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This paper is an updated English version of a report filed by a commission that the Ger-
man Psychological Society (DGPs) appointed in 2022. The commission’s task was a) to
identify factors in the academic system that enable and/or promote unethical behavior,
and b) to propose corrective measures. Based on expert interviews, a literature review,
feedback from the community, and discussions within the commission, the following
problematic issues were identified: (P1) negligent or fraudulent research practices,
(P2) abuse of power, (P3) inadequate supervision of Early Career Researchers, (P4)
poor quality of teaching, (P5) counterproductive incentives, (P6) overburdening of
professors with tasks, (P7) fixed-term and short-term employment, (P8) unnecessarily
strong power imbalance, (P9) an ineffective peer-review system, (P10) questionable
assessment practices in hiring professors, (P11) lack of clarity of, and low commit-
ment to, ethical standards, and (P12) weak control and sanctioning mechanisms. The
commission offers concrete recommendations for changes to the academic system that
should make the occurrence of unethical behavior less likely. Even though some of
these recommendations might be rather specific for the field of psychology and for the
German academic system, most of them may be valid for science in general.
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Background

In January 2022, the board of the German Psycho-
logical Society (DGPs) appointed a commission tasked
with (a) identifying the structural conditions that en-
able, or even promote, unethical behavior in academia,
and (b) proposing concrete measures for improvement.
In June 2023, the full report was published online,
alongside a commentary by the DGPs leadership board
(https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/
Berichte/Bericht_AMWF20230626.pdf).The present pa-
per is an abridged and updated version of that report.

The commission used a broad definition of unethical
behavior as conduct whose short- and long-term conse-
quences contradict widely accepted ethical imperatives,
specifically the notion that scientific work should serve
the common good and that harm to individuals should
be avoided. This definition thus covers scientific mis-
conduct (e.g., data forgery, plagiarism, guest author-
ship) as well as bullying, sexual harassment, corruption,

and exploitation. Notably, it also covers bad (e.g., negli-
gent, redundant) research and bad supervision of Early
Career Researchers (ECRs).

The reason for installing the commission in the first
place was the widely shared impression that unethical
behavior in science is not rare, sometimes severe, and
most often remains undetected and unsanctioned. This
impression was fed both by a continuing stream of me-
dia reports about several quite drastic cases, and by
findings of systematic research on the topic. Nielsen
et al. (2010) discussed that, regardless of the workplace
type (academic or non-academic), accurately estimating
the prevalence of unethical workplace behavior, such
as bullying, harassment, discrimination, and sexual vi-
olence, is non-trivial and complicated by conceptual
(e.g., definitional, terminological) and methodological
issues (e.g., measurement, recruitment of non-random
and non-representative samples, affective bias). In their
meta-analysis, these authors estimated that, on a global
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average (based on 86 samples; 130,973 respondents),
“at least 1 out of 10, and maybe as many as about
1 out of 5, workers are exposed to bullying in their
workplaces” (p. 967). Thus, their prevalence estimate
ranged from about 10 to 20 percent. A study in the US
(Basile et al., 2020) estimated that about 5.6 percent of
women and 2.5 percent of men have experienced some
form of sexual violence by a workplace-related perpe-
trator in their lifetimes. A more recent meta-analysis
by Dhanani et al. (2021) reported significantly higher
prevalence estimates for “workplace mistreatment” (34
percent experienced, 44 percent witnessed). Notably,
these authors did not find much evidence for sampling
bias (i.e., systematic over- or under-reporting due to
how samples were drawn).

Focusing more specifically on academic work envi-
ronments, Lasser et al. (2021) estimated that 10 to 13
percent of PhD students (PhD network MPI) have been
bullied by a superior. In a recent survey specifically ad-
dressing researchers working in psychology (follow-up:
Stahl et al., 2024; initial study: Elson et al., 2021), 8 to
10 percent of the members of the German Psychologi-
cal Society reported that they had experienced abuse of
power, sexual or psychological types of harassment/bul-
lying, or discrimination in academia.

At present, the question of whether academia, or Ger-
man academia, is a particularly fertile breeding ground
for unethical behavior cannot be conclusively answered,
due to a lack of comparative studies. The present report
is based on the premise that the prevalence of unethi-
cal behavior in (German) academia is substantial, and
that there may be parameters of the current academic
system that permit or even exacerbate and reward such
behavior. The commission’s task was to identify those
parameters and to make suggestions for structural re-
forms.

Proces and Methods

Between its appointment and the delivery of its first
report, the commission held 21 extended meetings. In
its work, it relied on a qualitative approach, by

1. Collecting, reading, analyzing and discussing rel-
evant literature;

2. Evaluating particularly problematic case examples
as well as best practices;

3. Discussing personal experiences that commission
members had had while serving in various aca-
demic functions;

4. Consulting experts on specific topics (i.e., power
imbalances, employment relationships and fixed-

term contracts, control and sanctioning mecha-
nisms, personnel selection;

5. Soliciting feedback from the community.

The Acknowledgements section at the end of this
manuscript lists those individuals who supported the
commission’s work by sharing their views and expe-
riences. The analyses and recommendations that the
commission developed constitute the main focus of this
paper and are presented below.

Basic Concepts

Figure 1 depicts a heuristic model of behavior regula-
tion, incorporating variables that the commission iden-
tified as being particularly relevant in the given context.
According to the model, the behavior of individuals in
academic institutions may be fueled primarily by two
different kinds of “motivators”:

• Academic ideals such as contributing to the growth
and transmission of knowledge for the common
good. People may exhibit certain types of behav-
ior (e.g., error monitoring and correction) in the
service of such ideals. Notably, the very existence
of public research institutions is justified primarily
through the extent to which the behavior of their
members serves the achievement of these goals.

