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Inspired by solving puzzles 

 

At this year's Student Research Conference, Professor Hester Bijl will deliver a keynote 

lecture. Hester Bijl is a full Professor of Computational Fluid Dynamics and was recently 

appointed the first female Dean of the Faculty of Aerospace Engineering at Delft 

University of Technology. Her research focuses on understanding the flow of air around 

aircraft wings and wind turbines through mathematical modeling. 

What are the key turning points in your career? 

The decision to do a PhD was a very important one. This was a choice for conducting 

research without necessarily the desire to pursue an academic career. After finishing my 

PhD, I worked temporarily for a consultancy. At the time, this was seen as a rather 

unusual step, but the years I spent at the Boston Consulting Group were very useful. I 

had acquired the necessary analytical skills during my PhD, but communicating ideas 

through oral presentation and concise writing has also been an essential element in my 

career. Without the ability to convince a client about an appropriate course of action, your 

analysis is worthless.  

Afterwards, I returned to the Faculty of Aerospace Engineering in Delft as a researcher 

and lecturer because I missed working on a long term academic research project. As a 

consultant, there is little time to devote your attention to one particular area of study. 

Also, interacting with students was another aspect I was missing. At TU Delft, I found 

the ideal combination between developing new knowledge and conveying knowledge to 

students. Students bring along a dynamic and creative environment. The VIDI-grant I 

received in 2005, which allowed me to form a research group and attract a group of PhD-

students, subsequently led to my appointment as a full Professor and Dean. 

What  catches your interest when you research the airflow around airplane wings and wind 

turbines? 

In my area of work, I am primarily working to solve real world puzzles. In aerospace 

engineering, your starting point is a research problem. For example, everyone wants to 

remain flying, but emissions and noise need to be reduced drastically. The problem is 

clear, but what are the solutions? Contributing towards solving this problem is 

demanding but ultimately very inspiring.  

Another inspiring aspect of my job is the interaction with students. Teaching students, 

not only empirical knowledge but also analytical and research skills, has a huge impact. 

After finishing their studies here, they spread out to other places to work on tackling the 

many challenges facing our society.  

This research area is dominated by men. Was it hard to enter as a women? 

Personally, I got used to it very fast. Of course, it has a positive and a negative side. One of 

the disadvantages is that you’re seen as being different and so people have to get used to 



that. On the other hand, women in my field stand out and so are more easily 

remembered.  

I hope more women choose for a career in Engineering or Natural Sciences. The female 

students at this faculty perform very well. A more balanced female/male ratio improves 

the study environment. As a Dean, I hope I have an effect on that. Perhaps my 

accomplishments can inspire other female students! 

Why did you choose for a career in the natural sciences? 

Choosing an area of study was very hard, because I liked a lot of different subjects. 

Mainly, I liked to be challenged and I thought mathematics would be a safe choice, 

because it is the foundation of all natural sciences. I chose to study at Delft University of 

Technology because of its problem-directed approach and its reputation in the area of 

applied mathematics.  

It seems that you have a busy life. How do you manage to combine being a Dean, a full 

Professor, a mother and many other functions? 

I love doing many things, the more I do the better I feel. It gives me extra energy and I 

feel privileged that I can handle it.  Well, of course there is a limit to the things I can do 

and sometimes I face time constraints. Besides, I have to accept that I cannot split myself 

in two. Sometimes I have to miss something because there are two important events at 

the same time. There is no sense then in being fed up about it, it is part of doing different 

jobs and I am happy with that.  

In the Netherlands, there is a shortage of engineers. The TU Delft offers degrees in Engineering 

and Natural Sciences. What is the best way to inspire young people to choose for degrees in 

Engineering? 

In order to attract young people, you have to be visible and appealing. It is very important 

to show the outside world that technology is useful for society, but also intrinsically fun! I 

see many possibilities to raise awareness at schools. Inspiring teachers are able to sow the 

seeds of ambitious talent. Ambassadors like Wubbo Ockels or André Kuipers can help 

attract new groups of interested students as well.   

What would be the best approach to fund research and education? 

I believe the government should fund the nexus between research and higher education 

at universities. Universities serve to develop and to convey knowledge and research skills. 

Developing knowledge by conducting scientific research also helps to further an 

educational goal. The effects of reducing the funding now  might not be visible 

immediately, but could be severe as time progresses. It would also take a long time to 

recover from such budget cuts. Moreover, only funding applied research is not sufficient. 

Rather, a more general funding strategy should be chosen, so that basic research, of 

which the effects are not immediately visible, can be supported accordingly.  

Lastly, the Dutch government should reconsider its short-term investment strategy. For 

example, the government decides to invest in renewable energy, say offshore wind parks. 

When these investments yield  positive returns, the subsidies are decreased. This 



approach to funding research has a largely negative effect on the Dutch knowledge 

economy and should therefore be reconsidered. 

What is the importance of the Student Research Conference? 

At the SRC, students can experience one of the key aspects of conducting research: 

through a presentation in a professional academic setting, students can get a feel for what 

it is like to defend their research thesis. For many participants, this might prove to be a 

challenge  but one that is hopefully inspiring! 


