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0. Introduction

By drawing on our union experiences, analyses and theoretical elements, as
well as concrete and practical information, this guide aims to provide some
keys to understanding the challenges of the various statuses of scientific
staff at the university (researchers, contract workers, scholarship holders,
PhD candidates, etc.) as well as the hierarchical and competitive context in
which they have to operate. More generally, this guide invites readers to
question the way the university functions.

The guide is an initiative by young researchers and PhD candidates from
the union committee of the CGSP Enseignement Recherche (General Union
of Public Services for Teaching and Research) at Université Libre de Brux-
elles. It is important to note that this work is not, and probably never will
be, completely finished, as the reality of university life changes so fast. So
we are also inviting feedback, criticism, new contributions and involve-
ment. By offering some keys to understanding, organizational tools and
practical help, the guide aims to show ways of intervening in the balances
of power that are embedded in the university (and to try and overturn
them!). We hope it will be an initial meeting point and help to create spaces
where workers can exchange views and organize.

The content of the first section, "Working at the university", is more theo-
retical and analytical. Amongst other things, we question the concept of an
academic career by attempting a critical deconstruction of the foundations
on which it is based. We also take a look at the relationships of tension the
university has established between teaching and research by favoring the
latter to the detriment of the former. In this first section, we also try to make
visible the official or unofficial hierarchical relationships that shape the uni-
versity, which are all too often blurred by the way the university distances
itself from the pyramidal organization of traditional companies. Finally, to
close this section, we will focus more specifically on women's place in aca-
demia, a difficult place to occupy.

The second section, "In Practice", aims to provide in a direct and concrete
way the information needed to understand the wide variety of legal sta-
tuses the scientific staff can have, and their impact on employment and so-
cial security rights. It describes what types of aid are available in terms of
unemployment, sickness, maternity/paternity and pensions. This section
will end with a focus on the impact of the COVID public health crisis on the
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scientific staff's work and the CGSP ER's fight to secure an extension of re-
search contracts.

Finally, the third section, "Organizing and standing up for ourselves: sug-
gested tools", stresses the importance of organizing collectively in order to

be able to create balances of power to counteract the many relationships of
domination that exist at the University - relationships based on hierarchy,
age, experience, gender, etc. This section will discuss some ideas, tools, and
forms of self-help and resistance that will allow us to break away from sys-
tems of exacerbated competitiveness in the research world.

Finally, at the end of this guide, you will find a list of resources and useful
links to help you understand the issues and information discussed in these
few pages.

A PhD candidate sends her thesis flying
because she has to finish it on unemployment benefits.



1. Working at the university

1.1. A stressful career with a lack of job security

Job insecurity largely shapes the academic world. For example, the Univer-
sité Libre de Bruxelles has 3,062 scientists in unstable positions (mainly
doctoral students) compared to only 1,627 scientists in stable positions
(mainly tenured full-time academics) in 2024-2025. This situation is not
improving over the years, as investment in research is largely focused on
creating temporary positions, which are less expensive and can be created
in greater numbers for the same amount of money. For example, the budget
for the remuneration of the 1,687 FNRS doctoral students in 2024 (€55.5
million) is lower than that for the 407 qualified researchers (permanent
positions) in the same year (€63.7 million).

The university is thus employing more and more temporary workers, to
whom it cannot provide stable employment, creating a real bottleneck in
access to permanent scientific employment. For example, in 2005, there
was one academic for every two PhD candidates at French-speaking Belgian
universities; in 2014, it was one for every threel.

Due to the scarcity of job vacancies in relation to demand, a scientific career
involves a series of competitions and competitive examinations. The first
important competition is the one to be able to embark on a PhD - anyone
who has applied to the FNRS has experienced this. The applicant/PhD can-
didate learns quite early on that the scientific world is organized around
competition, as the success rate at this stage is already fairly low (around
25% currently, in other words 3 out of every 4 applications are declined).
Even with their PhD under their belt, temporary researchers still cannot
access a permanent scientific position. Securing this type of position re-
quires a very competitive CV, which a young PhD holder does not possess:
they need to improve their profile significantly. The scientist then under-
takes the arduous task of finding new funding and temporary contracts
(contract research, postdoctorates) while working to add lines to their CV
so they have a chance in the tough competition for permanent positions.

1 GURNET Nathan, FUSULIER Bernard, TILMAN Alice, 2018, "Insertion
professionnelle des docteur.e.s récemment proclamé.e.s. Premiers
résultats a partir de l'analyse de trois cohortes semestrielles"», Louvain-

la-Neuve, IACCHOS-GIRSEF/CIRFASE-UCL.



The two most important criteria in the selection process for permanent po-
sitions are the international dimension of the applicant's career path and
productivity in terms of publication. If Universities favor these criteria, it is
because they are themselves in competition with other academic institu-
tions, in particular to improve their place in the international rankings,
which evaluate universities' productivity - number of prestigious awards
won, number of publications in high-ranking journals, number of times
cited - now defined using the well-known term "scientific excellence".

A researcher who has been "advised" to write
another article for the umpteenth time...

if he wants to secure a new contract at any
rate!

This situation causes occupational stress? for researchers. The nature of a
competitive set-up is that there is potentially always an opponent stronger
than you. So the outcome of the competition is very uncertain, driving the
competitors to keep doing more. This model of a scientific career thus cre-
ates a specific relationship to employment: one of total commitment. This
type of commitment is justified by the idea that research is not a job like
any other: like involvement in artistic activities, it is a vocation that neces-
sarily requires temporal availability, thus blurring the line between what is
work and what is not. The competitive aspect of the activity in particular is
very time-consuming for a researcher in an unstable position. Since the

2 Astudy by K. Levecque among PhD candidates at Dutch-speaking Belgian universities con-

cluded in 2017 that one out of two PhD candidates was in psychological distress and one
out of three was at risk for a mental health disorder. Levecque K. et al. 2017. Work organ-
ization and mental health problems in PhD students. Research Policy. Vol. 46, n°4, pp.
868-879.



level of production to be reached to win the competition is fixed only in re-
lation to the level of production that competitors can reach, it is potentially
unlimited: the only limit is how much time the researcher can spend on it.
Working time thus frequently eats into non-working time, which is the price
to pay for achieving the required productivity and staying in academia: for
example, it is quite common for scientists to write in their free time, in the
evenings or on weekends. The demands of international mobility mean that
the rhythm and logic of the private sphere conflict with those of the profes-
sional sphere. Many postdoctoral researchers go on international mobility
at a time when they are young parents, which creates family dilemmas and
very challenging interactions between the two spheres. This penalizes
women in particular [Cf. "1.4 Women: a difficult place to occupy"].

