contextual use of language 
 

FTE research staff in 2024: 8 professors, 4 associate professors, 5 assistant professors, 51 staff 

scientists, 14 postdocs, 11 employed PhD candidates (27 research groups). (Figures pertain to staff 

whose primary affiliation is Theme 1.) 
 

 

Research quality 

Theme 1 investigates the language faculty from multiple complementary angles and across many 

levels, from genetics and neurobiology through brain imaging and cognitive testing, to the societal 

dimensions of language. It draws on world-leading expertise in advanced neuroimaging, 

computational, and AI approaches. Its imaging capabilities are notably multimodal (MRI, EEG, MEG) 

and are complemented by expanding work in neurostimulation (e.g., TMS and FUS). The theme 

places strong emphasis on the multimodal nature of language, with pioneering research on gestures 

and other modalities. The theme is named ‘language and communication’, though we felt that 

communication might deserve greater attention. Overall, Theme 1 research is interdisciplinary and 

methodologically strong, resulting in a conceptually coherent and high-quality portfolio that aligns 

well with current trends in cognitive science. As discussed in 2.1, we recommend identifying and 

communicating the uniqueness of Theme 1 research more explicitly. 

 

Although Theme 1 has co-published with the other themes, it is rather opaque how theory and 

mechanisms are considered in collaboration with other themes, given that language behaviours 

interface with and demand other aspects of higher cognition (e.g., attention, executive functions, 

planning and control of sequential behaviours, motor control, etcetera). Therefore, we recommend 

exploiting further opportunities for collaboration with the other themes. For instance, further 

collaboration with Themes 2 and 3 could help explore the relationship between neurodegenerative 

disorders and language and communication. This would enhance the societal relevance of the theme 

as well, because such connections could lead to more applied outcomes. 

 

Societal relevance 

The discoveries of Theme 1 are translated into advances in education and healthcare technologies. 

For instance, Theme 1 researchers have developed the Letterprins app (an award-winning reading 
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game that supports early literacy in children) and tools to predict and promote speech recovery in 

patients with stroke or neurodegenerative diseases. Moreover, the theme actively engages in 

outreach activities such as the Kletskoppen festival. The research on communication with patients 

(including risk communication) and persuasive communication is of high societal relevance as well.  

 

There is opportunity for deeper two-way collaborations with educators and clinicians, where these 

experts become directly involved in research projects and planning as co-investigators, so we 

recommend strengthening both forward and reverse translation. In addition, the clinical populations 

could be used in a more consistent, structured way in Theme 1 research. We observed successful 

models in the other themes, such as academic psychiatrists acting as group leaders. 

 

We also recommend considering the possibility to attract a company that develops large language 

models (LLMs) to the Nijmegen campus. Language and communication are at the heart of what such 

companies do, and the presence of a research and development branch would add to the 

attractiveness of the area for students and top researchers. That commercial endeavour would be 

independent of the DI. Both the DI and that company would profit from the informal and formal 

exchange through internships, student and postgraduate education, and more, leveraging the unique 

language expertise in Nijmegen. We encourage Theme 1 and the DI as a whole to confidently engage 

with discussions with companies about establishing a research and development branch on campus. 

 

Viability 

Theme 1 benefits substantially from the presence and support of the MPI. It is clear that there are 

positive, productive links across the two institutions including honorary positions in both directions. 

The upcoming new director appointments will hopefully continue this excellent arrangement. In the 

coming years, Theme 1 aims to (1) lead a conceptually integrated science of language evolution, (2) 

establish a dedicated Language Neuroscience unit, and (3) explore the potential of large language 

models to simulate language processing and test theoretical models. The future plans of Theme 1, 

such as the intention to further expand research on LLMs and AI, are both tangible and feasible, as 

well as efforts to promote open science practices, which are highly valuable. 

 

3.2 Perception, Action, and Decision-making (Theme 2) 

 

 

Mission statement in self-evaluation report: ‘The mission of Theme 2: Perception, Action, and 

Decision-making is to understand the neural and cognitive mechanisms that enable organisms to 

perceive their environment, make decisions, and translate these into action plans. Through an 

interdisciplinary and multi-level approach, we investigate how sensory processing and motor 

performance operate and interrelate, and how choice options are selected and subsequently 

controlled on the basis of cognitive, motivational, and affective factors. At the level of social 

interaction, researchers study how these processes are implemented when engaged with other 

agents. The work spans fundamental, clinical and applied research. By bridging diverse analytical 

and theoretical perspectives, we aim to advance scientific understanding while developing insights 

with meaningful societal implications.’ 
 

Key areas of research: (1) Perception, (2) Action, (3) Decision-making 
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FTE research staff in 2024: 17 professors, 6 associate professors, 11 assistant professors, 27 staff 

scientists, 39 postdocs, 124 employed PhD candidates, 4 other PhD candidates (42 research 

groups). (Figures pertain to staff whose primary affiliation is Theme 2.) 
 

 

Research quality  

Theme 2 has conducted high-quality research in the past six years, resulting in outstanding 

publications with excellent impact metrics. In addition, the theme has demonstrated a strong ability 

to secure funding from highly competitive funding schemes, including four ERC Advanced grants. 

There is strong integration of cognitive research, computational modelling, and clinical research in 

this theme and there are efforts to interact with Themes 1 and 4, complementing the strong existing 

collaborations with Theme 3. There may be room for further links with other themes, so we 

recommend exploring these opportunities. For example, the research on closed-loop processing 

could be a beneficial framework for language, suggesting promising links with Theme 1. 

 

Societal relevance  

Several research lines within Theme 2 have both scientific and societal impact. For instance, the 

theme’s initiatives toward naturalistic neuroscience have high potential for novel contributions to 

both science and society (e.g., optimal feedback control in driving). The highly original research track 

on curiosity has strong educational implications, and beyond that, could inform the design of future 

personalised learning systems.  