• Prospective personal benefits such as financial
profit, prestige, or making a livelihood. People
may exhibit certain behaviors (e.g., covering up
mistakes) in the service of these motives.

Presumably, the behavior of most individuals work-
ing in academic institutions is influenced by motivators
from both domains, although the relative strength of
the respective influences may differ between individu-
als. Moreover, the influences of the two kinds of moti-
vators may be well aligned with each other (e.g., when
researchers’ desire for recognition by others in the sci-
entific community motivates them to collect particularly
strong data), but they may also come into conflict (e.g.,
when researchers use questionable scientific practices
to increase their chances of getting their research pub-
lished and thus getting tenure).
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Figure 1

Model of behavioral regulation in academia (with two types of motivators on the individual side and five moderators on the work environment side), plus
references to twelve problem areas identified in this report (P1 to P12; see text for details); ECRs = Early Career Researchers.
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However, human behavior depends not only on the
motives of individuals, but also on the conditions un-
der which they operate. Key environmental factors that
the commission considered in its analyses are also con-
tained in Figure 1 (“Moderators”):

1. Personnel Selection. How people (with specific
behavioral inclinations and skills) are recruited to,
and retained by, the organization;

2. Incentives. Which behavior is rewarded (directly
or indirectly);

3. Climate and Culture. Which norms and values
guide the behavior of the organization’s members
and are viewed as being common by them.

4. Control and Sanctions. Whether unethical behav-
ior is likely to be detected and, if necessary, sanc-
tioned;

5. Powers and Resources. How much liberty and dis-
cretion members of the organization have to be-
have as they please.

These contextual conditions of the current academic
system may move the behavior of the people working
in it away from its original purposes (i.e., to serve the
aforementioned academic ideals). The more these orig-
inal purposes are sacrificed, however, the more the le-
gitimacy of this kind of work is at risk of getting lost.

Consequently, the behavior resulting from these in-
teractions between motivators and moderators should
be considered problematic to the extent that it leads
to ethically unacceptable consequences. This extent
may be determined by comparing the long-term con-
sequences that the respective behavior will likely have
for different parties (see Figure 1). For example, neg-
ligent or fraudulent researcher behavior should be con-
sidered problematic because it consumes resources pri-
marily to the personal benefit of the researcher (career-
wise), without yielding any return on investment (e.g.,
a relevant increase in knowledge) to those who con-
tributed these resources (e.g., taxpayers).

Twelve particularly important “problem areas” (ab-
breviated P1 to P12) were identified by the commission.
They are listed in Figure 1 and discussed in more detail
in the second part of the present paper. Note that our
analysis does not distinguish between individual aca-
demic institutions, but rather aims to describe typical
institutional conditions. The arrows connecting some
moderators with one another in Figure 1 are intended
to symbolize that these variables may affect each other
(further connections and directions are possible).

Multiple Nestedness

The behavior of individuals in academic institutions
is nested within several layers of rules, regulations, and
guidelines that have been established at the various lev-
els of the academic system. Also, various actors may
influence the behavior of individuals in the system, by
enforcing these rules, regulations, and guidelines. Fig-
ure 2 demonstrates this for the German academic envi-
ronment.

The relevant actors primarily include three groups of
people: (1) people who have been given primary re-
sponsibility for tasks in the context of research, teach-
ing, and training of young researchers (usually profes-
sors), (2) people who are currently preparing for such
a position (they are referred to as Early Career Re-
searchers (ECRs) in the present paper), and (3) stu-
dents. They all interact with one another on a daily
basis against the background of the institutional envi-
ronment and its implicit and explicit reward structure.

The behavior of these different groups of actors is sit-
uated within the regulations of the faculties and uni-
versities. These, in turn, belong to the jurisdiction of
the responsible ministries of the federal states, and at
the same time they are also part of the higher-level (na-
tional and international) science system.

We consider this multiple nestedness relevant for
the present analyses in at least two regards: First, for
all interventions meant to alleviate a problem of the
academic system, it will be necessary to identify the
relevant level at which they should take place. Second,
changes taking place at one level may conflict with
regulations or expectations located at other levels.
For example, if a hiring committee decided to use
criteria other than the usual ones (such as number of
authorships, citations, impact factors, and acquired
grant money), it might work against the interests of
the faculty and the university, which – at present –
are themselves evaluated largely on the basis of these
criteria (www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-
articles/world-university-rankings/world-university-
ranking-methodologies-compared).

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/world-university-rankings/world-university-ranking-methodologies-compared
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/world-university-rankings/world-university-ranking-methodologies-compared
https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings-articles/world-university-rankings/world-university-ranking-methodologies-compared
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Figure 2

Multiple nestedness of relevant actors and institutions in the German science system. DFG = Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research Foun-
dation), ERC = European Research Council, GSP = Good Scientific Practice, WissZeitVG = Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetz (German Act on Temporary
Scientific Contracts).
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Detailed Analysis of Existing Problems and
Suggested Solutions

The overall goal of the commission’s work was to de-
rive concrete recommendations on how to improve the
academic system. The remainder of this paper contains
detailed analyses of 12 “problem areas”, along with the
commission’s recommendations for improvement.

Our analyses begin with some particularly problem-
atic kinds of behavior and their consequences (P1 to
P4). Their existence is basically the cause and the start-
ing point for all of the following elaborations. We then
analyze various characteristics of the academic work en-
vironment (P5 to P12) that may contribute to the emer-
gence and/or persistence of this problematic behavior
and its consequences (see Figure 1).

Notably, the twelve problem areas that the commis-
sion identified are interrelated in complex ways. Of-
ten, a problematic outcome is brought about by several
problematic system features, and sometimes it is even
possible to delineate entire “chains” of effects. For ex-
ample, the overburdening of professors with tasks (P6)
may lead to reduced diligence in peer review (P9), and
this low diligence (P9) may then make it more likely
for other researchers to get away with questionable re-
search practices or outright fraud (P1).

