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Foreword 
 
By Wouter Halfwerk  
 
 
On the last day 'in-the-office' I am reflecting on this extraordinary year. Looking out from my 
DIY desk made in our spare bathroom (which in normal years functions as storage) I am 
trying to think what was the most important lesson I learned during the two lockdowns and 
interbellum of 2020. I'm pretty sure it has to do anything with behaviour, as so many things 
about the Covid19-crisis tell us something about our own decisions and actions. But it taught 
us many things on animal behaviour too. In fact, it all started because of the behavioural 
interactions between humans and animals. At least locally, that's where the virus must have 
made the jump. At a bigger scale, interactions within a socioeconomical network also turned 
out to be an important factor. Personally, I was however most impressed by the speed at 
which most people changed their daily routines. We changed the way we interact in such a 
radical way, both verbally as well as physical and pretty much in a similar way all across the 
globe. Likewise, we saw many examples on rapid changes in animal behaviour associated 
with shutdowns, such as predators moving into 'abandoned' cities, or birds singing like the 
1950s due to drops in traffic noise. But the most important lesson I learned is that we are 
social animals in need of interactions with our species. On the work floor, during field work, 
or just casually. It's nice to be able to filter out your visual shortcomings during online Zoom 
meetings, or create a fantasy about your own capacities (try the unicorn) but hanging loosely 
at the bar, sipping from a (ideally sponsored, so free) drink while discussing science with 
your peers is something I'm really missing. So, here's to 2021 and the many hours we are 
going to waste over real coffee breaks and borrels! 
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Report of the 2020 PhD workshop 
 
By Bawan Amin 
 
What a year 2020 has been. The hope was, for a long time, that the year could be ended with 
the NVG PhD-workshop in person. Unfortunately, that would not have been a responsible 
choice considering the current situation with COVID-19 and therefore, it was decided to hold 
the meeting online for the very first time. The meeting still attracted more than 15 
participants from many different countries, all who were somehow connected to the NVG 
community. Despite the online format, the meeting proved to be very fruitful and helpful to 
all the attendees. It was great to see that despite the distance and different working 
environment, we all shared the same worries.  
 
Work is great, but there is more that matters 
After a brief introduction by Dr. Christian Tudorache, the meeting was kicked off by invited 
speaker Dr. Ida Beitnes Johansen. She gave a very detailed and interesting overview of her 
work in fish behaviour and physiology. The main topic was revolving stress coping styles, 
which is a term for how individuals cope with stress differently. She showed nicely how there 
are indeed differences in behaviour between individuals and how these differences are tied to 
the underlying physiology. What was even more interesting was that her work showed that, 
after selecting for the physiological trait, the animals also ended up behaving differently! The 
talk was very well received by the attendees and that was also due to the way it concluded. 
Instead of only talking about the work, Dr. Johansen spent a good part of her talk on the 
choices she had to make. The choices we all have to make regarding our career in- or outside 
of academia. She talked about how she was stressed out when finishing her PhD and how the 
uncertainty of a job in academia finally got to her once she started having a family of her 
own. The final message was very hopeful and clear. Of course there will be a lot of struggles 
and failed attempts. But if you really want to stay in academia, you should go for it! Where 
there is a will, there will be a way.  
 
PhD-talks and discussions: Getting to know each other 
After the talk and discussions about Dr. Johansen’s work, it was the PhD-students’ turn to 
talk. The afternoon was split into multiple sessions, where each attendee had a 10 min slot to 
talk about their projects. And what a diversity! We heard about many different animals, such 
as zebra finches, blue tits, mussels, zebrafish, lemurs and deer studied on different continents. 
And we also heard about the problems and struggles that we as PhD-students have, many of 
which have been amplified by the crises around COVID-19. It was great to talk about all of 
these (also personal) issues and many of the discussions revolved around other things than 
merely work.  
 
