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The PhD trajectory - an overview 
During my first PhD year, my work focused on laying the conceptual and methodologi-
cal foundations of my PhD research within the interdisciplinary Perfect Fit (PF) project. 
Early in the trajectory, I set up an advisory board of potential end-users together with a 
fellow PhD candidate. I organized meetings and participatory activities and acted as the 
primary contact person for the advisory board throughout the project, gaining experi-
ence in end-user engagement and participatory research coordination.

While setting up the PF advisory board, I observed that the scientific literature provided 
limited practical guidance on how to operationalize Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) 
in eHealth research. To support meaningful involvement of the advisory board, I drew 
on the practical expertise and resources shared by a more experienced PhD candidate. 
Recognizing that such experiential knowledge was largely absent from the literature but 
relevant to other researchers, the idea emerged to develop a practical, step-by-step PPI 
approach in collaboration with other eHealth researchers (Chapter 2). Through this pro-
cess, I developed skills in identifying research gaps, initiating new research outputs, and 
translating experiential knowledge into a structured and transferable research product.

During this first year, I also took the lead in preparing the ethical approval application for 
the experimental proof-of-concept study (Chapter 4). This study applied a novel virtual 
reality method to evaluate a prototype of the PF intervention and had a particular focus 
on recruiting participants from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Therefore, study 
preparation involved several activities, including visiting community centers as part of 
recruitment strategies, designing research procedures together with the advisory board, 
working with virtual reality software, and preparing detailed study protocols. Through 
these activities, I developed competencies in preparing ethical approval applications and 
designing experimental studies with feasible study procedures.

In addition, I became a member of the PhD candidates’ committee of my department, 
a position I held for nearly two years. Together with other committee members, I rep-
resented PhD candidates by participating in meetings with the department’s manage-
ment team, organizing meetings and activities for PhD candidates, and advocating for 
improvements in organizational processes. During my first year, I also co-initiated the 
organization of a symposium at a national conference, in collaboration with researchers 
from multiple universities. These activities strengthened my organizational coordination 
and professional communication skills. 

During my second PhD year, my work increasingly focused on intervention develop-
ment, study preparation, and teaching. I led the ethical approval application for the PF 
evaluation study (Chapters 5-7) and contributed substantially to the content develop-
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ment of the PF virtual coach intervention. The six-month development phase involved 
several activities, including creating a user journey, writing virtual coach dialogs, and 
participating in development sprints with fellow PhD candidates. The intervention was 
developed with an interdisciplinary team, in collaboration with the advisory board and 
external experts. Working in this context required coordination and communication 
across disciplines, alignment of different methodological perspectives, and joint deci-
sion-making, which strengthened my skills in translating knowledge into an operational 
intervention, interdisciplinary collaboration, and project coordination. 

In my second year, I also developed and taught a workshop on motivational interviewing 
as part of the Medicine bachelor’s minor, which I continued to teach during my third and 
fourth year together with another PhD candidate. I also taught multiple working groups 
within the bachelor-level medical course ‘Lijn Samenwerking, Gezondheidsbevordering 
en Leiderschap’. Additionally, from my second year onwards, I supervised nine master’s 
thesis students, research interns, and research assistants, further developing my compe-
tencies as an academic teacher and supervisor.

The third PhD year primarily focused on study execution and dissemination of my find-
ings. I finalized the research protocol article for the evaluation study (Chapter 5) and the 
systematic review (Chapter 3), which involved the use of ASReview, a novel, open-source 
machine learning tool for literature screening. 

To support recruitment for the evaluation study (Chapters 6 and 7), I wrote Dutch-lan-
guage articles for healthcare professional journals and participated in a local newspaper 
interview. The evaluation study involved the use of multiple smartphone applications, a 
smartwatch, and a mixed-methods design. Conducting this study increased my experi-
ence in mixed-methods research and managing complex study logistics, technical sys-
tems, and datasets. 

During the final phase of my PhD, the focus was primarily on data analysis and manu-
script preparation. I finalized the articles corresponding to Chapters 2, 4, 6, and 7 and 
conducted qualitative and advanced quantitative analyses, including analyses of applica-
tion log data, smartwatch data, and (generalized) linear mixed models. This phase further 
strengthened my competencies in advanced statistical analysis and data integration.
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Across my PhD trajectory, I preregistered the studies presented in Chapters 3, 4, and 
5-7, took the lead in submitting, revising, and finalizing manuscripts, and contributed to 
open science practices by making intervention materials publicly available. I completed 
the mandatory and additional relevant PhD training courses (e.g., Analysis of Repeated 
Measures course) and presented my work at (inter)national conferences (e.g., Interna-
tional Congress of Behavioral Medicine). Finally, beyond the work in this dissertation, I 
contributed to several other publications from collaborations within the PF team and 
earlier research collaborations at Leiden University.
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