1.2. Research versus teaching

A particular feature of the university is that many of the scientists who work
there are involved in both research and teaching activities. It should how-
ever be noted that the relationship between teaching and research is
often strained, for several reasons.

The first reason is that teaching is undervalued compared to research. As
soon as someone begins a scientific career, they understand that if they
want to continue it, the main thing that counts is the extent (rather than the
quality) of their scientific output [Cf. "1.1. A stressful career with a lack of
job security"]. That is practically the only thing valued by the committees
that assess applications for jobs or university funding. As a result, because
of the competition between scientists, combined with the overvaluation of
research compared to teaching in career evaluation, teaching and research
do not coexist in a fruitful way, as one might hope; on the contrary, teaching
is sometimes seen as a type of work in which the time invested should be
limited, in order to prevent it from impinging too much on scientific produc-
tivity.

The second reason for this difficult coexistence is the fact that the teaching
staff (whether academic or scientific) is too small to cope with the growing
number of students. The number of students has been growing continu-
ously for many years due to the massification of higher education, without
the universities following suit by hiring additional staff. This situation often
leads researchers to develop individual strategies for managing the large



combined number of students and the conflicts that sometimes arise be-
tween teaching and research. For example: favoring exams with multiple
choice questions over open-ended ones; requiring written work to be done
in groups rather than individually, decisions that save on marking time.

Apart from the fact that this situation has an impact on teaching quality, it
also has an impact on scientists' working conditions, an issue which affects
individuals differently according to their status. Assistants are of course the
scientific staff members who are most affected by this issue, because due to
their status, they have to combine working on a thesis with teaching tasks.
They generally find it harder to finish their thesis in time than scholarship
holders do. The directives on the workloads of assistants3 take this reality
into account, stating: "It is recommended that the average working time
profile of an assistant, depending on the year, provides for a greater super-
vision load in the first year(s) and more research tasks in the last 2 years of
the thesis. In any case, the assistant's workload must be arranged in such a
way that he does not perform any teaching-related tasks for at least 6
months, which may be split, with the assistant's agreement, into periods of
at least three months over the 3 terms (excluding the period from July 10 to
August 10)". However, this provision is often not observed. Either the de-
partment's course coordination (which should make it possible to reassign
classes and teaching tasks) in inadequate, or there is simply no-one in the
department who can release an assistant so they have time to finish their
thesis.

The issue of teaching also affects scholarship holders, however. A scholar-
ship holder is not an employee [Cf. "2.1. The multiplicity of scientific staff
statuses"]. Subordination is what qualifies the relationship between an em-
ployee and their employer in labor law. In theory, a scholarship holder's sta-
tus implies that they cannot be subordinated to their host institution, and
can refuse to perform additional tasks it asks of them, such as teaching
tasks. In reality, the situation is more complicated. The FNRS regulations
mention, for example, for FNRS research fellows*: "Administrative work or

3 Université Libre de Bruxelles, "Coordinated text of provisions relating to the career of
the scientific staff and academic staff".

4 FNRS regulations on the Research Fellow (ASP - Aspirant) position, adopted by the
board of the FR.S.-FNRS on June 23, 2020.



tasks relating to didactic supervision within the host institution may be as-
signed to Research Fellows up to eight hours per week on annual average."
This provision highlights the ambiguity of the FNRS status : it both is and is
not subordinate. Supervisors/professors indeed sometimes ask scholar-
ship holders to set practical work, supervise/mark exams or perform ad-
ministrative tasks, work that scholarship holders are unlikely to be able to
refuse in practice. This situation is all the more problematic given that uni-
versity policies have largely relied on the increasing number of scholarship
holders in the management of their workforce. Scholarship holders at the
University do not fall within the institution's framework budget; their pres-
ence serves to compensate for the structural shortage of teaching staff at
the university. In some cases, scholarship holders therefore combine the
disadvantages of non-employee status (the lack of certain rights) with the
constraints of employee status (subordination).

When faced with this kind of pressure, it can be hard to assert one's rights
individually. Organizing collectively sometimes enables us to make
concrete progress [Cf. "3. Organizing and standing up for ourselves: sug-
gested tools"].

In response to these abuses, we have clear demands:

¢ Maintain the logic of academic profiles that combine research and
teaching, with fair recognition of both missions in career evaluations.
Teaching must no longer be sacrificed in favor of research.

¢ Denounce the widespread use of part-time academic and scientific posi-
tions, whose teaching load is similar to that of a full-time position, but with
a very limited or even non-existent research load. This practice breaks the
essential link between research and teaching, which must remain at the
heart of the university's missions, and institutionalizes academic
precariousness. We call for their elimination in favor of balanced profiles.

. More strictly regulate the teaching duties imposed on scholarship
holders and assistants, in particular by guaranteeing a real right to refuse
and institutional mechanisms for reporting abuse.

¢ Guarantee sustainable working conditions for all profiles combining
research and teaching, by increasing transparency in the distribution of
tasks within teaching teams and, in the case of assistants, by systematically
setting periods without teaching for the completion of their theses.



1.3. Identifying hierarchical relationships

In its operations, the university seems to promote a horizontal way of func-
tioning, among peers, and thus breaks with the pyramidal model of tradi-
tional companies. In this way it blurs the power relationships at work
within it. Because of this discourse and the multiple work and hiring situa-
tions (scholarship-holding PhD candidate or assistant; self-funded or exter-
nally funded contract researcher; teaching assistant (AEX); scientific staff
or academic staff, etc.) as well as numerous levels of decision-making or
non-decision-making power (rector, dean, program chair, supervisor,
course coordinator, etc.), a large number of university workers do not per-
ceive the hierarchical relationships that nonetheless structure their work
relationships. Indeed, the organizational chart is so complex and unclear
that it can be confusing.