 

Theme 2 research contributions have resulted in multiple real-world applications. For instance, 

insights from a study on decision-making under threat has been incorporated in the police training 

programme. The theme was also involved in developing the website walkingwithparkinson.com, 

which acts as an interactive online platform that helps patients with Parkinson’s disease find 

compensation strategies for gait disorders. Several other clinical implications and applications were 

developed during the review period as well, e.g., innovations related to various types of dementia 

and psychiatric disorders. The newly opened treatment unit for precision psychiatry has great 

potential. However, as mentioned in Chapter 2, the recent demerger of Radboudumc and RU could 

be an obstacle to collaboration between these institutions. 

 

Viability 

We consider Theme 2 a very interactive, original, and engaging theme that is uniquely positioned to 

address a variety of original research topics, including curiosity and ecological validity. In addition to 

the effective collaboration between basic and clinical scientists, the collaborative projects within the 

NeurotechEU alliance (University of Bonn and University of Lille) add to the viability of this theme. 

Although the theme covers fascinating topics that cannot just be addressed by one method or one 

theory, the diversity of topics can also be a challenge. We recommend identifying one or two unique 

selling-point(s), such as the newly established focus on ‘curiosity’, to continue increasing the theme’s 

visibility in a competitive global landscape. Compelling examples of successful projects should be 

used to showcase the impact of the theme. 

 

Theme 2 has identified several overarching research targets that will guide its development in the 

coming years: expanding connections between Theme 2 research and brain-inspired computing, 
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leveraging technological advances for naturalistic and precision approaches, and strengthening the 

connection between fundamental and clinical research. In these developments, the theme aims to 

exploit technological and methodological advances in computational modelling and AI, ecological 

validity, and precision neuroscience. To this end, we recommend strengthening the interaction with 

Theme 4, as this will position Theme 2 researchers to capitalise on new technologies such as 14-Tesla 

MRI and OPM-MEG. 

 

Theme 2 (along with other themes) mentioned concerns about growing constraints on animal 

research. Though lobbying against this is a valuable strategy, policies are beyond researchers’ 

control. We recommend exploring mitigation strategies to ensure continuity in research progress, 

such as fostering collaborations with international research teams where animal research is feasible 

and considering the potential of intracranial recordings as a complementary or alternative source of 

neuronal data. 

 

3.3 Development and Lifelong Plasticity (Theme 3) 

 

 

Mission statement in self-evaluation report: ‘Researchers working on the Development and 

Lifelong Plasticity theme have the aim to unravel how neuroplasticity supports development during 

childhood, adaptation to environmental challenges, and learning and memory across the lifespan. 

In addition to research of the basic processes involved, this theme also aims at clinical translation 

of findings to have an impact on health and healthcare of people with neurodevelopmental 

disorders, stress-related disorders, and dementia.’ 
 

Research lines: (1) Neurodevelopmental disorders, (2) Neurodegenerative disorders, (3) Stress-

related disorders, (4) Language and speech, (5) Memory and sleep, (6) Psychology, behaviour, and 

health, (7) Cognitive aging, (8) Imaging genomics, (9) Molecular neurobiology and neurophysiology 
 

FTE research staff in 2024: 14 professors, 9 associate professors, 11 assistant professors, 43 staff 

scientists, 37 postdocs, 97 employed PhD candidates, 12 other PhD candidates (47 research 

groups). (Figures pertain to staff whose primary affiliation is Theme 3.) 
 

 

Research quality 

Supported by excellent research facilities, the key strength of Theme 3 is its unusually broad range of 

study levels, spanning the full continuum from molecular approaches and neural-circuit 

investigations using stem-cell derived models and multiple model species, to human disease. The 

variety of implemented technologies is impressive and provides a strong selling point for the theme 

and the DI as a whole. However, this also provides a threat because many of these technologies 

depend on personal skillsets that need to perpetuate. We recommend integrating this explicitly in 

the strategic plans for the coming years. The integrated approach of Theme 3 has considerable 

potential impact on both science and society, as already demonstrated by several successful projects. 

For instance, studies on the interaction between stress and memory have resulted in an attractive 

paper in Nature Neuroscience and a review in Neuron, underscoring the theme’s widely valued 

expertise, and this topic clearly has high societal relevance as well. Another example is the high-
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quality work on Kleefstra syndrome, a rare disorder that was discovered at the DI nearly twenty years 

ago. 

 

Societal relevance 

Clinicians are actively involved in Theme 3 research, and the interactions produce very promising 

outcomes. The theme’s work on Kleefstra syndrome illustrates the successful clinician-preclinical 

collaboration within this theme. For this syndrome, similar to the research in the other domains, 

researchers have developed an integrated clinical-preclinical pipeline which starts and ends with a 

clinical cohort from patients who have been extensively characterised, establishing a closed loop 

from bedside to bench and back. In the coming years, Theme 3 aims to further strengthen the 

collaborations between basic and clinical researchers, thereby increasing its impact on science, public 

health, and healthcare. 

 

Viability 

The range of study levels (i.e., from molecular to cellular to circuits to cognition) is a major strength 

that should be built on. We encourage Theme 3 to capitalise on this, preferably in collaboration with 

other themes. However, we observed limited cohesion in the work of Theme 3 over the past six years 

and in its future plans. At present, the future plans are essentially to continue along the existing path: 

Theme 3 aims to continue its role as a knowledge centre on brain plasticity across the lifespan and in 

both health and disease, and the research focus on neurodevelopment, neurodegeneration, 

neuropsychiatry, and stress-related conditions will be maintained. In our opinion, Theme 3 is 

excellently equipped to focus on cognition and its cellular and neural network underpinnings, 

thereby contributing to breakthroughs in both neurodegenerative diseases and neurodevelopmental 

disorders. We recommend focussing on this overarching unique selling point of the theme and 

further developing the theme along this line, taking into account the unparalleled collaboration 

opportunities at the DI. 

 

3.4 Natural Computing and Neurotechnology (Theme 4) 

 

 

Mission statement in self-evaluation report: ‘Theme 4 focuses on the development of 

breakthrough theories and technologies that promote our understanding of mechanisms of brain 

function and behaviour, enable the restoration of these and make a positive societal impact 

through the development of brain-inspired technology. These theories and technologies range from 

the development of new methods to measure and modulate brain activity, from the small to the 

large scale, to the development of computational and analytical models and artificial intelligence 

solutions that provide unique insights into how the brain works and how its activity and function 

can be modulated.’ 
 