Moreover, the same feature of the academic system
may be the cause of several problematic outcomes. As
a consequence, a proposed solution targeting one cause
may help alleviate several problems at once. For exam-
ple, the large power differentials between senior and
junior researchers (P8) not only enable various forms
of power abuse (P2), but also impair the functioning of
control mechanisms (P12) (i.e., most junior researchers
do not dare to file complaints). In the following, we hint
at these complexities occasionally, but acknowledge that
a comprehensive analysis of this multilateral interplay
would exceed the scope of the present paper.

The current paper reflects the commission’s informed
opinion. However, not all of the recommendations were
considered equally helpful by all members of the com-
mission. The consequences of some of the proposed
changes are difficult to foresee in a system as complex
as science. In some cases, only a combination of several
measures may lead to the desired improvement, while
implementing individual measures in an isolated fash-
ion may even lead to a deterioration.

Some of the proposed measures (e.g., supervisor
training) may incur increases in workload, whereas oth-
ers (e.g., limits on authorships or advisorships) may ac-
tually help reduce workload. Again, we occasionally
hint at this, but abstain from attempting a comprehen-
sive analysis.

Furthermore, the different types of measures (e.g.,

changes in faculty policies vs. changes to the law) will
require different timelines to be implemented, which is
why their (likely) effects must be monitored both indi-
vidually and in combination with each other, at differ-
ent points in time. All of this introduces a significant
level of uncertainty. The commission proposes that sys-
tematic research accompanying the suggested measures
and their effects should be conducted from the start.

Given the staggering complexity of the overall task,
it is impossible to tie all of the recommendations pre-
sented here to empirical evidence. Many of these mea-
sures have never been implemented, but this may not
be used as an argument against ever trying them.

Due to how the current process was initiated (see
above), the present paper does focus on the situation
within psychology, and within the German academic
system. Based on the many discussions we had, how-
ever, we are convinced that most of the issues we ad-
dress are not specific to a given field or a given national
system, but rather universal. We will come back to this
aspect later.

Problem Area 1. Negligent or Fraudulent Research
Practices (P1)

Most scientific research is supposed to generate ro-
bust, relevant knowledge for the benefit of society.
However, many published studies lack methodological
quality and published results often cannot be replicated
(Errington et al., 2021; Open Science Collaboration,
2015).

Probably the main reason for this lack of replication
lies in the everyday (mis)behavior of researchers, espe-
cially their use of so-called Questionable Research Prac-
tices (QRPs) (e.g., passing off random findings as effects
that were predicted by theory). The line between QRPs
and outright fraud is not clear-cut, with the former be-
ing commonly perceived as less severe and thus more
permissible. While there is evidence for a widespread
use of QRPs (Fanelli, 2009; John et al., 2012), the
amount of fraud is more difficult to determine, for obvi-
ous reasons. It should be noted, however, that even the
use of QRPs may suffice to discredit a piece of scientific
work entirely, and should thus be generally regarded as
unethical (Miller et al., 2025).

In addition to non-replicability, which is a problem
shared by other scientific disciplines (e.g., Errington et
al., 2021), psychology has a number of more specific
weaknesses such as a lack of precision (formalization)
in many of its theories and a confusing landscape of con-
structs, terminology, and measures (Anvari et al., 2025;
Block, 1995; Flake & Fried, 2020). This lack of binding
standards may easily be exploited for one’s own benefit
(e.g., by choosing an analysis pipeline that maximizes
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publishability rather than informativeness). Thus, re-
search is less efficient than it should be, and resources
are wasted to a significant extent. In addition, such defi-
ciencies may harm other researchers when they have to
base their own research on unsound findings published
by their colleagues. Ultimately, the public’s trust in psy-
chology and empirical science as a whole may decline,
as may the identification of the next generation of po-
tential researchers with their own discipline (Brachem
et al., 2022).

Causes / Contributing Factors

Negligent and fraudulent research practices may be
promoted by a variety of factors:

1. Academia is largely lacking a constructive error-
management culture (Frank et al., 2024). To learn
from mistakes (e.g., in experimental programs
or data processing), open communication about
these mistakes is necessary. However, fear of neg-
ative consequences (e.g., financial penalties, loss
of face), may get in the way of such openness and
lead to concealment of mistakes or even deliberate
deception about mistakes that have happened.

2. Another highly relevant factor is the current in-
centive structure in (German) academia: Both the
careers of individual researchers and the evalua-
tions of academic institutions are strongly tied to
primarily quantitative metrics such as the num-
ber of authorships and citations, impact factors,
and grant money. However, the validity of these
metrics as measures of research productivity (es-
pecially in the sense of generating reliable knowl-
edge gains) is highly questionable. They are
also easily and commonly manipulated (Borke-
nau, 2012; Chapman et al., 2019; Fong & Wilhite,
2017; John et al., 2012; Pruschak & Hopp, 2022).

3. The cost of conducting and publishing studies
of dubious scientific value is borne not by those
who conduct and publish them, but by other re-
searchers and by the public.

4. The risk of detection and sanction is low, since tra-
ditional peer review seems unable to enforce good
scientific practice (see P9) and the effort necessary
for identifying the use of QRPs would be very high
in the present reviewing system. The oversight
mechanisms currently in place seem to be rather
ineffective (see P12).

5. The overburdening of professorships with tasks
(see P6) may promote the use of QRPs: Due to the
multitude of tasks that they have to engage with

every day, many researchers simply lack the time
to take proper steps to promote research quality
(e.g., preliminary studies to estimate effect sizes,
sufficiently specific pre-registrations, replications,
thorough theoretical deliberations, or even just
reading others’ work).