The finale 
The final part of the meeting was a round table discussion regarding many important aspects 
of doing a PhD. We discussed questions like “How do you cope with the workload?”, “Is 
there enough time and support for your project?” and of course, we discussed the impacts of 
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COVID-19. Despite the online format, there was a great environment where people opened 
up and talked about their situations. The fact that we had heard about every attendee’s 
situation in the 10-minute talks definitely contributed to the strong communal feeling. We 
realized that we all share the same problems. And as proper junior researchers, we also 
offered some solutions to those problems. Doing Indian breathing techniques or mindfulness 
to relieve the stress for example! But also, really taking time off and allowing yourself to 
have your breaks. All was discussed and we did realize that we are in this together. It is okay 
to feel the pressure and imposter syndrome is out there for all of us. Especially during these 
strange times, we really need to take care of ourselves. And from there on out, find the way 
forward.  
 

Report of the online Annual NVG-meeting  
 
The 2020 NVG meeting took place on Thursday the 25th of November, not near the beautiful 
beaches of Egmond, but in an online environment, that was accessible by the program Zoom. 
Upon entering the online meeting, participants were greeted by the host, who had some 
difficulties with the various filter options that were 
available in the new reality. Nevertheless, the host 
managed to get everybody seated, which, despite the 
fact that it was all online, took a considerable amount 
of time given the record number of 135 participants that 
joined the meeting. After some welcoming words, the 
meeting was officially opened by our chair, Liesbeth 
Sterck, who then gave the floor to Barbara Helm who 
introduced the very first plenary speakers: Prof. Lars 
Chitka from Queens Mary University, UK.  
 
Prof Chitka delivered a wonderful Brill-Baerends lecture in whih he started off with 
highlighting some of the work of Gerard Baerends on digger wasps that had been a personal 
source of inspiration for him to work on insect cognition. He then moved on to his own work, 
describing some ingenious experiments that he and his team designed over several decades to 
probe into the cognitive capacities of bumblebees, beginning with radar-tracking of foraging 
bees under real field conditions. The wonderful animations illustrated the complexity that any 

foraging bee encounters and Chitka revealed 
some very exciting individual foraging tracks 
on bees during their maden flight (first time 
out of the hive). Next, he demonstrated that 
bees can teach each other how to solve 
complex foraging puzzles, by training a tutor 
bee to roll a ball into a small circle of an 
experimental arena. The lecture ended by 
some work on the emotional state of bees, by 
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using a psychological paradigm based on 'glass-half-full-half-empty' principles.  
 
After the Brill-Baerends lecture, participants could attend the various break-out rooms to 
attend the poster presentations on topics ranging from mating and reproduction, spatial and 
movement behaviour, to conservation and global change. These sessions turned out to yield 
some lively discussions among our societal members. Unfortunately, the meeting 
experienced a security breach as a 'trolling' muppet could chase participants out of the various 
coffee break-out rooms for a couple of minutes before he was discovered nd removed 
(manually) from the meeting.  
 
After a short break, with coffee, tea and peppermints, we 
continued with a great lecture by Prof. Barbara Caspers, from 
Bielefeld University. Prof Caspers delivered the Dobberke 
lecture on chemical communication and perception. She 
discussed some of her excellent work on kin recognition in a 
wide range of taxa, including songbirds, bats and seals. NOt 
only did she describe some great integrative work from the 
lab, she also demonstrated how odor cues guide parent blue 
tits in providing care to their young.  
 

Winners of the NVG Poster prizes 2020 
 
The meeting was ended by the announcement of the student prizes for best PhD 
and MSc posters. 
 
NVG MSc poster prize 2020:  
 
Sabine Hoek, Wageningen University: Conservation Behaviour : dominance, parental care and 
feeder use in the endangered New Zealand Hihi  
 
 
NVG PhD poster prize 2020:  
Lauren Seex, University of Groningen: LemurWorld: an agent-based model of dominance style  
 
 
 



NVG NEWSLETTER 30.1 
December 2020 

 

 
 
Screenshot of the 135 partipants to NVG 2020 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The next newsletter is planned for Spring 2021  
 