Key research topics: (1) Neuroimaging and neuromodulation, (2) Computational and systems 

neuroscience, (3) Neuromorphic computing, (4) Neuroprosthetics 
 

FTE research staff in 2024: 6 professors, 5 associate professors, 11 assistant professors, 13 staff 

scientists, 20 postdocs, 63 employed PhD candidates, 9 other PhD candidates. (Figures pertain to 

staff whose primary affiliation is Theme 4.) 
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Research quality 

We were impressed by the overall excellence of Theme 4, including outstanding output, breadth, and 

integration with the other themes (in particular Theme 2 and 3). Securing and developing the 

DYNAMIC initiative – led by members of Theme 4 – is a real win for the DI and will make the institute 

world-leading in both the development of MRI and the creation of new knowledge on anatomical 

and structural mesostructure of the brain. It is important that the institute ensures proper staffing 

for the DYNAMIC initiative, as it will require sustained academic and technical input to realise its full 

potential. 

 

The strong open-source software developed by Theme 4 is of considerable importance for research 

and education in the field of neuroscience. For instance, the FieldTrip toolbox developed by this 

theme is a long-standing, leading open-source EEG/MEG/iEEG toolbox with immense reach. 

Development and support of the FieldTrip software offer an excellent showcase for the DI, 

promoting its name and enhancing its reputation among users worldwide. The ongoing maintenance 

of such tools is a challenge, so we recommend developing a strategy for long-term funding of the 

maintenance and continuous development of open-source resources such as toolboxes, code, and 

repositories, potentially also engaging with funding agencies to advocate the need for such funding 

opportunities. 

 

Societal relevance 

Theme 4 appears to be highly aware of the diverse types of application possibilities of its work. It has 

developed multiple interesting tools, including innovative neuromorphic computing systems, closed 

loop Brain-Computer Interfaces, adaptive deep-brain stimulation technology (which is applied in the 

treatment of Parkinson’s disease), and visual cortex stimulation technology. These tools are made 

available to collaborators and stakeholders, thus contributing to the scientific and societal impact of 

this theme. Using these software tools in clinical settings will require certification and may therefore 

involve commercialisation. The theme representatives we met did not appear to have the ambition 

to advance their software to the clinic. We encourage Theme 4 to consider seeking support with CE 

commercialisation for some tools (e.g., via SMEs) as this is probably the only realistic route to clinical 

adoption of research tools (because of the need for CE certification). This will increase the societal 

impact of the theme. In addition, the theme may wish to explore the potential for launching spin-offs 

to accelerate clinical applications. 

 

Viability 

With its clear vision and strong leadership, we regard Theme 4 as a very strong theme that effectively 

capitalises on productive interactions with the other themes. There is considerable potential to 

further develop these collaborations. The theme covers diverse topics that are united by shared 

computational and physical science methods, resulting in a robust and sustainable profile. With the 

fast development in AI and machine learning, Theme 4 and the DI might profit from developing a 

joint teaching and research resource strategy, to continue a fast integration of new developments 

into research and teaching at all levels, from undergraduate to PI. In the coming years, developing 

technologies, including the promise of new neuroprosthetics, will constitute a core opportunity in 

the field of neuroscience, cognition research, and translation, so we are confident that this theme 

will continue to thrive. 
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Appendix 1. List of abbreviations 
 

 

• AI: Artificial intelligence 

• BSc: Bachelor of Science 

• CE: Conformité Européenne (i.e., European conformity) 

• CLS: Centre for Language Studies of Radboud University’s Faculty of Arts (one of the six DI 

partner institutes) 

• CoBIDAS: Committee on Best Practice in Data Analysis and Sharing 

• COVID-19: Coronavirus disease 2019 

• DCC: Donders Centre for Cognition of Radboud University’s Faculty of Social Sciences (one of the 

six constituent centres of the DI) 

• DCCN: Donders Centre for Cognitive Neuroimaging, an interfaculty centre of Radboud University 

(one of the six constituent centres of the DI) 

• DCMN: Donders Community for Medical Neuroscience of Radboudumc (one of the six 

constituent centres of the DI) 

• DCN: Donders Centre for Neuroscience of Radboud University’s Faculty of Science (one of the six 

constituent centres of the DI) 

• DGS: Donders Graduate School 

• DI: Donders Institute for Brain, Cognition, and Behaviour 

• EEG: Electroencephalography 

• ERC: European Research Council 

• FAIR: Findable, accessible, interoperable, and reusable 

• FTE: Full-time equivalents 

• FUS: Focused ultrasound 

• GSH: Graduate School for the Humanities 

• HR: Human resources 

• iEEG: Intracranial EEG 

• IMPRS: International Max Planck Research Schools 

• KNAW: Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences 

• LLM: Large language model 

• MEG: Magneto encephalography 

• MPI: Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics (one of the six constituent centres of the DI) 

• MRI: Magnetic resonance imaging 

• MSc: Master of Science 

• NeurotechEU: European University for Brain and Technology (coordinated by the DI) 

• NIN: Netherlands Institute for Neuroscience (one of the KNAW research institutes) 

• NWO: Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 

• OHBM: Organization for Human Brain Mapping 

• OPM-MEG: Optically pumped magnetometers - magneto encephalogram 

• PhD: Doctor of Philosophy 

• PI: Principal investigator 

• RDR: Radboud Data Repository 
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• RU: Radboud University 

• SEP: Strategy evaluation protocol 

• SME: Small and medium-sized enterprise 

• TMS: Transcranial magnetic stimulation 

• UK: United Kingdom  

• UNL: Universities of the Netherlands  

• Umc: University medical centre 

• VAT: Value added taxes 

• VR: Virtual reality 
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Appendix 2. Site visit programme 
 

4 November 2025 

15.00 Welcome by Rector Magnificus of RU and introduction by chair of the DI Supervisory Board. 

Present: Supervisory Board, Donders Executive Board, Strategy Board, Research Platform, 