6. The occurrence of QRPs, as well as their non-
detection, may also be promoted by the exist-
ing power differentials in research teams (see
P8). Scientific misconduct is often not reported
because potential whistleblowers fear retaliation
(e.g., in the form of non-renewal of their fixed-
term contracts, see P7). In the survey by Elson et
al. (2021), some supervisors were described as ex-
plicitly asking employees to manipulate data (see
also Stahl et al., 2024).

7. The practice of giving mostly fixed-term contracts
with relatively short durations to ECRs (see P7)
creates a certain pressure continuously to produce
new research successes in order to secure one’s
continued employment. This may lead some ECRs
to lower their ethical standards and adopt QRPs to
save their careers.

8. Personal integrity does not yet play an important
enough role as a selection criterion in academic
hiring procedures. In fact, these procedures often
rely heavily on metrics that are easily manipulated
(see P5, P10). With little effective oversight in
place (see P9, P12), there may thus be a risk of
selecting personnel with particularly low ethical
standards.

9. Even when scientific misconduct is absent, vague
theory and terminology, as well as arbitrary mea-
suring practices, will reduce the refutability of
one’s hypotheses, which in turn will improve the
chances of having one’s research published.

Recommendations

(1.1.) Engage in more active culture assessment
and development. This may include awarding certifi-
cates like "great place to work" or “or great place to
do research” (note that these are separate issues). In
this, it will be important to enable independent eval-
uations (e.g., by letting assessors interview organiza-
tion members of their own choosing, anonymously) and
to take measures to avoid positive evaluations that are
rooted in the assessors’ own interests (e.g., of being
hired again). The relevant criteria and process must be
transparent, continuously monitored and, if necessary,
further developed.
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(1.2.) Provision of a mature infrastructure for the im-
plementation of Good Scientific Practices (such as Pre-
Registration and Open Data) by universities and other
research institutions, as well as third party-agents (e.g.,
ZPID, Open Science Framework).

(1.3.) Explicit recognition and consideration of the
additional workload necessary to comply with higher
research quality standards (e.g., larger samples, repli-
cation trials) in the context of grant applications.

(1.4.) Promotion of training in Good Scientific Prac-
tice for individual researchers (e.g., as a routine part of
ECR training, and as compulsory professional develop-
ment for professors).

(1.5.) Good Scientific Practice and Open Science
should be key topics in teaching, not only as theoretical
concepts, but also in application (e.g., as part of student
research projects) (Scheffel et al., 2023).

(1.6.) The teaching of psychology must be signifi-
cantly strengthened in terms of theory formation, the-
ory specification (formalization), and theory testing.
The commission recommends fostering this develop-
ment through cooperation with other fields (mathemat-
ics, philosophy, physics, computer science) whose mem-
bers possess the relevant expertise.

(1.7.) The problem of the confusing landscape of
terms, constructs and measures in psychology can only
be solved through coordinated efforts. It is necessary to
(a) document the multiple existing redundancies and
ambiguities of meaning (e.g., Cain et al., 2008; Eva
et al., 2025; Hodson et al., 2018, and then (b) reduce
them by gradually establishing more explicit consensus
on term, construct, and measurement use (see Leising
et al., 2024 for suggestions on how such a process may
be organized). Due to the high degree of complexity of
this task (Leising et al., 2022b, 2022a) and the polit-
ical dimension involved, it may be necessary for jour-
nals and/or professional societies to make this a pri-
ority point on their agenda, and to explicitly mandate
and massively incentivize such a development (e.g., by
creating high public visibility).

(1.8.) Develop and gradually implement elements of
a more constructive error-management culture. Here,
one may borrow from existing approaches in other fields
such as medicine (e.g., web-based error reporting sys-
tems; Hoffmann et al., 2008). Generally speaking, the
making of errors needs to be destigmatized, and error
detection needs to be systematized and rewarded (El-
son, 2024).

(1.9.) Establish a DGPs division focusing on The-
oretical Psychology. This new group should not work
separately from those addressing more specific content-
related questions, but rather establish sustainable ties
with them and attempt to provide helpful contributions

to their work. A solid foundation in philosophy of sci-
ence, logic, and mathematics is necessary for this, which
requires the participation of appropriately qualified col-
leagues (including, ideally, colleagues from other fields,
see 1.6). As an alternative to founding an entire new
section, explicitly strengthening this subject within the
already existing Methodology division may be consid-
ered.

(1.10.) Employ the Research Quality Evaluation
(RESQUE) collector App (Gärtner et al., 2025) to show-
case the good science merits of a researcher’s / depart-
ment’s / university’s publications, independently of the
peer review conducted by scientific journals.

(1.11.) Establish the explication of all authors’ ac-
tual contributions as a standard practice (Allen et al.,
2014; https://credit.niso.org/). Note that adopting the
CRediT system implies that the order of authors does not
contain any additional information as compared to the
CRediT roles themselves. One may thus move to alpha-
betical ordering as already common in some disciplines.
Note further that the CRediT system does acknowledge
types of contributions (i.e., supervision, funding acqui-
sition, project administration) that were previously seen
as not justifying authorship. Under the RESQUE frame-
work, the size of the contribution that each author made
in their respective area(s) is now supposed to be directly
quantified, via a statement (Leising et al., 2025). Im-
plementing these changes would be the responsibility
of scientific journals.

