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• °1975

• 1997: degree ‘licentiaat Germaanse talen Engels-Duits’

• 1997-2007: working in the IT industrie

• 2007: Master in Applied Ethics

• 2010: PhD in Biomedial Sciences (bioethics)

• 2018: PhD in Philosophy



• 2007-2010: PhD @ KUL (Faculty of Medicine)

• 2011-2014: Postdoc in Maastricht (different country)

• 2014-2017: Postdoc at the University of Antwerp
• BELSPO Back-to-Belgium grant on epigenetics and maternal responsibility

• 2017-2018: (part time) postdoc @ KUL, 10% ZAP at Ugent, 30% ZAP at 
Uantwerp, temporary positions

Academic Career



2015-2018: Uncertainty

• Uncertainty about job in academia
• Didn’t want to do anything else!

• Applied for jobs, for grants…
• Problem: interdisciplinary profile (not ‘real’ philosopher, not ‘real’ biomedical

scientist)

• First ERC attempt: 2014: EPIGENRESPONSIBILITY 
• Got a B, not invited to interview

• Too soon! Idea fairly original but also more of the same



• 7 years + 3 months after PhD
• Extension clause (3 sons) 

2017: New Attempt



• Difference with EPIGENRESPONSIBILITY
• 2014: new subject (epigenetics, autism…)

• BUT: CV too narrow (many publications but too narrow, not single author
philosophical), no methodological innovation, applying old questions to new 
topics

• In the mean time: experience with phenomenological research, some
publications on epigenetics… 

NeuroEpigenEthics



• NeuroEpigenEthics:
• Not applying old questions to new topics but questioning the questions

themselves

• Different methodologies: X-Phi, finding a way to investigate opinions of 
people who do not talk, have intellectual disabilities

• Interdisciplinary not a problem for the ERC!

• Craziness not a problem for the ERC!  

NeuroEpigenEthics



Conceptions of psychiatric conditions as innate or acquired, biological or 
psychosocial, genetic or environmental influence the ascription of responsibility. 
Epigenetics strongly indicates that both the social and physical environment affect 
how genes are expressed, hence suggesting that conceptions, both in folk 
psychology as in clinical practice, about the nature of some neurodevelopmental 
disorders as innate and fixed may lack nuance. In NEUROEPIGENETHICS, we 
investigate how such conceptions influence ascription of responsibility, both 
capacity responsibility as well as normative responsibility, and analyze what the 
ethical implications for the child psychiatric clinic are.

NeuroEpigenEthics



• Start several months in advance and send it to as many people as possible
• … who will destroy it

• B1: 5 pages, should be a story (not necessary to spell out methodology)
• Risks, relevance and novelty

• Convince them that you are the best person to do this, but no need for
excessive bragging

• B15: methodology, budget, team, advisory board…
• Budget
• Ethics approval
• Team with junior & senior team members

How to write? 





NEUROEPIGENETHICS

Kristien Hens, PI
Bio-ethicist, interdisciplinary 
expertise
(applied ethics, genetics, 
philosophy, ethics, qualitative 
research methods) 

?
Postdoctoral researcher, 
Interdisciplinary profile 
(psychology, philosophy, 
qualitative research 
methods)

PhD Student I 
Interest in philosophy 
and psychology 

PhD Student II 
Interest in philosophy 
and applied ethics ? ?

Andreas De Block
Professor in Philosophy, KU Leuven
Expertise: philosophy of psychiatry 

Daniela Cutas
Professor in Ethics, Umea University
Expertise: family ethics,
responsibility towards children

Sander van de Cruys
Researcher in experimental psychology
Expertise: neurodevelopmental 
disorders

Anna Smajdor
Professor in Ethics, Oslo University
Expertise: epigenetics and 
reproduction, concepts of naturalness

Jean Steyaert
Professor in child psychiatry
Expertise: neurodevelopmental 
disorders (autism & Tourette 
syndrome) psychiatric genetics



• 5 minutes presentation, 15 minutes questions
• Depends on panel

• Be yourself!

• Don’t waste time learning the presentation by heart! 

• Do mock interviews!
• They are horrible, but do it anyway

• Ask people to read your proposal and send you all possible questions
• Spend a couple of days in advance answering them ON PAPER

• Be enthusiastic about your proposal!

Interview



NEUROEPIGENETHICS

Epigenetics: Life is experience

Psychosocial

Human beings as dynamically linked to environment

Case: neurodevelopmental disorders



We are pleased to inform you that your proposal has been retained for 
funding in this call.

1.5 Months later…



• Unbelief, euphoria…

• Lots of administrative stuff before it can actually start…
• Ethics approval, DPO officer,…

• Cold feet
• Suddenly you have to manage a team

• But also: dream come true! 

1.5 months later…



Should you do it? 

• Look before you leap
• Investment of time and nerves is great! 

• There is value in incremental research, applied research, valorisation research

• But for me…
• Appreciation of interdisciplinary research

• ‘non-conventional’ CV did not really matter

• Place for crazy ideas

• No need for ZAP position in order to apply

• Possibility to start a research team