However, recognition and knowledge of these hierarchical lines is neces-
sary in order to fight abuses of power and occupational stress5. All the
more so since, in addition to these official hierarchical relationships, there
is a whole series of unofficial relationships of domination, that is to say,
ones that have no regulatory basis and are often subtle and trivialized.
These include, for example, the unequal relationships between women and
men, those relating to age or seniority, the relationships of domination be-
tween different statuses even when one is not directly under the authority
of another... Onto which are overlaid all the other relationships of domina-
tion that structure society. For example, a professor asking a PhD candidate
to supervise an exam. Nothing forces her to do it, but in practice, it would
be hard to refuse. Also, at scientific meetings, an experienced researcher or
professor will often speak for much more than their fair share of the time,
leaving the next speakers with less communication time.

These hierarchical lines, whether more or less overt or largely concealed,
are also to be questioned with regard to a certain context of production and
university excellence: for example, while only a very small number of PhD
candidates settle down at the university and pursue a career there follow-
ing their thesis, during their few years of work there, they produce articles,

5 InMay 2022 at ULB, the CGSP-ER will be running a campaign against occupational stress,
and will be organizing a study day on the topic in question. For more information:
https://cgsper.ulb.be/souffrance-au-travail/



research, field surveys, and statistical treatments that their supervisors will
be able to appropriate. Knowledge therefore accumulates in the offices and
departments, partly thanks to the comings and goings of new PhD candi-
dates. The number of articles co-authored by supervisors is a telling illus-
tration of this appropriation of work [Cf. "3. Organizing and standing up for
ourselves: suggested tools"].

In order to be able to organize sufficient counter power and balances of
power, we felt it was essential to summarize the formal hierarchical rela-
tionships. The other power relationships, which are equally important to
identify, are to do with balances of power or influence, but do not have any
regulatory existence, which makes them more difficult to outline.

For clarity's sake, this diagram only shows the formal authority relation-
ships to which researchers are subject. To be complete, it would need to
take account of the effects of existing social relationships between individ-
uals at university and elsewhere, based on gender, race and class, as well as
age, seniority and many other factors.




1.4. Women: a difficult place to occupy

University is no exception to the unequal relationships between
women and men. ULB's report on the state of gender equality in 2018
drew a conclusion that is fairly commonplace but still worth remembering:
the higher up in the hierarchy, the fewer women there are. For the 2017-
2018 academic year, 60% of those graduating from the 2nd cycle at ULB
were women and 40% were men. Yet the ratio reverses at the end of the
PhD, with 39% of graduates women and 61% men. On 1 February 2019,
349% of teaching staff were women and 66% were men, and this imbalance
becomes more pronounced during the course of a career. These figures are
aresult of structural tendencies that make women's academic careers more
complicated than those of their male colleagues. Indeed, the excellence pol-
icies [Cf. 1.1 "Careers: a neoliberal employment factory?"] penalize women
in particular by requiring stays abroad and an excessive workload (all the
more so as the university is underfunded) in order to be competitive on the
research market. These demands are particularly difficult to combine with
motherhood and the domestic work that our society still primarily allocates
to women. In addition, the University gives little recognition to the invisible
tasks of coordination and logistics (organizing symposia, managing meet-
ings, etc.) that are more often assigned to women. Moreover, the organiza-
tion of the work, which is characterized by very hierarchical and depend-
ency-based relationships (particularly with regard to the supervisor), puts
female researchers in a particularly vulnerable position with regard to har-
assment (including sexual harassment) by their superiors. Lastly, it is also
interesting to note that the perception of inequality varies by gender. Thus,
men are more likely than women to believe that gender equality has been
achieved. Since the majority of those in charge of the institution are men,
the gender issue will probably not be sufficiently taken into account in de-
cision-making.
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A sexualized assistant tumbling down the
pile of administrative and organizational
problems she has to manage for her entire
department
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2. In practice

2.1. The multiplicity of scientific staff statuses

Scientific work at the university is characterized by a multitude of statuses:
your close colleagues may fall under the status of assistant or teaching as-
sistant, receive one of a number of scholarships or work on a research con-
tract. Those who are commonly known as "postdocs” do not have a uniform
status since they can fall under the regime of scholarships or that of con-
tracts...

However, the legal status of remuneration is not the only difference be-
tween the statuses since opportunities to perform teaching and research
tasks also vary greatly. These differences are worth looking into given their

impact on labor and social security rights.
Scholarship | Assis- | Teaching | Modern | Contract Research Postdoc
holder tant assistant | Language re- logistician

teacher | searcher

Scholarship X X

Salary X X X X X X
Teaching X) X X X X) X)

Research X X X X X

PhD candidates hired with the status of assistant and teaching assistants
are employees of ULB, even if they have not formally signed an employment
contract. The letter of acceptance by the Board of Governors received at the
time of hiring constitutes acceptance of the rules governing the status of
assistant®. The fact that they are considered employees gives them the same
labor law protection as an employee in any other company. Like the univer-
sity, they pay social security contributions that entitle them to unemploy-
ment and pension benefits.

The scholarship is historically intended to enable a student on a course to
meet their needs. Scholarship holders are therefore not considered employ-
ees. The money received is indeed a form of remuneration, but it is not

6 Université Libre de Bruxelles, "Coordinated text of provisions relating to the career of
the scientific staff and academic staff”, page 33.
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taxed.

This means three things:

¢ the employer pays only minimal employer contributions,

e for scholarship holders, the withholding tax on professional in-
come, which is a deduction from their pay to contribute to social
security, is minimal. In other words, the gross salary and the net
salary are almost identical.

¢ AtULB, scholarship holders are not considered to be staff members
and are not entitled to their advantages like reimbursement of pub-
lic transport expenses, culture checks, etc.

So? Are scholarships advantageous?

For scientific employers (Universities, FNRS, etc.), certainly, since they ena-
ble them to spend nearly fifty per cent less money on hiring scientific work-
ers.