Problem Area 2. Abuse of Power (P2)

Surveys at universities and research institutes (Ar-
cudi et al., 2019; Beadle et al., 2020; Elson et al., 2021;
Olsthoorn et al., 2020; Peukert et al., 2020; Regler et
al., 2019; Scherpenberg et al., 2021; Schraudner et al.,
2019; Stahl et al., 2024) suggest that abuse of power is
not an exception in academia. Most abuses of power are
committed by academics already firmly established in
the system (usually professors), while the victims tend
to be ECRs, students, and administrative staff (Elson et
al., 2021; Stahl et al., 2024). This is unsurprising given
the large power differential between the former and the
latter groups (see P8). In addition, certain groups (e.g.,
racialized persons; first-generation academics) seem to
be at an even greater risk of becoming victims (e.g., Nie-
mann et al., 2020). However, we do acknowledge that
ways exist for persons lower in the hierarchy to abuse
the power that they do hold against persons higher up
in the hierarchy (e.g., by refusing to cooperate, by bad-
mouthing leaders).

Abuse of power can take many different forms in
varying degrees of severity: (a) Misappropriating an-
other person’s intellectual property, including plagia-
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rism as well as "guest" and "honorary" authorships, (b)
Extorting extra work (e.g., delegating one’s own teach-
ing responsibilities to ECRs), (c) Demanding problem-
atic research practices and shifting responsibility for
them onto the dependent person in case of detection,
(d) Bullying (e.g., threats, humiliation), (e) Physical
abuse, and (f) Sexual harassment (Stahl et al., 2024).
In addition to those directly affected by such behavior,
others may be harmed more indirectly (e.g., when the
detection of the abuse of power by one person harms
the reputation of colleagues working at the same de-
partment).

Causes / Contributing Factors

Abuse of power in the academic context often results
from an interplay of several factors:

1. Some personality dispositions (especially a readi-
ness to maximize one’s own personal benefit at the
expense of others, overstepping boundaries and
violating rules and even laws in doing so; Mosha-
gen et al., 2018; Paulhus and Williams, 2002)
make abuses of power more likely. Research on
business leaders clearly shows the relevance of
these traits (Palmer et al., 2020); their importance
in higher education contexts, on the other hand,
is only recently being considered more systemat-
ically (Cohen & Baruch, 2022; Forster & Lund,
2018). Selection procedures for academic lead-
ership positions do not yet cover this domain (see
P10).

2. Some structural characteristics of the science sys-
tem (especially in combination with the above-
mentioned personal characteristics) may promote
the abuse of power (Cohen & Baruch, 2022;
Lasser et al., 2021). A central factor in this re-
gard is the unnecessary centralization of too much
power in the hands of professors (see P8). This
makes it very risky for potential complainants to
voice any concerns because they must fear retal-
iation (e.g., non-renewal of fixed-term contracts,
see P7) by the person whose behavior they com-
plain about (Horbach et al., 2020).

3. The existing mechanisms for detecting and sanc-
tioning abuses of power in academia are weak and
largely ineffective (see P12). The responsible bod-
ies within academic institutions tend to be under-
staffed, have hardly any power to impose sanc-
tions, and are often not even known to potential
complainants. Surveys also show that these “in-
ternal” complaint channels are not trusted much,
and that their use tends to produce results that are

rarely experienced as satisfactory by complainants
(Elson et al., 2021; Höbel et al., 2022). The vast
majority of misconduct cases thus remains unre-
ported and unsanctioned. The knowledge of this
low effectiveness of the existing control mecha-
nisms is in itself likely to promote abuses of power,
as perpetrators can feel relatively safe from conse-
quences.

4. Another important factor that likely fosters abuses
of power in academia is the general lack of aware-
ness of, and commitment to, certain ethical stan-
dards (see P11). In the course of the past few
decades, it seems to have been a widely accepted
tenet that professors are (and should be) allowed
to demand a lot from their employees in almost
every respect, since the path to a professorship “is
rocky" ("it’s always been that way", "we all had
to go through it"). The line between legitimate
uses and illegitimate abuses of power may thus be
blurred, which makes detection and sanctioning
of the latter less likely.

5. The common use of fixed-term contracts for ECRs
(see P7) creates a situation of high job insecurity
and – desired – personnel turnover (see also Ra-
hal et al., 2023). Given the fact that institutional
grievance procedures usually take months or even
years, a typical outcome is that such procedures
have not yet concluded when the complainant’s
contract expires, and are then simply abandoned
with no palpable effects on the – permanently em-
ployed – accused.

6. Many forms of power abuse in academia come at
little cost to the perpetrator, while at the same
time being highly likely to “pay off”. This con-
cerns, for example, the practice of coercing un-
deserved authorships from people in less power-
ful positions (e.g., as reviewer, editor, or advisor).
The likelihood of ever being “caught” with this
type of behavior is very low. At the same time,
long publications lists are a major asset in trying to
attain a permanent position, obtain research fund-
ing, or just get a raise (see P5).

Recommendations

The commission did not identify any measures for
improvement that would be uniquely suited for fighting
power abuse in academia. However, many of the mea-
sures that are proposed in the other 11 chapters of this
report would serve that goal, too. We attempt to point
out when that is the case.
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Problem Area 3. Inadequate Supervision of ECRs
(P3)

Some ECRs experience a severe lack of competent
and responsible supervision by their advisors (Mackie
& Bates, 2018). Deficiencies often named in this regard
comprise (a) being pushed into bad scientific practice,
(b) chronic inaccessibility of the supervisor, (c) lack of
access to needed resources, (d) supervisors’ lack of in-
terest in the ECRs’ research topics and/or personal and
professional development, and (e) too little freedom for
ECRs to make and be accountable for their own deci-
sions (which is at odds with the idea that ECRs are
supposed to learn how to work independently as re-
searchers).