Management Platform 

15.15 Short presentation on the DI by the scientific director of the DI 

Present: Donders Executive Board, Strategy Board, Research Platform, Management Platform 

15.30 Interview with the Donders Executive Board, Strategy Board, Research Platform and 

Management Platform 

16.30 Short reflection (committee only) 

17.00 Reception in Huize Heyendael 

19.00 Dinner 

 

5 November 2025 

8.45 Preparation time for committee 

9.00 Interview Theme 1 (~15 min presentation + 45 min interview) 

Present: Theme leader + theme (panel) members 

10.00 Short reflection (committee only) 

10.15 Interview Theme 2 (~15 min presentation + 45 min interview) 

Present: Theme leader + theme (panel) members 

11.15 Short reflection (committee only) 

11.30 Tour of the institute & labs 

Present: multiple technicians, PhD candidates, and other researchers 

12.30 Lunch (committee only) 

13:15 Interview Theme 3 (~15 min presentation + 45 min interview) 

Present: Theme leader + theme (panel) members 

14.15 Short reflection (committee only) 

14.30 Interview Theme 4 (~15 min presentation + 45 min interview) 

Present: Theme leader + theme (panel) members 

15.30 Short reflection (committee only) + tea break 

16.00 Interview with PhD candidates 

Present: multiple PhD candidates 

16.45 Short reflection (committee only) 

17.00 Interview with postdoctoral researchers 

Present: multiple postdocs 

17.45 Short reflection (committee only) 

18.30 Dinner  

Present: Committee, Supervisory Board, Donders Executive Board, Strategy Board, Research 

Platform, Management 
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6 November 2025 

8.45 Visit Donders Citylab @ Latijnse School (~5 min presentation + 55 min interview) 

Present: Citylab officer & various researchers 

9.45 Taxi to RU (Huize Heyendael) 

10.15 Interview with starting research group leaders 

Present: multiple researchers 

11.00 Short reflection (committee only) 

11.15 Interview meeting on Talent development (~5 min presentation + 40 min interview) 

Present: DGS coordinator and Postdoc coordinator 

12.00 Short reflection (committee only) 

12.15 Meeting with chair of Supervisory Board, scientific director and managing director 

12.45 Lunch (committee only) 

13.30 Remaining questions session 

Present: Supervisory Board, Donders Executive Board, Strategy Board, Research Platform, 

Management Platform 

14.00 Committee meeting to discuss preliminary findings 

16.00 Walk to Trigon Building 

16.15 Presentation of preliminary findings (plenary session at Trigon building) 

16.30 Informal gathering and drinks 

17.30 End of programme – taxi to hotel/train station 
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Appendix 3. Quantitative data on the composition and funding of the 

Donders Institute 
 

Table 1: DI research staff in the period 2019–2024, copied from self-evaluation report 
 

 
 

(Note that ‘staff scientists’ are a highly heterogenous group that includes: (1) staff conducting research part-time, e.g., in 

addition to healthcare work), (2) guest researchers, and (3) staff transitioning between research grants and contracts.) 

 

Table 2: Funding and expenditure of the DI partner institutes combined in the period 2019–2024,  

copied from self-evaluation report 
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Response Donders Institute on Assessment Report  
 
We would like to thank all the members of the assessment committee, and particularly the chair 
and secretary, for the fair, constructive and in-depth evaluation of our institute. We appreciate the 
comments on the self-report, the open discussions with the Donderians, and the succinct 
assessment-report including insightful comments and helpful recommendations. The report 
provides an excellent foundation for shaping our strategy for the next six years.  
 
The committee commended the institute’s scientific and societal achievements and encourages us 
to showcase these strengths more proactively and strategically to enhance visibility and impact. This 
advice will be incorporated into our (and the university’s) strategic plans and translated into 
concrete actions.  
 
Over the upcoming six years, we will further strengthen the institute’s strategic positioning by 
clearly articulating and communicating our unique strengths within an overarching framework. We 
will work towards greater alignment across the six partnering institutes, within the possibilities 
offered by the DI’s network with external partners and foster enhanced cross-theme collaboration 
and flexibility. Clear responsibility for the supervision and training of PhD candidates and postdocs 
will be reinforced, and we will continue to invest in attracting outstanding international talent to 
safeguard our global standing. 
 
We are proud of the committee’s thorough and constructive evaluation, which reflects the quality 
of our institute’s work.  
 
The specific recommendations are addressed in the sections below. 
 
Research Quality 
 
High-Quality Science 

• Identify and communicate the unique selling points of both individual researchers and the 
institute as a whole. 

• Organize targeted coaching and appoint ‘champions’ as ambassadors.  
• Develop a clear strategy to maintain DI’s technical leadership in cognitive neuroscience. 

 
Response:  
We are very pleased with the positive evaluation of our research. We concur with the suggestion to 
identify strong research groups and programmes that might profit from support at the DI level and 
that could be harnessed to improve our societal impact and image as a top institute. We envisage a 
training programme for the members of the Research Platform to prepare them for this 
undertaking. The suggestion to appoint ‘champions’ as DI ambassadors is timely and appreciated as 
this suggestion was in our 2025 research strategy. The identification of candidates for this role will 
be carried out by the Strategy Board, and we will set up a short information/training programme for 
those who are selected. A strategy for maintaining the DI’s technical leadership in cognitive 
neuroscience is a continuous concern. At present, we are monitoring the progress of the 14 Tesla 
MR scanner project and developing a detailed plan for the structural support for transcranial 
ultrasonic stimulation facilities.  
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Open Science 
• Develop a sustainably funded, integrated open science strategy covering data, code, and 

analysis tools similar to the Radboud Data Repository and secure sustainable funding for 
these initiatives. 
 

