
Overview on
Research Careers in Germany



The German Academic System

� Institutions of higher learning in Germany, among them:

� universities 

� several colleges of theology, education as well as art and music

� universities for applied research (Fachhochschulen)

� colleges of public administration (Verwaltungsfachhochs.)

� Non-university research institutions: 

� Max Planck Society

� Fraunhofer Society

� Helmholtz Association of German Research Centres

� Leibniz Association

� Research institutions of the federal and the state governments
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Professorships (permanent)
C2, C3, C4, W2, W3 (16% women).  

Junior research group leader    Junior professorshi p     Habilitation
rd. 900 rd. 800 1800 p.a. (23% Frauen)
5 years 5 years

The German Academic System
The Way up to a Professorship
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Postdocs phase : not regulated, diverse picture, differences between disciplines
“Wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiter”, Fellowships, positions at the universities, research institutions

36,000 

24,000 p.a.

260,000 graduates p.a.

1.94 mio students 

= no data available
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The German Academic System
Three different paths to a professorship
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1. Habilitation / Assistenz (“traditional”)
� Used to be a prerequisite to eligible for a professorship - no longer, 

but…

� Written postdoctoral thesis based on independent scholarly 

accomplishments: cumulative or monographic.

� Earned after several years while working as a research assistant, 

assigned to a chair (usually core funded ).  

� The permission for lecturing – venia legendi – is officially given => 
Privatdozent (PD), unsalaried lecturer (comparable to “associate

� professor”). 

2. Junior professorship

3. Junior research group leader Testimonial:
Dr. Tricia Striano
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1. Habilitation / Assistenz

(“traditional”)

2. Junior 

professorship

3. Junior research 

group leader

*

2002: Implementation of Juniorprofessur

* 2008: total 1800, women 23,4%
Source: destatis
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1. Habilitation / Assistenz (“traditional”)

2. Junior professorship
� Introduction in 2002/2006

� Status: on par to professors, regulated by state law

� Rights and obligations: on par with professors; 
sometimes reduced teaching load

� Tenure track: only sometimes

� Salary: W1

� Fixed-term work contracts: 3+3 years

3. Junior research group leader

Testimonial:
Dr. Isabel Heinemann
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Three different paths to a professorship
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1. Habilitation / Assistenz (“traditional”)

2. Junior professorship

3. Junior research group leader

� Status: differs, classified as “research assistant”, 

ideally ~JP

� Rights and obligations: differ, can be negotiated

� Tenure track: still rare, but high appointment ration

� Salary: E-14/E15; approx. € 48.000 p.a. 

� Fixed-term work contracts: as a rule

� Various programmes...



Young Investigator Research Group Programmes
1st Example: The DFG‘s Emmy Noether Programme 

Studies Doctorate Postdoc Period
Achievement of 
eligibility for 
tenure

Preparation for 
scientific mgmt 
position

Professorship
or other scientific 
mgmt position

Emmy Noether
Programme

Heisenberg
professorship

Professorship or 
other scientific 
mgmt position

Heisenberg
fellowship

Professorship or 
other scientific 
mgmt position

Research Training 
Group fellowship

Research 
fellowship
(abroad)

Research 
fellowship
(abroad)

Research 
fellowship
(abroad)

Professorship or 
other scientific 
mgmt position

Research in a 
Research Training 
Group

Research Training 
Group position

Temp. principal           
investigator 
position (Germany)

Temp. principal 
investigator 
position (Germany)

Temp. principal 
investigator 
position (Germany)

Professorship or 
other scientific 
mgmt position

Student assistant
in DFG project

Position in 
DFG project

Position in 
DFG project

Position in 
DFG project

Position in 
DFG project

Professorship or 
other scientific 
mgmt position
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� Who? Very well qualified Postdocs
(2-4 yrs. after PhD) with
significant international 
experience

� Where? At a German research institute
(host becomes employer)

� How long? 5 years

� How much? Salaried position approx.
€ 48.000 p.a.,
Funding for
• consumables,
• personnel,
• travel costs etc.

� How to apply? To the DFG

Young Investigator Research Group Programmes
1st Example: The DFG‘s Emmy Noether Programme 

Testimonial:
Dr. Isabel Heinemann

2009: total 57, women 16 
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes

� Helmholtz Young Investigator Group, Helmholtz

Association of Research Centres
� For top junior scientists 2 - 6 years after their PhD, at 

least continuous 6-month research period abroad

� 3-step application procedure, call in spring, 20 new 
groups p.a. 