Less so for the scholarship holders, however. While the system does not im-
pact their pay at the end of the month, not being considered an employee
means not being covered by labor law and its protections. To be more spe-
cific, the rules that apply to a scholarship holder are governed by a tax di-
rective of the FPS Finance... We are a long way from labor law here.

What does it mean in concrete terms? First of all, there are no regulations
on the amount of the remuneration and therefore no minimum remunera-
tion requirement. So it is common for foreign PhD candidates hosted at ULB
to be paid less than the minimum wage.

Another less advantageous aspect of scholarships is to do with employer
identification. Indeed, the principle of scholarships implies that the univer-
sity is not the official employer from the outset, although the scholarship
holders operate in its research centers and on its premises, and work under
the direction of supervisors employed by the university. Amongst other
things, this can lead to situations in which the supervisor has the ability to
stop a thesis even though they do not officially have hierarchical authority
over the PhD candidate. This permanent vagueness around the recognition
of the employer and the hierarchical authority creates confusion and pre-
vents scholarship holders from clearly recognizing the hierarchical lines
that frame their work, although the ability to do so is central to standing up
to abuses of power [Cf. "1.3. I[dentifying hierarchical relationships"].
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Studentification: a PhD is a job

The growing proportion of scholarship holders among PhD candidates
also reinforces the idea that PhD candidates are still students. So what is
the problem with that?

PhD candidates are above all scientific workers. They contribute to the
economy of research that materializes in scientific publications, communi-
cations at events, appearances in the media, advice to public authorities,
etc. In addition, they often perform tasks that are essential to the function-
ing of the university: exam supervision, pedagogical support, logistics for
scientific events, etc. In this respect, it is problematic not to consider them
as workers and to deny them the rights linked to employee status.

Another risk of this representation is that it opens the door to a devaluation
of their working conditions. This is even more obvious if you look at their
situation in the Anglo-Saxon world: the scholarship they receive is equiva-
lent to about €800 per month (actually paid every three months); they
work at home or in open spaces - the office being reserved for professors
(you can imagine the effects that widespread recourse to remote working
could have); they have to take courses and pass exams in order to continue
with their PhD (the "intermediate test" recently introduced at ULB is a step
in this direction).

Union representation

Like any company, ULB has social consultation bodies that bring together
elected staff members (the union's side) and employer representatives
(the ULB Authorities, the employer's side). Anyone holding an employ-
ment contract with ULB can vote and stand for election in the social elec-
tions. Another ambiguous aspect of scholarship holders' status: they can
vote in the social elections at ULB although they do not have worker status
and are therefore not subordinated to the institution. This is a contradic-
tion. At ULB, this fight was won by the union in 2014; at other universities,
scholarship holders cannot vote and are therefore not represented by un-
ion representatives.

At the FNRS, the OCN (consultation and negotiation body) is made up of co-
opted union representatives and the Fund Authorities (i.e. the 6 rectors and

14



the secretary of the FNRS).

2.2. What are our social security rights?

A gross income that is highly unfavorable to scholarship holders

In Belgium, the gross salary paid to a worker is made up of the net salary
(roughly speaking, what is paid into the worker's bank account at the end
of each month), the withholding tax on professional income and the social
security contributions. [Cf. boxed text on social security] While the net sal-
ary may seem very similar between scholarship holders and other scientific
employees of the university (assistants, etc.), this masks large disparities in
terms of taxes and social security contributions. These contributions have
a very big impact in terms of social rights.

Although a scholarship is not a salary, the legislation stipulates that schol-
arship holders are subject to social security (despite the fact that they and
their employers hardly contribute to it). This means a scholarship holder
has the right to unemployment or incapacity benefits if they lose their job
or fall ill. However, most unemployment or sickness benefits are propor-
tional to gross income. In this framework, scholarship holders are signifi-
cantly penalized compared to assistants, since there is almost no difference
between their gross and net pay. The scholarship amount, although very
fair as a net equivalent, corresponds to a very low salary when compared to
the average gross salaries. In fact, a scholarship holder who becomes un-
employed or falls ill will receive minimal unemployment benefits, much less
than an assistant would receive.

The savings made by the employers (FNRS and universities) via the

"scholarships” system are therefore at the expense of the social pro-
tection of these workers.
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A summary of social security

Insurance and solidarity are the basic principles underpinning social
security. It is a form of insurance against social risks throughout a per-
son's life. Risks that an individual insurer cannot or will not cover. The
system only works because social security is organized collectively and
many of us contribute to it. Workers forfeit part of their salary to be in-
sured and receive something in return later on.

In the context of salaried employment, the salary is made up of the net
salary (basically, what is paid to the worker at the end of the month) +
withholding tax on professional income + personal contributions + em-
ployer contributions. These two types of contribution are what fund so-
cial security and in exchange, grant the employee social rights (listed
below). It can be seen as a deferred salary, to which the employee will
be entitled later.

For employees, social security is subdivided into branches according to
the risks covered or the income supplement concerned:

- Health insurance, which covers healthcare expenses and loss of income
for health reasons (managed by INAMI - National Institute for Health
and Disability Insurance). To benefit from this, you must join a mutual
insurance organization of your choice.

- Pensions (managed by the Federal Pensions Service)

- Unemployment insurance (managed by the National Employment Of-
fice - NEO). The payment of unemployment benefits is mainly subcon-
tracted to the trade unions.

- Time credits, end-of-career jobs, career breaks, parental leave, leave to
care for seriously ill family members and leave for palliative care, are
compensated for by NEO.

16



What types of aid exist?

— Unemployment

It is undoubtedly a little depressing to think about unemployment when
starting a PhD. However, in reality, many young researchers find themselves
in this situation, whether it is to finish a thesis, due to a lack of positions in
the scientific world (if they want to continue in academia), or because of a
very tight job market in general (if they are looking for a job outside the
scientific world). This is not a problem in itself: unemployment is a social
protection mechanism that prevents loss of income when a person is out of
work.

All researchers on grants or salaries are entitled to unemployment benefits
at the end of their contract. As unemployment benefits are based on gross
income, assistants and grant holders receive quite different amounts. For
example, an unemployed scholarship recipient receives approximately
€1,400 in monthly benefits for the first three months, while an assistant
receives €1,6007.