Response: 
Building on the Donders Repository that we developed, we have extended it into the Radboud Data 
Repository, providing a strong university-managed platform for secure and FAIR research data 
sharing. We recognize that the platform still holds further potential, and it is continuously being 
developed further by a team of central data and software stewards and developers. Donders 
Institute data stewards, representing all key stakeholders in the institute in the area of research data 
and software management, are closely involved in this ongoing development. A new ‘Software’ 
resource type has very recently (2 February 2026) been implemented into the Radboud Data 
Repository alongside the existing 'Dataset’ resource type, marking an important first step towards 
fuller integration of code. We align with the committee’s recommendation to further advance 
integration and showcasing of DI data, software, and analysis tools through this platform and 
acknowledge the need for funding to support these continued developments. 
 
Societal Relevance 
 
Multiple Routes to Societal Impact 

• Develop an overarching societal impact strategy balancing a professional impact programme 
with bottom-up initiatives  

• Identify effective prioritisation measures. 
 
Response: 
The Donders Institute recognises the value of balancing a structured, professional impact program 
with bottom-up initiatives that often reflect the genuine interests of our researchers. To make these 
initiatives more sustainable, we are developing institutional support structures such as the Donders 
Citylab that can nurture bottom-up efforts from the onset, rather than leaving them dependent 
solely on individual researcher capacity. This approach aims to ensure promising initiatives receive 
the backing they need to grow and be created sustainably. Alongside this, we will establish clearer 
prioritisation measures to ensure resources and support are allocated effectively across the full 
spectrum of impact activities. 
 
Clinical Innovation, Practical Tools, and Entrepreneurship 

• Strengthen reverse translation from clinical and societal issues to research initiatives.  
• Advance basic research to clinical trials and explore commercial partnerships for establishing 

labs on the RU campus. 
 

Response: 
We agree that strengthening the dialogue between clinical and societal realities and our research 
agenda is essential. Reverse translation, using insights from clinical practice to inform and inspire 
fundamental research questions, is something we actively want to embed more systematically in our 
culture. To support this, a working group has been established to map current and future valorisation 
initiatives and identify what support researchers need to engage more actively with valorisation 
pathways. In parallel, we are exploring opportunities to advance promising basic research toward 
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clinical application and to develop commercial partnerships. Establishing dedicated lab facilities to 
advance basic research to clinical trials on the RU campus is an ambition that we are currently 
exploring, we aim to set up a Donders Brain Health Research Facility in collaboration with the 
university and relevant stakeholders. 
 
Public Engagement 

• Continue current formats and leverage social media (short videos, DondersWonders, 
BrainHelpDesk) to reach wider audiences.  

• Seek inspiration and collaboration with other science museums.  
 

Response: 
We are pleased that the committee recognises the value of our current public engagement efforts. 
We will continue to invest in and develop online platforms such as the website DondersDiscovers, 
the blog DondersWonders, the BrainHelpDesk, and social media content, which have proven 
effective in reaching broad and diverse audiences. We embrace the recommendation to seek 
inspiration and collaboration with other science museums and public engagement organisations and 
see this as an opportunity to learn from best practices, share expertise, and potentially develop joint 
initiatives that extend our reach beyond the immediate region. We have already been in contact 
with the national expertise centre for science communications about sharing best practices and to 
seek inspiration from other initiatives. To align the Donders Institute communication with the 
research strategy and the social impact strategy, we will continue to develop a more focused and 
proactive communication approach. Research themes and their distinctive strengths will be 
highlighted through engaging narratives and multimedia content, aimed at reaching diverse 
audiences (general public, policy makers, companies, and research councils) and increasing visibility. 
This approach will allow us to share our expertise more strategically and amplify the impact of our 
work. 
 
Viability 
 
Governance Structure 

• Continue building on the strong governance foundation already established. 
• Ensure the scientific director’s successor can strengthen internal cohesion 
• Engage the Scientific Advisory Board and Supervisory Board in cohesion efforts within and 

between the themes. 
 
Response: 
As observed in the report, the current governance functions well despite its complexity. In order to 
monitor, and when necessary, to adjust it, we have decided to organise two joint meetings per 
annum with the Strategy Board and the Management Platform and with the Strategy Board and the 
Research Platform to discuss how we can improve the governance. In addition, we will devise a 
comprehensive onboarding for the new director with a planned overlap with the current director. 
This will allow the new director to develop new ideas for strengthening internal cohesion before 
they take over. The suggestion to engage the Scientific Advisory Board and Supervisory Board in 
cohesion efforts is interesting. We will start by mentioning this idea when we send the report to the 
members of the SAB and ask them for suggestions how we could make this work. 
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Theme Structure and Balance Between Focus and Breadth 
• Remain flexible for cross-theme collaboration through agile structures such as focus groups 

and the Donders Research Stimulation Fund.  
• Actively maintain balance between focus and breadth within each theme, particularly Theme 

3. 
 
Response: 
We are pleased that the committee acknowledges the efforts we undertake to foster cross-theme 
collaboration, particularly by emphasising the importance of maintaining the Research Stimulation 
Fund. We indeed intend to continue and further strengthen these efforts. 
 
For the themes, maintaining the right balance between focus and breadth remains an ongoing 
challenge. With the earlier-mentioned training for the members of the Research Platform, we will 
initiate targeted efforts to address this balance more strategically. With respect to theme 3, we will 
review possible changes to the internal structure in order to mitigate the breath of this theme, such 
as the identification of more focussed research lines, c.f. theme 4. 
 
Financial Stability  

• Supervisory Board to develop a flexible strategy to mitigate budget threats (e.g. ECRs not 
being able to apply for prestigeous personal grants, due to overhead costs or legal issues).  

• Develop overarching funding strategy that transcends research themes.  
• Address administrative challenges affecting early-career researchers (contracts, overhead, 

legal issues). 
 
Response: 
These points are rightly directed at the Supervisory Board as the DI has no formal financial 
prerogatives to influence the financial conditions for grant applications or the administrative 
challenges affecting ECRs. We will, of course, look for solutions and where possible help to introduce 
measures to alleviate these problems as they are affecting the careers of young colleagues. 
Overarching funding strategy that transcends research themes is already in place with the Research 
Stimulation Fund (RSF). We will continue to look for ways to increase the budget of the RSF and 
other strategic measures to promote interactions the themes. 
 