Poor supervision almost by definition tends to dam-
age the ECRs concerned, both in terms of professional
development and/or well-being. In the long run, how-
ever, it also has the potential to harm the scientific pro-
cess, as inadequate supervision may lead to inefficient
and low-quality work. In addition, the reputation of
professors, faculties, and universities may be damaged
when poor supervision becomes publicly known. Fur-
thermore, negative supervision experiences may drive
talented ECRs out of the scientific community (Christian
et al., 2021; Kis et al., 2022), so that their qualifications
will no longer be available to science.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. The overburdening of professors with tasks (see
P6) plays an important role: German professors
often have so many responsibilities and are busy
with so many things at once that they can only
provide high-quality supervision for a very small
number of ECRs, if any.

2. The current incentive system (see P5) rewards
the completion of as many doctorates as possible
without ever raising the question of supervision
quality.

3. The power imbalance between professors and
ECRs (see P8) can make ECRs reluctant to voice
criticism of inadequate supervision, or to demand
more and better supervision (e.g., more frequent
and detailed feedback).

4. There is a relative lack of clarity as to what consti-
tutes "good” supervision in the first place. As there
are no well-established standards for this, ECRs
often do not have a clear idea of what quantity
and quality of supervision they may legitimately
expect.

5. Personnel management and supervision skills do
not play a relevant role in training on the path
to becoming a professor, or in the assessment of
applications in the context of hiring professors
(P10).

6. It is often unclear whom ECRs may turn to if they
are dissatisfied with their supervision, and what
measures may be taken to alleviate such a situa-
tion. Sanctions for bad supervision do not exist
(P12).

Recommendations

(3.1.) Let universities and other research institu-
tions, the German Psychological Society, and institu-
tions funding research (e.g., German Research Foun-
dation, Federal Ministry of Research, Technology, and
Space) declare a plausible maximum number of ECRs
(e.g., five) who may collaborate scientifically with the
same supervisor at the same time.

(3.2.) With an increasing number of ECRs, the time
and energy that a supervisor may devote to each indi-
vidual ECR is likely to decrease. There is no automatism
here, but it is just not plausible that the number of ECRs
supervised by the same person may be raised indefi-
nitely without any loss in supervision quality. Therefore,
a large number of PhD students working with the same
supervisor should only be admitted under special con-
ditions (e.g., co-supervision), and the quality of super-
vision should then be regularly and carefully checked
(e.g., by interviewing the ECRs concerned, see 3.7.).

(3.3.) Devise and disseminate explicit guidelines re-
garding the cooperation between ECRs and professors.

(3.4.) Increase the use of supervision agreements
to increase the predictability and controllability of sci-
entific collaboration for all parties involved. In such
agreements, essential parameters of the planned col-
laboration should be put in writing (e.g., preliminary
research topic, modalities of changing topic and/or
supervisor, access to resources, rights to use data,
authorships, frequency and format of progress re-
ports, feedback). Standard ways of dealing with com-
plaints and conflicts, including responsibilities for han-
dling them, should also be clarified. The commission
has published a template for supervision agreements
(https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/
Empfehlungen/Handreichung_BV_zur_
Weitergabe__Fassung_Mai_06_2024_.pdf).

(3.5.) Regular feedback to professors on the quality
of their scientific cooperation with and supervision of
ECRs, by the latter (e.g., in the context of semi-annual
meetings, or based on the results of - possibly anony-
mous - surveys).

https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Empfehlungen/Handreichung_BV_zur_Weitergabe__Fassung_Mai_06_2024_.pdf
https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Empfehlungen/Handreichung_BV_zur_Weitergabe__Fassung_Mai_06_2024_.pdf
https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Empfehlungen/Handreichung_BV_zur_Weitergabe__Fassung_Mai_06_2024_.pdf
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(3.6.) As long as the current practice of merging the
roles of boss and scientific collaborator persists (the “su-
pervisor” is both at once), it will be necessary to es-
tablish explicit, legally binding regulations of the pro-
cedure for changing supervisors, including the condi-
tions under which each party may opt out of an existing
collaboration, and provisions for enabling a successful
completion of the candidate’s PhD regardless.

(3.7.) Use of Thesis Advisory Committees (TACs)
to establish independent oversight, documentation,
and, if necessary, protection of the ECRs’ research
projects. Here, a group of other researchers monitors
the progress of a doctoral project by way of regular, sep-
arate meetings with both parties (supervisor and PhD
student). Notably, supervisors shall not be members
of a TAC overseeing the progress of ECRs they work
with. TACs may include members from other univer-
sities and/or disciplines – this seems even desirable as
it may help promote the quality and interdisciplinarity
of the project concerned. The establishment of a TAC
should be a routine part of supervision agreements.

(3.8.) For academic positions with supervision re-
sponsibilities, the commission recommends systemati-
cally introducing validated tools for personnel develop-
ment, such as 360° feedback. Given the potential of
such assessment to be abused (e.g., to retaliate against
a supervisor for perceived injustices), this should be
tried primarily in the context of personnel development
(rather than personnel selection).

Problem Area 4. Poor Quality of Teaching (P4)

Besides research, teaching is one of the central tasks
of universities, as defined in German federal higher-
education acts. However, complaints about the poor
quality of academic teaching in Germany are not un-
common and include (a) lack of commitment by teach-
ing staff, (b) outdated content, (c) content of question-
able or obviously low relevance, (d) presentation for-
mats that are not conducive to learning, (e) redundan-
cies, as well as (f) unsuitable examination formats.