For a detailed description of all the steps to follow to apply for unemploy-
ment benefits, see the box below entitled “In practical terms, how do I apply
for unemployment benefits?”

— Illness

All scientists, whether employees or scholarship holders, are entitled to
sick leave, i.e. the right to stop working due to an incapacity covered by a
medical certificate. During the first month of incapacity, the person con-
cerned receives 100% of their salary/scholarship, which continues to be
paid by their employer (ULB or FNRS). From the second month onwards,
the person receives a proportional incapacity allowance (60% for the first
year) from the mutual insurance company based on their gross salary.
Please note: these rules are subject to change by the federal government in

7To calculate your unemployment benefit:
https://www.jobat.be/fr/art/calculez-le-montant-de-vos-allocations-
de-chomage. To calculate net salary based on gross salary:
https://www.fgtb.be/calcul-salaire-brut-net.
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Submitting your medical certificate. It is important to quickly submit your
certificate of incapacity to ULB HR (absencesmedicales@ulb.be) and/or
FNRS, even if your working hours are not strictly monitored. On the one
hand, this allows your superiors to know that you are not working during
this period and that the organization of your work needs to be modi-
fied/adapted (e.g., cancellation of practical work, postponement of dead-
lines, etc.). Secondly, in the case of long-term incapacity, this allows you to
benefit from possible extensions.

Extending your assistant/scholarship/post-doc term in the event of illness.
Some contracts provide for an extension in the event of illness, with differ-
ent conditions.

- Assistants who have been unable to work for more than three consecutive
months during their term and who have not submitted their thesis after six
years may request a one-year extension on an exceptional basis. (See “2.3.
Obtaining an extension for your thesis”).

- Doctoral fellows who have been unable to work for more than 30 days
are granted an extension equal to the duration of their incapacity minus the
first 30 days of illness.

- FNRS research fellows who have been unable to work for more than 30
days are granted an extension equal to the duration of their incapacity mi-
nus the first 30 days of illness.

NB: at the FNRS, representatives (fellows or research fellows) appointed
before 2026 are granted an extension equal to the duration of their inca-
pacity.

- There is no automatic extension procedure for researchers funded by
external sources who are hired on a fixed-term basis. This issue must be
discussed with the promoter and HR when they return to work. The CGSP
ER can support you in these procedures! Please do not hesitate to contact
us at cgsper@ulb.be.

Returning to work part-time after a long-term illness. After a long period of
incapacity, it can be difficult to return to work full-time straight away. For

employees (assistants, researchers funded by external sources, etc., but not
doctoral fellows), it is possible to return to work part-time initially. In this
case, you will need to submit a request for medical part-time work to your
mutual insurance company's medical advisor and obtain the approval of
your line manager (promoter/HR). The CGSP ER can assist you with these
procedures! Please do not hesitate to contact us at cgsper@ulb.be.
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— Maternity/paternity (leave and childcare)

All scientists, whether employees or scholarship holders, are entitled to
maternity leave (3 months), birth leave (20 days), and preventive leave
(weaning or breastfeeding). During maternity and prophylactic leave, the
amount of compensation paid by the mutual insurance company is propor-
tional to gross income, but in the case of maternity leave, the employer
(ULB/FNRS) pays a supplement to the person concerned to compensate for
the loss of income.

Extending your assistant/scholarship/post-doc contract in the event of ma-
ternity:

Some contracts provide for an extension in the event of maternity, with dif-
ferent terms and conditions.

- Assistants who have been on maternity leave during their term of office
and have not submitted their thesis after six years may request a one-year
extension on an exceptional basis. (See “2.3. Obtaining an extension for your
thesis”).

- Doctoral fellows (FNRS/ULB Mini-Arc) who have been on maternity or
preventive leave during their term of office are granted an extension equal
to the length of their leave. This provision does not automatically apply to
fellowships funded by a project of limited duration. In this case, please con-
tact HR and your supervisor. The CGSP ER can assist you with this process!
Please feel free to contact us at cgsper@ulb.be

- FNRS research fellows who have been on maternity or paternity leave dur-
ing their term of office are granted an extension equal to the duration of
their leave.

- There is no automatic extension procedure for researchers funded by ex-
ternal sources who are hired on a fixed-term basis. This issue must be dis-
cussed with the promoter and HR. The CGSP ER can support you in these
procedures!

The ULB provides a nursery for the children of its employees working at
least part-time. However, the number of places is limited. Those who are
unable to obtain a place at the ULB nursery or in a public nursery are eligi-
ble for an allowance of €50. Motherhood has a significant impact on wom-
en's careers at the university [see “1.4. Women: a difficult position to hold”].
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— Retirement

Scholarship recipients do not pay social security contributions toward their
pensions, but their years of study are taken into account in the calculation.
This remains largely unfavorable compared to salaried scientists, whose
salaries are taken into account.

Practically speaking, how do I apply for unemployment benefit? Guide
to the registration process

The first step is to join a union. If you haven't already done so, contact
cgsper@ulb.be to become a member. Membership is free if you are unem-
ployed. If you are already a member, you don't need to do anything.

There are two possible scenarios:

- Either you are going from full-time or part-time work to no work at all. In this
case, you must apply for full unemployment benefits.

- Or you are going from full-time to part-time work. In this case, you must ap-
ply for part-time worker status with continued rights and Income Guarantee
Allowance (AGR).

In both cases, you must have worked long enough to be eligible for unemploy-
ment benefits. The calculation method often changes, so check the ONEM
website for more information. For example, in December 2025, people under
the age of 36 had to have worked 312 days in the 21 months prior to applying.
The registration process involves several steps:

1) ULB documents to request

Ask your HR case manager for the following documents:

- Your C4 form stating the reasons for the termination of your contract

- The C131-A (Employer) form completed by ULB declaring your part-time
work. The HR department usually does this electronically.