Strategic Partners 

• Formulate clear objectives for strategic partnerships to guide funding decisions. 
 
Response: 
We have a memo that constitutes work in progress. The gist is that an institutional preferred partner 
institute refers to a research institute or network organisation with which the Donders Institute has 
a formal and/or strategic collaboration. These partnerships are built on shared research goals, 
mutual benefit, or complementary expertise, and typically result in: (1) collaborative research 
projects, (2) shared resources, (3) academic exchange, (4) funding opportunities, and (5) joint 
publications. Preferred partnerships will be agreed for (renewable) 5-year terms. To avoid an 
increased carbon footprint, we will take the topographical location of possible partners into account. 
Finally, there is strong sense among Donderians that the DI should also look for a partner in low- or 
middle-income countries, for instance in the South. 
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Academic Culture 
• Facilitate networking and experience exchange across career stages (e.g. starting group 

leaders).  
 
Response: 
We appreciate the committee’s suggestion, which was also positively received during their session 
with the starting research group leaders. In response, we are exploring concrete ways to facilitate 
networking and experience exchange across career stages. In addition, in collaboration with the PhD 
and the Postdoc coordinator, we are investigating possibilities for cross career stage events that 
bring together starting research group leaders, PhD candidates, and postdocs, fostering interaction, 
mentorship, and the sharing of experiences throughout the institute. 
 
HR Policy 

• Increase international recruitment orientation particularly for tenure-track and tenured 
roles.  

• Harmonize promotion criteria and HR policies across centres. 
 
Response: 
We agree that aligning promotion criteria and HR policies across centres would be ideal. However, 
as the Donders Institute operates as a network organisation, this is not fully possible, particularly 
given that the UMC and the MPI are separate legal entities. Nevertheless, we are committed to 
actively using our influence to encourage alignment of procedures and best practices across the 
centres, promoting consistency where feasible and fostering a collaborative HR culture within the 
institute. 
 
Supervision and Training of Early-Career Researchers 
 
Institutional Context 

• Intensify collaboration between DGS coordinator and postdoc coordinator; consider 
merging roles for flexibility and robustness. 

 
Response: 
We intend to further intensify the collaboration between PhD and postdoc coordinator, especially 
on topics that are of interest to all early-career researchers. We realize that also beyond these 
topics, there might be shared interest, potential to learn from each other, and optimize output. 
These measures will improve flexibility and robustness. We are somewhat hesitant to merge the 
two roles as PhDs and PostDocs and young members of staff also have their own specific issues and 
therefore, we will start with intensifying collaboration as a first step. 
 
PhD Candidates 

• Involve DGS coordinator in recruitment and admission; align processes across six centres.  
• Ensure supervisory teams discuss plans with candidates from the start.  
• Hora Finita: Monitor and act on annual progress reviews; ensure second supervisor to be 

active; and ‘completion plans’ after three years.  
• Give supervision training to all supervisors. 
• Supervisors should be held accountable for PhD durations by the leadership of the six 

centres. 
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• Prevent financial/legal risks for PhD candidates (e.g., needing unemployment benefits). 
 
Response: 
We fully acknowledge that there is room for improvement with regard to recruitment, admission, 
supervision, and completion procedures for PhD trajectories at the Donders Institute. 
 
With respect to recruitment and admission, the PhD coordinator currently does not have the 
capacity to be directly involved in the recruitment of individual PhD candidates. To strengthen and 
streamline this process, we will therefore develop clear recruitment guidelines. This will be done in 
close collaboration with the postdoc coordinator—since postdoctoral recruitment may benefit from 
similar principles—and with HR to ensure alignment with existing institutional procedures. We also 
aim to ensure that supervisory teams discuss expectations, planning, and feasibility with candidates 
from the very start of the trajectory. While this is the intended purpose of the Training and 
Supervision Plan (TSP), the current format does not yet optimally support this goal. As a result, 
planning can sometimes remain too vague in the early stages, which poses risks later in the 
trajectory. We are, therefore, implementing a new TSP template to better facilitate these 
discussions. In addition, it will become obligatory to upload an updated version of the TSP at the 
go/no-go meeting, including a feasibility check by the external advisor who attends this checkpoint. 
 
Together with the centres, we will further improve the monitoring of checkpoint adherence. We will 
make the go/no go moment more effective and impactful after 1 to 1,5 years after the start of the 
PhD trajectory. When checkpoints are missed, PhD candidates and supervisors will receive manual 
and personalized reminders rather than additional automated notifications. In cases where 
supervisors systematically fail to comply with checkpoint requirements, they will be held 
accountable by the leadership of their centre. Improving response rates will also help identify 
trajectories that, in practice, have only one active supervisor. If this occurs, the PhD coordinator will 
intervene where necessary, in consultation with centre leadership. Moreover, the supervision 
guidelines will be revised to further emphasize the requirement of at least two actively engaged 
supervisors. 
 
A completion plan is already part of the checkpoint system, but currently only from 45 months 
onward and without an external feasibility check. This will be revised: the completion plan will start 
one year before the end of the contract and will include a feasibility assessment by the external 
advisor. 
 
Supervisor training is organized at both Radboud University, Radboudumc, and MPI level. Within 
Radboudumc, these courses will become mandatory for all supervisors. Within Radboud University, 
the DGS PhD coordinator chairs a university-wide project on improving research supervision, with 
mandatory training as one of its objectives. 
 
Finally, we will draft new guidelines outlining clear do’s and don’ts for the completion phase of the 
PhD. The aim is both to reduce overall PhD duration and to prevent undesirable constructions, such 
as situations in which unemployment benefits are informally perceived as an extension of a PhD 
contract. In such cases, we will work together with centre leadership to ensure appropriate 
accountability of supervisors. 
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Postdocs 
• Establish system to notify postdoc coordinator of new arrivals. 
• Provide mentoring outside PI 
• Senior scientists (e.g. the leaders of the six centres) should advocate for postdocs. 

