
Job offer:  

3-year postdoc position for PhD in developmental psychology (or related discipline) 

 
Project: 

Learning through bacteria? 

Translating beneficial bacterial science to improving child education in Ivory Coast 

 

Jacobs Advanced Research Fellowship Prof. Carolina de Weerth 

 

Background. In childhood, cognitive capacities are essential for learning new skills and participating in 

formal education. Many different factors facilitate the development of a child’s cognitive capacities: from 

socioeconomic factors and diet, to the quality of care. In this project, the focus will be on one 

potentially very relevant factor that has received little attention to date: the bacteria in our intestines. 

Intestinal bacteria have a central role in our health, but may also modulate brain development and 

functioning.  

The gut is wired by as many neurons as the spinal cord. This Enteric Nervous System is complex and 

similar -in neurotransmitters and signaling molecules- to the brain, with which it has a bidirectional 

communication: the gut-brain axis. Stress and emotions can modulate gastrointestinal function and cause 

unbalances in gut bacteria, while signals from the gut neurons regulate emotions, motivation and even 

higher cognitive functions. The bacteria do this by producing neurotransmitters, such as serotonin, 

dopamine and catecholamines, and by other means still being identified. Effects of the gut (microbiota) 

on the brain would be larger in early development because in early development areas of the brain 

associated with higher order cognitive skills are still developing (such as the frontal cortex). Studies in 

humans have now shown that consuming beneficial bacteria (probiotics) can reduce stress, improve gut 

barrier function and nutrient uptake, and potentially impact memory. However, the development of the 

gut bacteria in relation to child cognitive development is an unexplored area to date. 

 

The goal of the project is to develop the novel and promising field of microbiota-cognition dynamics 

by performing two probiotic intervention studies, in infants and in preschoolers, within the Jacobs 

Foundation TRECC program in Ivory Coast.  We will determine whether this probiotic supplement can 

be linked to better cognitive functioning in the young children. The ultimate goal is to improve children’s 

basic conditions for learning by achieving healthy brain development in a relatively easy and affordable 

manner. At the same time, the intervention should improve children’s health, physical, and psychological 

well-being.  

 

Societal impact. Locally produced probiotic yoghurt has been safely used in children of other Sub-

Saharan countries and found to improve children’s health. In this project we will take the next step by 

testing whether a probiotic intervention boosts children’s cognitive and learning capacities as well. The 

knowledge obtained from the project may readily be translated into larger interventions for improving 

learning in Ivory Coast and other developing countries, transforming children’s education and future 

employability. 

Prof. de Weerth additionally plans to facilitate the creation of microenterprises dedicated to the 

production of probiotic yoghurt in cocoa communities. These social business models are ‘yoghurt 

kitchens’ that empower local people, especially women, and that produce an accessible, natural food 

supplement that benefits the community by improving health and providing women with an income. In 

this way she hopes to further contribute to community development. These microenterprises will also 

help provide children with health-enhancing probiotics in a sustainable manner that will continue long 

after the research project has finished. 

 

  



Responsibilities 

You will conduct this psychobiological research on early childhood development in children of Ivory 

Coast. You will carry out the intervention studies with food supplements, designed to improve 

cognitive development in children aged 1 and 5. You will be able to attract students to your research, 

and build up a local team to carry out the intervention and testing of the children. You will help 

facilitate the creation of microenterprises dedicated to the production of probiotic yoghurt. You will 

reside several months of the year in Abidjan, Ivory Coast, and the rest of the year in Nijmegen, The 

Netherlands. You will write up the results of the studies in the form of high quality English language 

papers that will be submitted to excellent international journals. Your research will complement and 

extend our Developmental Psychobiology Lab’s research into early environmental factors influencing 

development (site: dpblab.org).  

 

What we expect from you 

 a doctoral degree (PhD) in developmental psychology or related discipline; 

 research expertise in early childhood development as evidenced by publications in international 

peer-reviewed journals; 

 interest in psychobiological research; 

 experience in (cognitive) testing of children ages 0-5; 

 fluency in French (native speaker preferred); 

 advanced proficiency in spoken and written English; 

 good social, communication, and organizational skills; 

 flexibility, independence, and resilience to stress; 

 ability to collaborate with colleagues from different disciplines, cultures, and countries. 

 

Work environment 

The Faculty of Social Sciences is the second largest faculty at Radboud University. The faculty’s ambition 

is to become one of the top social science institutes in Europe, providing high-quality research and 

study programmes that rank among the best in The Netherlands. The Behavioural Science Institute 

(BSI) is a research institute of the Faculty of Social Sciences. Its mission is to conduct top-level research 

on the fundamental principles and processes that govern human behaviour. The BSI is a multidisciplinary 

behavioural research institute. Researchers collaborate across the boundaries of psychology, 

educational science, and communication science. The BSI has seven research programmes covering 

three major research themes: 1) development and learning; 2) psychopathology, health and well-being; 

and 3) social processes and communication. Fundamental research as well as applied/translational 

research is conducted. For more information, please visit the website. 

 

What we have to offer 

 a 3-year postdoc position (starting date in mutual agreement); 

 travel costs for transportation between the Netherlands and Ivory Coast. 

 

Would you like to know more? 

Please contact Prof.dr. Carolina de Weerth, c.deweerth@psych.ru.nl 

 

Applications 

Closing date for applications is 25 March, 2017. Please send your application by email to C. de 

Weerth. Include: 

 motivation letter 

 CV 

 reference letter 

 names, email addresses, and telephone numbers of 2 additional referents 