� research group located at one of the Centres, but with 
close cooperation with university

� proven scientific achievements -> “tenure track”

� AvH

� ERC

� MPG

� Volkswagen Foundation
Testimonial:

Dr. Francesca Spagnoli 
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes

� Helmholtz

� Sofja Kovalevskaja Award, Alexander von 

Humboldt Foundation (AvH)
� For exceptionally promising junior re-searchers from 

abroad in recognition of outstanding academic 
achievements who completed their doctorates with 

distinction less than six years ago

� Germans who have been working abroad in an academic 
capacity for at least five years are also eligible to apply

� 5 yrs., up to € 1.65 Mio 

� 8 awards in 2008, last call in 2009 for up to 8 awards, next 
call in 2011

� ERC

� MPG

� Volkswagen Foundation

Testimonial:
Dr. Tricia Striano
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes

� Helmholtz

� AvH

� Starting Grant, European Research Council
� Promising young researchers 2-12 years after their 

PhD, starting or consolidating their own independent 
research team 

� Host institution must be located in an EU-Member 
State or Associated Country

� Funding up to 5 years with a 
funding limit of EUR 1.5 million

� Funding for approx. 350-400 projects in 2011

� Deadlines for applications in autumn 2010

� MPG

� Volkswagen Foundation

Testimonial:
Dr. Francesca Spagnoli 
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes

� Helmholtz

� AvH

� ERC

� (Independent) Max Planck Research 

Groups, Max Planck Society (MPG)
� For particularly gifted young scientists and 

researchers with an outstanding track record in their field

� Situated at a specific MPI: new positions are announced 
in science magazines depending on availability of space 
and resources

� Once per year open calls, usually in autumn 

� Contracts usually for 5 yrs, some with option to extend

� Currently approx. 80 groups

� Volkswagen Foundation

Testimonial:
Dr. Tricia Striano
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes

� Helmholtz

� AvH

� ERC

� MPG

� Lichtenberg Professorship, Volkswagen 

Foundation
� For highly qualified young researchers doing research in 

innovative interdisciplinary (and therefore “risky”) fields

� max. 4 yrs. after PhD for W1 position and max. 7 yrs. after 
research and stay abroad for W2 position

� up to 8 yrs funding, decreasing 

� Includes “some kind” of tenure track

� Approx. 10 professorships p.a.
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JP vs. Young Investigator Research Group Programmes
Rights and obligations in comparison

� Status
� The 16 individual states are in charge of their respective 

universities, i.e. 16 laws to regulate the establishment of JP.

� Junior research group leaders = new staff category; not 
regulated, normally classified as “research assistants”

� Teaching load
� JP: official duty; 4 hours per week per term

� Junior research group leaders can get permission to teach, 
normally less than 4 hrs.

� PhD supervision/examination
� JP: official duty

� Junior research group leaders may get the authorization to act 

as doctoral examiner, need to negotiate.

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
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Young Investigator Research Group Programmes
Pros & Cons

� Habilitation
� personal mentor vs. long-term dependency 

� Junior Professorship
� greater autonomy/status vs. sometimes scarce resources

� Junior research group leader
� independence and creative freedom, faster career prospect, 

higher appointment ration than JP, better financial, equipment 
and staff resources vs. undefined status

� Variety of career paths, no standard qualification path

� JP and Junior research group leaders = promising models

� Habilitation to “play it safe”; especially in some disciplines

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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Tenure Track: one term, various system
Goal: life-time professorship in return for proven qualification
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Definition:

� A system in which young scientists are initially recruited on a 

temporary basis with the option of getting a professorship at 

"their" university at a later date. 

In Germany, still rather rare. 

Problems

� Ban on appointing in-house employees (“Hausberufungsverbot”)

� No vacant professorship available

� Objective criteria for success, transparent decision-making on 

the part of the universities?

� No standardized regulations throughout the country.