 
Response: 
At the Donders Institute, we recognize the importance of supporting postdoctoral researchers from 
the moment they arrive. Through the Welcome Meeting for new Donderians, we already reach a 
portion of starting postdocs. Ideally, however, the registration of all postdocs should be handled 
centrally at the university level to ensure completeness and consistency. To address this, we will 
work together with the HR departments of the various centres, as well as with the central HR offices 
of Radboud University, MPI and Radboudumc, to establish a system that notifies the postdoc 
coordinator of all new arrivals. 
 
We also recognize the value of providing mentorship opportunities outside of the direct PI 
relationship. To support postdocs in their career development, we are exploring the creation of a 
structured mentoring programme, next to the already existing peer coaching programme, that could 
involve senior scientists and emeritus professors. This would give postdocs independent guidance 
on career planning, grant writing, and leadership development, and help them navigate 
opportunities both within and beyond academia. 
 
Finally, we acknowledge that senior scientists, including the leaders of the six centres, have an 
important role in advocating for postdocs. We will encourage centre leadership to take a more active 
role in representing postdoctoral interests, increasing their visibility, and supporting their 
professional growth. By combining these efforts—better registration, structured mentorship, and 
proactive advocacy—we aim to strengthen the support system for all postdoctoral researchers at 
the institute. 
 
Per Theme Evaluation 
 
Theme 1 
 
Research quality 

• Communicate the uniqueness of Theme 1 research.  
• Exploit collaboration with other themes.  

 
Response: 
We appreciate the committee’s recommendation to articulate more clearly the profile and focus of 
Theme 1. We agree that our external positioning can be sharpened. Theme 1’s distinctive 
contribution lies in advancing a theory-driven science of human cognition and communication. Our 
work is characterised by the integration of formal models of language and thought, large-scale 
behavioural experimentation, computational approaches, and multimodal neuroscientific methods. 
This enables us to move beyond descriptive accounts towards mechanistic explanations of how 
structured knowledge is represented, learned, used, and adapted across contexts and across the 
lifespan.  
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Communication is integral to this agenda. Research within Theme 1 spans social interaction, doctor–
patient communication, communication with vulnerable groups in healthcare, multimodal 
conversation, and pragmatic inference, alongside foundational work on linguistic structure and 
learning. These strands are not peripheral but constitute a substantial and visible part of the theme’s 
activity. We will ensure that this breadth and coherence are more explicitly reflected in future 
strategy documents and communications, so that the centrality of communication within Theme 1 
is unmistakable to external audiences. 
 
With respect to cross-theme collaboration, we observe a clear positive trend. Applications to the 
Donders Research Stimulation Fund have increased, including a growing number of proposals 
initiated by Theme 1 researchers in collaboration with other themes. For example, collaborative 
projects between Theme 1 and Theme 2 researchers on visual imagery and conceptual processing 
have been supported through this mechanism, demonstrating concrete integration across 
behavioural and neural levels of analysis. This demonstrates both structural alignment and scientific 
readiness for integrative projects. We are confident that this momentum will continue, particularly 
as collaborations are increasingly organised around shared conceptual challenges — such as 
variability, prediction, neurodiversity, and real-world cognition — rather than around specific 
techniques alone. This allows Theme 1 to contribute its theoretical, behavioural, and neuroscientific 
expertise while benefiting from advances in measurement, modelling, and biological investigation 
across the institute. 
 
Societal relevance 

• Strengthen forward and reverse translation with educators and clinicians.  
• Explore attracting a company developing LLMs to Nijmegen campus. 

 
Response: 
Theme 1’s societal relevance is intrinsic to its mission. As articulated in our self-evaluation, the theme 
addresses language and communication across development, variation, and clinical change, with 
explicit attention to minority communities, multilingual contexts, and individuals with 
communication disorder. Translation is therefore not an add-on but a structural component of our 
research agenda. 
 
We agree, however, that the bidirectional nature of this translation can be made more systematic 
and visible. Moving forward, we will further formalise mechanisms for structured dialogue with 
educators, speech and language therapists, and clinical partners. This will ensure that real-world 
challenges in multilingual education, developmental language disorders, neurodegenerative 
conditions, and communication impairments directly inform the formulation of new research 
questions (reverse translation). 
 
At the same time, forward translation will be strengthened by embedding impact pathways more 
explicitly in major grant programmes and by consolidating long-standing partnerships into 
sustainable collaborative frameworks. This includes clearer articulation of how theoretical advances 
in language structure, learning, and interaction can inform assessment tools, intervention strategies, 
and policy discussions. 
 
With regard to large language models, we recognise the accelerating global intersection between 
language science and AI. Theme 1 offers a unique combination of theoretical linguistics, cognitive 
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modelling, and empirical research on human communication that can provide principled 
foundations for responsible AI development. We will explore strategic engagement with companies 
developing LLMs in coordination with Radboud University’s broader AI and technology initiatives. 
Such collaborations would aim to position Nijmegen as a hub for scientifically grounded, human-
centred AI research, while safeguarding academic independence, ethical oversight, and open science 
principles. IN the meantime, the Centre for Language and Speech Technology, which is part of CLS, 
has ample experience working with industry as well as developing language models. 
 
Theme 2 
 
Research quality 

• Explore cross-theme collaboration opportunities (e.g., closed-loop processing and 
language).  

 
Response: 
We are pleased to read the positive evaluation by the committee of our work. We will take the 
suggestion to advance cross-theme collaborations to heart. We would like to note that, already at 
present, there are many collaborations with the other themes. There are multiple collaborations 
with theme 1 (e.g. in the baby and child research centre), theme 3 (e.g. the application of 
neurostimulation (TMS, TUS) by the clinical neuroscience in psychiatry group, and focus groups on 
stress and computational psychiatry), and theme 4 (e.g. the MR. MEG and clinical prediction 
modelling groups). We fully agree with the committee that these collaborations prove fruitful and 
innovative. The Research Stimulation Fund is an excellent driver for new initiatives, but in addition, 
we will explore ways to bring Donderians from theme 2 in contact with colleagues from other 
themes in a meaningful fashion. This will require the help of the PIs who are best informed 
concerning the expertise and interests of their team members. This could take the form of joint 
Theme meetings, such as we have already implemented with theme 3. 
 