Those who are affected the most by these deficits are
students, who not only have to deal with unnecessary
frustrations and obstacles in the course of their studies,
but also with the feeling of not being valued in their
role and position. Also, learning success may fall short
of what would be desirable and achievable. Another
group of persons affected are those lecturers who are
more committed to teaching than would be absolutely
necessary, as their commitment is (apart from student
feedback) rarely rewarded. In fact, time invested in
teaching will not be available for research activities any-
more, and professors who do invest much of their time
this way are commonly regarded as being second-rate

or “deadwood”.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. At present, high-quality teaching is not explicitly
incentivized much within the German academic
environment. For tenured professors, negative
evaluations by students do not have any serious
consequences. It is mostly up to the teaching staff
to decide whether or what conclusions they want
to draw from such feedback, or whether even to
obtain such feedback in the first place. The easiest
option is not to draw any conclusions, to disregard
or not obtain feedback, and to continue as before.

2. Teaching skills play a subordinate role in aca-
demic hiring procedures at German universities
(see P10). This can be seen as a direct reflection of
the current incentive structure in which publica-
tions, citations, and third-party funding are given
much greater weight in evaluations of academic
institutions.

3. It is unclear how teaching quality should best be
assessed. At present, teaching quality is not mea-
sured in terms of achieving long-term teaching
goals (i.e., increasing the competencies of stu-
dents) – which is the primary goal of teaching
– but in terms of grades and pass rates, and in
terms of evaluations by students. These criteria
are prone to error: Typically, the content of classes
and exams as well as grading criteria are deter-
mined by the same persons who also teach the
classes. This creates a situation in which teach-
ers may achieve high pass rates, good average
exam grades, good teaching evaluations by their
students, and a low number of complaints simply
by lowering their standards (known as the "good
grades in return for bad teaching" principle). In
fact, this may be regarded as an instance of power
abuse – this time for the benefit of students (at
least superficially). The problem may be exacer-
bated by the fact that the mere number of gradua-
tions is commonly used as a metric of institutional
performance for universities.

4. A final important factor is, once again, the over-
burdening of professors with tasks (see P6). Con-
sidering the number of tasks with which profes-
sors are regularly expected to engage, a rational
response will be for them to reduce their effort in
those areas where it will have the least unpleasant
consequences for themselves (e.g., teaching).
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Recommendations

(4.1.) Create explicit, effective rewards (including
financial ones) for teachers who invest time and effort
into the quality of their teaching.

(4.2.) Give greater weight to teaching quality in hir-
ing procedures and in evaluations of faculties and uni-
versities.

(4.3.) Establish continuous training of teaching skills
for teachers in academia. Participation should be en-
couraged or even made mandatory (e.g., once a year).

(4.4.) Academic institutions should proactively and
individually approach their teachers, offering voluntary
external evaluation and expert advice on their teaching.

(4.5.) Professors teaching the same subject should
cooperate more closely with one another: They may
streamline and harmonize the content of their courses,
and work on creating shared teaching materials. Such
exchanges would likely promote the quality of teach-
ing overall (because each topic could be covered by the
teacher with the greatest expertise, respectively), and
reduce the workload for individual teachers. They may
(and should) also result in the creation of Open Educa-
tional Resources (i.e., freely available teaching materi-
als). The DGPs may take on a steering role here.

(4.6.) Criteria and methods for teaching evaluations
(especially by students) should be critically scrutinized
and optimized. Suggestions in this regard were made,
for example, by Kreitzer and Sweet-Cushman (2021).

(4.7.) The question of appropriate forms of exami-
nation in psychology should also be critically reflected
upon. Complaints by students about "presentation sem-
inars" and multiple-choice examinations, for example,
are common, but viable alternatives are hardly ever
specified.

Problem Area 5. Counterproductive Incentives (P5)

Scientists regularly compete with each other for lim-
ited resources such as positions and project funding.
In order to make decisions on the allocation of these
resources as objective as possible, the use of so-called
metrics of research productivity has become firmly es-
tablished. However, common quantitative metrics such
as publication and citation numbers, third-party fund-
ing totals, impact factors, and h-indices are increas-
ingly seen as lacking validity, so much so that their
use may actually be detrimental to the original goals of
science (European Commission, Directorate-General for
Research and Innovation, 2021; Leising et al., 2022b,
2022a)).

It is possible that stronger contributions to a domain’s
knowledge base have better chances of being published
in prestigious (“high-impact”) journals, and of becom-

ing cited. However, the same outcome is often achieved
by papers with relatively weak scientific content. This
is partly due to the fact that quality assurance through
peer review does not yet function well enough (see P9).
Among the negative consequences of this situation are
(a) a dubious scientific evidence base, and (b) biased
academic hiring and promotion procedures to the disad-
vantage of researchers who put more emphasis on the
quality, rather than the quantity, of their work.

Many of the commonly used metrics are easy to ma-
nipulate and are in fact commonly manipulated (Chap-
man et al., 2019; Falagas & Alexiou, 2008). For exam-
ple, surveys show that the acquisition of so-called guest
or honorary authorships by way of mutual favors or co-
ercion is a common form of scientific misconduct (Fong
& Wilhite, 2017; Gasparyan et al., 2013; Pruschak &
Hopp, 2022). The benefits of this practice for individ-
ual researchers and the institutions they work for are
obvious under the current incentive structure, while the
cost and the risk of discovery and sanctions (see P12)
is close to zero for everyone involved (i.e., those who
grant guest authorships and those who accept them).
The consequence is that authorships say very little about
people’s actual scientific contributions to a research pa-
per – it may range from several years of intensive work
to exactly zero. The mere number of a person’s author-
ships should thus be viewed as a discredited metric, yet
it continues to play a key role in research evaluations.

There also exist some counterproductive incentives
in the area of third-party funding. At some academic
institutions in Germany, success in acquiring third-party
funding is actually the only relevant criterion by which
the performance of professors is measured and possi-
bly rewarded (e.g., with a tax-funded bonus to a re-
searcher’s income). This is because a certain percent-
age of these sums is typically added on top as an “over-
head” to be used directly by the institution. German
academic institutions may actually need that money, as
they continue to be described as being short of budget
(e.g., Vallbracht, 2024). As a consequence, it is ratio-
nal for research institutions to spend as much money as
possible as quickly as possible on their research, and to
reward those researchers who help them achieve that
goal (e.g., with bonuses to their salaries). Researchers
whose research is the costliest are the most likely to be
rewarded that way.