The Fellowship
� Who? researchers qualified for

a professorship

� Where? In Germany and abroad

� How long? max. 5 years

� How much? Stipend
Travel

� How to apply? To the DFG

Heisenberg Programme: 
Pursuing ambitious research projects while preparing for a professorship

2009: total 50, women 13 

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010

18



The Professorship
� Who? researchers qualified for

a professorship

� Where? At a German university

� How long? max. 5 years

� How much? Equivalent to the salary of
an associate or full

professor

� How to apply? To the DFG
(The candidate has to find 
a host university.)

Heisenberg Programme: 
With tenure track option

2009: total 26, women 5

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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Additional information
Topics which might come up in the discussion

Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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� Criteria for a successful application (DFG)

� Info about calls and vacant positions

� How to find a host institution

� Opportunities for foreigners in Germany

� Knowledge of the German language

� Career paths beyond academia

� Gender issues

� “12-Jahres-Regel” (12 year rule)
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The decision-making process
Individual grants involve reviewers, a review board & the Joint Committee
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Draft of funding recommendation

Formal examination

Communication of funding recom mendation

Decision letter, 
Reviewers’ recommendations

• Assessment of reviewer selection
• Proposal and review
• Comparative merit and funding volume

Assessment
Review Board

Reviewer selection

• Project quality
• Applicants’ qualifications
• Aims & work programme
• Employment opportunities
• Planned allocation of funding

(written)
Review
Reviewers

• Cross-subject comparisonDecision
Joint Committee
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Proposal

Notification

Further inquiries

Ü Criteria

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
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� Journals (discipline specific)

� Web:
� duz”: http://jobsuche.duz.newjobs.com

� “academics”: www.academics.de

� Stellenanzeigen

� “Forschung & Lehre”: www.forschung-und-lehre.de

� Stellenanzeigen)

� Websites available only in German

� Direct contact/word of mouth

Where to find information about calls for proposals  and vacant 
positions? (1)

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010

22



� Europe-wide

� Job search

� Funding data
base

� Additional info

� Contact info

Where to find information about calls for proposals  and vacant 
positions? (2)

Research Careers in Germany / 
Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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� You are free to choose your own academic 

host.

� The funding agencies (DFG, Alexander von 

Humboldt Foundation, Volkswagen 

Foundation) do not provide any direct support.

� Internet Portal EURAXESS Germany

� German Research Landscape 
� links to several search engines

How to find an academic host? 

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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� Foreigners very welcome.

� Some programmes specifically for foreigners, 

others open for Germans as well as foreigners.

� MPG is very proud of its high ratio of international 

researchers.

� Ask Dr. Francesca Spagnoli and Dr. Tricia Striano

Opportunities for foreigners in Germany

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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� Natural scientists and engineers:
good knowledge of German or English is sufficient.

� Scholars in the humanities and social sciences: 
knowledge of German if necessary to carry out the 
project successfully.

� Physicians:
If research project involves work with patients, good 
knowledge of German required. 

Do I need to know German in order to apply?

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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� “universities for applied research” (Fachhochschulen);

� eligibility criteria for grants: as a rule PhD or 
“equivalent”.

Research avenues for scholars who hold professional  degrees?

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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In the DFG funding activities (1)

In individual cases:
� taking into account personal 

circumstances 
� providing financial support for project 

leaders to work part-time for family 
reasons

� proving funding for substitutes for 
project team members in cases of 
absence or reduced working hours due 
to family reasons

How does the DFG promote equality in its activities ?

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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In the DFG funding activities (2)

In collaborative research projects: 

� recruitment of additional female project 
leaders 

� promotion of young female researchers

� strengthening of local family-friendly 
measures

How does the DFG promote equality in its activities ?

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
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At the structural level:

� management-level priority in the Executive 
Committee

� more women in the DFG’s statutory bodies

� appropriate involvement of female 
scientists in review processes

� equality strategies in funding programmes

� a permanent working group at the DFG 
Head Office

How does the DFG promote equality in its activities ?

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
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The „12 year rule“

� The German law: not easy and straight forward. 

� The “12 year rule”: also so-called 

“Wissenschaftszeitarbeitsvertragsgesetz“

� New reason for fixed-term contracts: when financed

predominantely by third party funds, researchers can

be employed beyond the 12 year limit.

� The term of the contract does not have to comply with

the research project funded by the third party.

Research Careers in Germany / Anjana Buckow
Washington D.C., 17 April 2010
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Thank you very much for your attention!

Further information
� DFG: www.dfg.de/en 

� Funded projects: www.dfg.de/en/gepris/ 
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