Viability 

• Identify 1–2 unique selling points to increase visibility.  
• Strengthen interaction with Theme 4 for new technologies (14-Tesla MRI, OPM-MEG).  
• Ensure continuity of research via international collaborations and alternative data sources 

(e.g., intracranial recordings). 
 

Response: 
The identification of one or two unique selling points to increase visibility is well taken and has now 
been recognised as an overarching mission of the Research Platform. We will organise a training 
programme for the members of the Research Platform to prepare them for this undertaking. For 
this training programme will invite inspiring experts and eminent science managers. One of the 
selling points mentioned specifically by the evaluation committee, research on curiosity, has now 
(since 2026) been formalized as a new focus group.  
 
As mentioned above, there are excellent collaborations with theme 4. Several members of theme 2 
are based in the DCCN and work in a day-to-day basis with theme 4 members. Obviously, the 
integration of new methodologies such as OPM, TUS and certainly the 14 Tesla MR scanner into the 
theme 2 research projects need to be facilitated. We are working on this, and specifically for TUS, 
we are currently exploring ways to strengthen the support for this new technology. Also for 14T MRI 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ru.nl%2Fen%2Fcls%2Fclst&data=05%7C02%7Cstephanie.forkel%40donders.ru.nl%7Cfd0c2188daff457bd38e08de786bd9fc%7C084578d9400d4a5aa7c7e76ca47af400%7C1%7C0%7C639080601764802600%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=LpjRLWkglh6fmf3A4v0%2BTmkDbU1xmtvmWWMc0rfRIYM%3D&reserved=0
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initiative, several members of theme 2 are directly involved in the DYNAMIC project, and will embed 
this novel technology in their research program to answer theme 2 related research questions.   
There are two way we are promoting (inter)national collaborations. First, and this is inherent in 
researchers, at the personal level. All Donderians are internationally oriented and operate in large 
networks. We support this by applying for schemes that fund international travel etc, such as the 
EU Erasmus programme. Second, the Donders Institute is developing a strategy for the selection of 
preferred partners at the institute level. NeurotechEU is an example of this approach, and 
interestingly, BCIs and intracranial recording are part of the alliance. 
 
Theme 3 
Research quality 

• Integrate personal skillsets required for technologies into strategic planning.  
 
Response: 
We are pleased by the committee's recognition that our theme has incorporated innovative 
methodologies and model systems in its research. Associated with that is the identification of the 
threat that the continuation and further innovation of these technologies is dependent on a few 
individual theme members. We acknowledged this and are trying to forestall this threat in two ways: 
(1) training and coaching of internal talent in technology development and leadership in order to 
become independent research group leaders; (2) remain an attractive research and technology hub, 
interesting for external talent and scientists already present in our centre. We acknowledge the 
challenge associated with these efforts in the current financial circumstances but consider 
opportunities within the NWO talent-track and Radboudumc Hypathia programs. 
 
Viability 

• Improve cohesion within the theme while maintaining focus on overarching strengths.  
• Leverage collaboration with other themes. 

 
The committee recommends to capitalise on the broad range of study levels (i.e., from molecular to 
cellular to circuits to cognition) by trying to improve coherence. This can be achieved by emphasizing 
our overarching unique selling point to stronger focus on cognition and its cellular and neural 
network underpinnings in health and disease. We agree that placing the fundamental mechanisms 
of cognition more to the foreground can have a unifying effect. Nonetheless, true coherence has to 
be achieved by strengthening collaborations and establishing new ones between researchers of the 
various topics (neurodevelopment, neurodegeneration, and adaptation to the environment) and 
different study levels and methodologies. It is our ambition to achieve that by re-organizing the 
structure of current theme 3 meetings by combining these with (1) the various meetings of research 
groups at participating institutes; (2) co-organizing meetings with the meetings with other themes; 
(3) meetings organized by Focus groups and other collaboration opportunities at the DI. In addition, 
we will explore the formation of research lines with more internal consistency, c.f. theme 4. 
 
Theme 4 
Research quality 

• Develop long-term funding strategy for open-source tools (e.g. as toolboxes, code, and 
repositories) and engage funding agencies for this.  
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Response: 
The Donders Executive Board in collaboration with the Radboud University Grant office has already 
in place a process to filter current grant applications that can be of interest for the Donders, special 
attention should be given in the future to open science calls (both in the Netherlands and at the 
European level). At the Donders Institute level this type of work is being supported by internal annual 
prizes which we hope to give a competitive edge in future applications to sustainably fund our 
developments. 
 
Societal relevance 

• Explore CE certification and commercial routes for clinical adoption 
• Consider spin-offs to accelerate applications. 

 
Response: 
We recognise that the translation of our methodological developments into potential products is an 
important aspect and that requires increased literacy of our members on aspects such as: software 
licenses, certification standards, and benefit from sharing experiences on transitions attempted by 
some members (even within theme 4, as is the case of Tom Coolen’s, Saddlepoint Science or the 
experience of Christian Beckmann with SBGneuro). We will incorporate some of those aspects on 
upcoming theme meetings and Donders Sessions and seek collaborations with the knowledge 
transfer team of the Radboud University. 
 

https://www.openscience.nl/en/calls
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/portal/screen/opportunities/calls-for-proposals?freeTextSearchKeyword=&matchWholeText=true&programmePeriod=2021%20-%202027&programmeDivisionProspect=null&cpvCode=null&performanceOfDelivery=null&sortQuery=sortStatus&orderBy=asc&onlyTenders=false&topicListKey=topicSearchTablePageState&type=1&callIdentifier=null&status=31094501,31094502,31094503&frameworkProgramme=43108390&programmeDivision=null&focusArea=null&geographicalZones=null&crossCuttingPriorities=null&isExactMatch=true&order=DESC&pageNumber=1&pageSize=50&sortBy=startDate
https://www.ru.nl/en/staff/researchers/translating-research-into-practice
https://www.ru.nl/en/staff/researchers/translating-research-into-practice
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