2) Register as a job seeker with the regional employment service

You must register with the regional employment service in your area: Actiris
(Brussels), FOREM (Wallonia), VDAB (Flanders). This must be done within 8
days of the end of your contract, or within two months of the end of your full-
time employment. Here are the links:
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https://my.actiris.brussels/citizen/registration-selection
https://www.leforem.be/citoyens/inscription-chercheur-emploi-forem.html
https://www.vdab.be /registratie/?registratieType=INSCHRIJVING

If this applies to you, you must register that you are working part-time. Once
you have declared your situation, you can produce forms A15 and C131A using
the link in the main menus of the websites.

3) Register as a job seeker with the FGTB

Make an appointment at the unemployment office corresponding to your
place of residence. For Brussels, it is here: https://rdv.abvv-werkloosheid-
bxl.be/fr/rendez-vous/

To register, the FGTB will ask you for your C4 form. If you are also applying for
AGR benefits, they will also ask you for the C131A-Employer, C131A-
Employee, and A15 forms.

4) What about during unemployment?

Throughout your period of unemployment, you must submit your C3 control
cards at the end of each month. For full unemployment, this is done
electronically via the following address:
https://www.socialsecurity.be/citizen/fr/static/applics/calidris/index.htm

Or via the e-C3 mobile app, which you can download at the following address:

https://play.google.com/store/apps/de-
tails?id=be.onem_rva_lfa.ec3&hl=en_US&pli=1 for Android

https://apps.apple.com/be/app/ec3/id1321621261 for iOS

For part-time C3s, it is not yet possible to fill in the control cards electronically.
If you are a teacher, all you have to do is date and sign them and then physically
drop them in the mailbox at your unemployment office. Please note: if you are
on the AGR scheme, you must be able to show your control card in the event
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of a visit by the ONEM to your workplace.

If your case is more complex and is not covered by this guide, please contact
the FGTB unemployment office on this website: https://fgtb-chomage-bxl.be/.

2.3. Obtaining an extension for a thesis

In general, what is the procedure when you need to apply for finan-
cial aid or a contract extension?

Unfortunately, there is no general procedure for contract extensions. It var-
ies according to the funder and type of contract. Please refer to the regula-
tions of the funders in question to find out what options are available and
what the eligibility requirements are. For all calls for projects offering fi-
nancial aid, the platform to consult is Infofin8. Applicants are generally re-
quired to put together a more or less substantial file in support of their ap-
plication. In theory, these calls may be relevant to PhD candidates, postdocs
and academic, scientific, specialist administrative, technical and manage-
ment staff. There are often solutions that can be negotiated with your supe-
riors for contract extensions: talk to your supervisors first. Some of the reg-
ulations associated with each status are available on our website:
https://cgsper.ulb.be/ressources/ Feel free to check it out!

What are the extension options for assistants?

For assistants, there are several renewal procedures that may allow you to
obtain an additional year to complete your thesis.

1) Automatic renewal
Assistants who have been on maternity leave or who have been on sick

leave for three consecutive months or more during the six years of their
contract may request a one-year exceptional renewal if they do not finish

8https://infofin.ulb.ac.be/
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their thesis on time. This renewal procedure is automatic. Renewal for ill-
ness is based on medical certificates: this is an additional reason to report
sick to the HR department.

2) Exceptional renewal

For assistants who realize that they will not be able to complete their thesis
on time, there is a procedure for requesting an exceptional renewal. This
renewal is only granted in cases of force majeure, beyond the assistant's
control, which justify the impossibility of completing the thesis within the
scheduled time frame. These may be practical problems (inability to access
a field, archives, or a laboratory for a long period of time, inability to carry
out planned experiments due to supply problems, etc.) or personal prob-
lems. Please note that renewal is no longer automatic in this case: a com-
mittee evaluates the request. The unforeseeable nature and force majeure
must therefore be clearly argued and highlighted in your request.

Requests for exceptional renewal are made at the beginning of the sixth
year and must be received by the HR department before the end of October.
They must be submitted via your faculty and voted on by the faculty council
before being forwarded to the central administration. So remember to sub-
mit your request very early, usually in September of your final year!

What types of aid are available on a recurring basis?

The "Prix Jaumotte-Van Buuren"9 awards are intended for PhD candidates
at the end of their thesis. This award has a value of €5,000 (these "awards"
are a tax-free grant, with no social security contributions). Applicants must
have been funded for at least two years of their PhD. The conditions and
eligibility requirements are detailed for the year 2021 at link 3. A call for
projects is issued every year (deadline in early May).

The "Prix De Meurs-Frangois"10 awards are for PhD candidates facing in-
security or hardship. To apply, the thesis defense must be expected to take
place before September 30 in the year in which the award is given. The

https://infofin.ulb.ac.be/?AC=400&VP=1&PID=2310

10https://infofin.ulb.ac.be /?7AC=400&VP=1&PID=2110
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amounts that can be granted are generally in the order of €4,000 to €5,000
and are only awarded to 4 or 5 recipients a year. The conditions and eligi-
bility requirements are detailed for the year 2020 at link no. 4. A call for
projects is issued every year (deadline in early/mid-September).

Other calls also exist for end-of-year PhD candidates but are less systematic
(i.e. ARES for PhD candidates from the South). To our knowledge, there is
no recurring aid for postdocs.
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Some recent union victories obtained by

CGSP enseignement Recherche at ULB

Financial compensation related to the COVID-19 pandemic

The health crisis was a textbook case of struggle at the university. Multiple
exceptional circumstances resulting from the pandemic and lockdown
(lack of access to fieldwork, recruitment of participants, caring for loved
ones, childcare, illness, etc.) had a significant impact on the research work
of (post)doctoral students at the time. Teaching assistants, whose teaching
load increased considerably as a result of distance or blended learning,
also had to postpone their research.

Despite our frequent appeals, the ULB authorities have long turned a deaf
ear to our requests to automatically renew the contracts of all scientists
affected by the pandemic. It was only after a standoff lasting almost a year
and a half—during which the CGSP ER, supported by many corsci, orga-
nized demonstrations on campus, general assemblies, and led a grassroots
movement that culminated in a strike notice being filed on April 21, 2021
- that the authorities agreed to listen to our demands and that concrete
progress was made for the scientific community. Firstly, for those assis-
tants who requested it, the health crisis was recognized as an exceptional
circumstance entitling them to an exceptional one-year renewal. In addi-
tion, all members of the scientific community funded by the ULB have
been able to benefit from increased support. We have also negotiated two
calls for contract researchers. As for ULB postdoctoral researchers, they
have been granted a maximum of €10,000 in the form of operating costs
or salary. For those funded by the FNRS, it was a maximum of €5,000 for
operating costs or €6,500 for one month's salary.

The ULB has also committed to renewing this support for cohorts affected
by the crisis - the last cohort is expected to defend its thesis in 2026.

Solidarity fund for contract research

Several years ago, the CGSP-ER negotiated the creation of a fund to sup-
port contract research staff. A tax exemption measure for research allows
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the ULB to benefit from an additional budget of several million euros. Fol-
lowing the implementation of a collective labor agreement (CLA), 30% of
this amount (approximately one million euros) is now allocated to
measures that directly improve the situation of researchers and PATGS
staff in contract research. The management of these funds is entrusted to
the External Funds Personnel Management Committee (CGPFE), which in-
cludes an observer from the CGSP-ER.

The main measures of the collective bargaining agreement are as follows:

- the creation of a solidarity fund: this provides financial assistance to con-
tract research staff when they encounter problems (gaps between two
contracts, unexpected end of contract, etc.);

- supplementary income in the event of illness and sick leave: payment of
100% of salary as a supplement to social security benefits;

- end-of-career arrangements;

- scientific missions: payment of the researcher's salary for six months
every eight years without any obligation in return, in order to enable them
to seek new contracts or publish their research work;

- hiring research logisticians to assist research entities.

Commitment of 51 FTEs (Full-Time Equivalents) to strengthen the
teaching staff

Between 2018 and 2025, the number of students enrolled at ULB in-
creased by more than 10,000, or nearly 37%. This has led to a dramatic
drop in the student-to-staff ratio. A high student-to-staff ratio is a guaran-
tee of quality, both in terms of teaching and research, and is essential to
the proper functioning of the university in accordance with its three fun-
damental missions.

In June 2022, CGSP Enseignement Recherche called on the authorities to
address the dramatic decline in staff-to-student ratios at ULB: in just four
years, between 2018 and 2022, the ratio of staff to students fell by nearly
20% for scientific staff and nearly 25% for academic staff. For more than
a year and a half, we have been calling on the ULB authorities in the vari-
ous bodies in which we are represented to highlight the difficulties en-
countered by members of the university community and to demand struc-
tural solutions. A poster campaign entitled “More assistants now!” and a
rally were also organized to put pressure on the authorities. Following this
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campaign, when the initial 2024 budget was announced, the rector an-
nounced the hiring of 51 additional full-time equivalents (FTEs).

Nevertheless, in 2025, there is still a shortfall of more than 400 FTEs in
the scientific staff, more than 200 FTEs in the academic staff, and more
than 300 FTEs in the PATGS staff to return to a staffing level equivalent to
that of 2018. Furthermore, no medium- or long-term plan has been estab-
lished, and the authorities are still playing it by ear when it comes to ad-
ditional hiring. The ULB has a real estate plan, an IT plan, and a climate
plan. Why not a staffing plan? The fight continues...

3. Organizing and standing up for ourselves
at university

It isn't always easy to find your place in academia. Academic work can be
extremely stressful. Around half of all PhD candidates do not finish their
thesis. Indeed, contract researchers come and go, as do PhD candidates, and
only 10% of PhD candidates will secure a fixed academic post. On the other
hand, the appointed professors remain and make "their" researchers and
"their" PhD candidates work on their research themes, following their
methods. Consequently, they may appropriate part of the work accom-
plished and accumulate it in the form of publications, knowledge and legit-
imacy, which will be useful to them as they continue their academic career.
For the 90% of scientific staff who will not be able to pursue an academic
career, such publications will have no use or value outside of academia. In
this sense, the professor/PhD candidate relationship is an exploitative one.
This happens regardless of how well-meaning the professor is, due to the
way the academic system works. Moreover, the general culture of competi-
tion among researchers and the pressure to publish and go on international
mobility lead to heavy workloads and often intrude on private life.

In concrete terms, because of hierarchical relationships, and differences in
age, experience and gender, it can be hard to talk about these difficulties
and stresses. There is a need to be reassured and organize collectively to
create a concrete power balance. Here we suggest a few methods for self-
organization and organization among people sharing the same specific con-
ditions: researchers, PhD candidates, young people, women. This is all the
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more important as academic work tends to isolate us. It is therefore im-
portant not to neglect informal relationships between colleagues (open
door, sharing a coffee or a meal, buying lunch as a group, eating together,
etc.) in the fight against isolation. However, it can be hard to form this kind
of relationship given the frequent turnover, possible language barriers, fre-
quent remote working situations... And very often, this is not enough to
overcome some forms of isolation and organize collectively for better work-
ing conditions. Therefore, it really is useful to set up formal tools for self-
help and resistance. This is what we will be discussing in the rest of this
section. These are not magic words, but avenues to explore to improve co-
hesion and self-help among university workers; to oblige the hierarchy to
be more transparent and respectful of our working conditions.

3.1. Regulatory tools

When a case of harassment or warning signs are reported, ULB has proce-
dures in place that allow you to file a complaint and trigger a psychosocial
risk analysis to identify the factors responsible for the situation. These tools
are regulated by a legal framework.

If you are experiencing suffering at work, ULB has put in place legal proce-
dures allowing you to file an individual complaint. The procedure is man-
aged by the Psychosocial Aspects Service (SAP), which is independent of
the university authorities. Simply contact them by email (aspects.psycho-
sociaux@ulb.be) to arrange an interview. The confidentiality of your ac-
tions is guaranteed as they are bound by professional secrecy. In the event
of a formal complaint, the prevention advisor (CPAP) must issue an opinion
within a maximum of six months of accepting the request. No later than two
months after receiving the opinion, the university must then communicate
its decision on how to proceed with the request. You are protected against
dismissal throughout this procedure, which is monitored by the Committee
for Protection and Prevention at Work (CPPT), where the CGSP ER is repre-
sented. We can assist you at every stage of this process, so please do not

hesitate to contact us (cgsper@ulb.be).

It is also possible to carry out a collective psychosocial risk analysis via an
internal ULB procedure. Such a request can be made by the CGSP ER, as it
sits on the CPPT. This procedure can be particularly useful in situations of
suffering at work that are not directly related to harassment issues, such as
problems with unsanitary premises or poor working conditions.
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However, these procedures cannot always be implemented, due to the real-
ity of hierarchical relationships at the university [Cf. "1.3. Identifying hier-
archical relationships]. For example, it can be hard to file a complaint
against your supervisor when you are working on your thesis... That's why
we offer other tools to organize collectively against situations of injustice at
university.

A department head catches his workers organizing

3.2. Non-mixed meetings

Meetings for researchers without professors

These meetings are attended by contract researchers and PhD candidates,
for example once a month or by special request. They allow them to take
stock of their individual situations and the functioning of the department,
without the professors. They are an opportunity to support colleagues who
express difficulties with their work organization and to take collective de-
cisions that will have more weight in the eyes of line management. Even if
there is no agenda, they can still be convened and be quite brief, so those
who have a problem can talk about it. Nevertheless, differences in seniority
and gender can lead to a reluctance to speak up and even intimidation.
Therefore, it can be helpful to organize meetings just for young people
and/or just for women.

Meetings for young people/PhD candidates for a reading group or
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"intervisions"

These regular meetings (monthly, for example) allow young workers in the
department (scholarship holders, assistants or contract researchers) to
meet and discuss their experiences and working conditions without being
in the presence of their supervisor or senior workers. These meetings can
follow two paths, the first more formal than the second:

e Asisthe case for the rest of the department, the meetings may take
the form of a reading group or an "intervision" session for discus-
sion and exchange on specific aspects of the work of assistants,
young contract researchers and scholarship holders. As young
workers, these groups have to deal with comparable difficulties
and learning experiences. Intervisions can therefore be useful in
the case of deadlines in the research work of certain participants
(research report, submission of an article, participation in a collo-
quium, meeting with the supervisor, supervisory committee) or
more broadly to discuss research methods or tools (how to re-
spond to a tender? How to put together a research plan? What
methodology to adopt in the field? etc.). In this way, intervision
meetings can be credited as part of the doctoral training (5 ECTS
for example).

¢ The second crucial aspect of the intervisions is that they provide a
confidential space to discuss your relationship with the professors
or supervisors, since the latter do not attend these meetings. In-
deed, young workers' relationships with their line managers are
relationships of domination and exploitation which can be under-
pinned by forms of researcher intimidation or isolation. It is there-
fore necessary that young people, through this type of meeting, on
the one hand become aware of these particular relationships of ex-
ploitation, which are often not perceived as such at the university,
and on the other hand, organize themselves together to deal with
them.

Women's meetings

As with intervisions for young people, it may be necessary in some depart-
ments to hold meetings just for women, in some cases excluding women in
high-ranking positions (professors, supervisors...). Such meetings allow fe-
male workers to discuss the working conditions they share as women in a
particularly male-dominated work environment.
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Exclusive /non-mixed mailing lists

In addition to or prior to such meetings, mailing lists can be based on exclu-
sive criteria (only for young workers; only for women...). They make it eas-
ier to organize meetings as well as discussing certain urgent points that
cannot wait until the next meeting.

3.3. Meetings to manage our relationships with professors
collectively

Contract meetings

Contract meetings are held monthly and bring together the professors, con-
tract researchers and postdoctoral researchers of a given department. The
aim of these meetings is

e toreview the situation of all staff hired by the department in order
to take stock of their contract;

e secondly, to draw up a list of prospective new contracts. The situa-
tion of each staff member in the department can be set out in a big
table: What contract are they on? In what proportion of full-time
equivalents (FTE)? Until what date? And then a summary of pro-
spects: What new contracts are available? What tenders are we re-
sponding to?

Such meetings make line managers accountable to the community for their
decisions, allowing others to have a say so that everyone's careers can be
managed in a more collective and transparent manner. These meetings are
also an opportunity to discuss the department's various organizational
problems.

Requirement for a line manager to define the purpose of a meeting

It is possible to require that any request for a meeting be accompanied by a
detailed and explicit definition of the purpose of the meeting in order to
avoid a worker being asked to attend by their line management without
knowing why (criticism of their work, refusal to extend a contract, addi-
tional workload...) and therefore without being able to prepare for it (argu-
ments, e-mails, activity reports, etc.). It is advisable to bring a union repre-
sentative or a fellow worker with you when attending this type of meeting.
This allows someone else to witness the exchange and helps the worker to
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feel stronger in the face of the intimidation mechanisms that may be de-
ployed during this type of meeting.

3.4. Joining the CGSP

Union membership is a precious tool for defending our rights and organiz-
ing. Being a union member means you have an organization to turn to in the
event of a problem at work (conflict, dismissal, abuse of authority, poor
working conditions...). You can ask for a representative to intervene as an
external intermediary in the event of concrete problems. At ULB, the CGSP
Enseignement Recherche runs a campaign against occupational stress, for
example. To take things further, you can join the CGSP ER committee in or-
der to be more concretely involved with the union and forward information
to the other workers in your department.

The union can also be a place to meet people who share your concerns
about how the university is run. It can also help you or advise you on how
to set up these tools in your department.
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Resources and Useful links

Resources:

The CGSP ER website: https://cgsper.ulb.be

The CGSP ER website about occupational stress:
https://cgsper.ulb.be/souffrance-au-travail /

The Union Syndicale Etudiante website: https://use.be/

"Manuel d'autodéfense universitaire" for French PhD candidates:
https://sans-nuage.fr/file/s/8WWFDDG7No32ACi#pdfviewer

Levecque K. et al. 2017. Work organization and mental health
problems in PhD students. Research Policy. Vol. 46, n°4, pp. 868-
879.

[llustrations by Frans Masereel

Regulations:

On the “Resources” tab of our website
(https://cgsper.ulb.be/ressources/), you will find numerous offi-
cial documents that can provide you with information about your
rights.
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