Notably, all of this happens irrespective of any po-
tential returns on investment for the public that funds
the whole endeavor, and it also happens within a sys-
tem in which actual quality control is more or less un-
heard of. The current incentive structure is primarily
oriented towards quantity and attaches too little impor-
tance to actual scientific progress in terms of content
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(i.e., giving reliable answers to relevant scientific ques-
tions). This is also the case, for example, when profes-
sors, faculties, and universities are rewarded (e.g., in
university rankings) for the sheer number of completed
doctorates (Hachmeister, 2019), but decisions on the re-
spective quality criteria are made solely by those same
professors, faculties, and universities. This approach ob-
viously entails a strong incentive to increase completion
rates by lowering quality standards.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. The current dysfunctional metrics were proba-
bly once introduced with the best of intentions,
namely with the aim of establishing greater objec-
tivity in assessing scientific productivity. However,
their validity relies too much on the honesty of
individual researchers, and on the functioning of
the peer-review system. Apparently, it was under-
estimated how easily these metrics may be manip-
ulated, and how willing many would be to do just
that (Chapman et al., 2019; Fong & Wilhite, 2017;
John et al., 2012; Pruschak & Hopp, 2022).

2. It is not uncommon for academics working in the
system to justify their own acquiescence by saying
that they are more or less powerless to change the
current form of metrization, even though they ac-
tually share the growing criticism of it. Professors
routinely refer to faculty or university administra-
tions as the responsible agents, and these in turn
refer to ranking agencies and to political leader-
ship. This inclination to deny responsibility is a
key factor that keeps the problem going.

Recommendations

(5.1.) Raise public – and especially political – aware-
ness of the lack of validity of common metrics and the
possibility of developing and using more valid metrics.
This may be achieved by (e.g.) talking to the media, by
writing blog posts or open letters, or via official petitions
to parliaments.

(5.2.) Academic institutions and advocacy groups
should publicly distance themselves from the use
of invalid productivity metrics in science evaluation.
One way of doing this would be to join the Coali-
tion for the Advancement of Research Assessment
(https://coara.eu/) which the German Psychological
Society has already done.

(5.3.) Specify and start using more valid metrics,
especially ones capturing the methodological rigor of
studies (e.g., for representative data, sufficient statis-
tical power, and reproducibility checks that were suc-
cessfully carried out: Gärtner et al., 2025; Leising et

al., 2022b, 2022a; Schönbrodt et al., 2025). Scores at-
tained by individual articles may be aggregated for indi-
vidual researchers (e.g., as part of promotion or hiring
proceedings) or for entire institutions (e.g., as part of
rankings).

(5.4.) Use more valid metrics in specifying strategic
objectives (e.g., between professors, faculties, and uni-
versity leadership). For example, a faculty may be fi-
nancially incentivized for increasing its number of repli-
cation attempts (by X percent in a given time-span) –
irrespective of the outcome of those attempts.

(5.5.) Abandon the pure number of completed doc-
torates as an evaluation criterion in all of the previously
mentioned contexts.

(5.6.) Use more valid metrics as criteria in hiring and
promotion procedures (see 10.3.).

(5.7.) Voluntary public commitment by researchers
to a (relatively low) maximum number of authorships
per average year (Frith, 2020). This would be a highly
plausible way to prioritize quality over quantity, as it
shifts the focus to one’s most important projects, in-
stead of one’s being only superficially involved in as
many projects as possible. This measure would also help
reduce the overall number of manuscripts to be peer-
reviewed, which should enable more thorough peer re-
views in turn (see P9). As with some of the other rec-
ommendations we make, this one will be most effective
if adopted by many researchers at once.

Problem Area 6. Overburdening of Professors with
Tasks (P6)

Current expectations regarding German professors’
performance are considered by many to be far too high.
A study by Weihs et al. (2018) yielded an estimate of
56 hours average working time per week [95 percent
CI: 35, 80]. In another study by Jackenroll and Julmi
(2018), a substantial percentage of German professors
reported feeling exhausted (15 % none to mild; 55 %
mild to intermediate; 27 % intermediate to strong; 3 %
strong to very strong).

As a general rule, university professors in Germany
are expected to (a) teach eight to nine classes (typically
including lectures and seminars) per year. This requires
keeping teaching materials up to date (in both analog
and digital format) based on scientific innovation and
student feedback, as well as preparing and grading class
papers and exams. All of this is accompanied by a lot of
administrative work (e.g., archiving; handling of legal
complaints). Most professors also supervise Bachelor’s
and Master’s theses, which involves regular meetings
with students, reviewing drafts, and reading and grad-
ing the final versions of theses.
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The law requires German professors also to (b) con-
tribute to their institutions’ self-government. This im-
plies participation in the meetings of various commit-
tees (e.g., faculty, senate, teaching committee, exami-
nation committee, hiring committee, ethics committee,
open science committee, library committee, admissions
committee, budget committee), as well as studying and
commenting on the documents used in the work of
these committees.

German professors are also (c) the responsible per-
sonnel and budget managers of their respective work-
group, including not only the bureaucratic duties that
this entails (e.g., continuous monitoring of available
funds, initiating and overseeing hiring procedures,
reading and signing contracts, sometimes firing people),
but also a significant responsibility for their employees’
well-being and career progress (e.g., goal-setting, eval-
uation of goal achievement, giving feedback, help with
networking, identifying and managing conflicts, writing
reference letters).

Beyond meeting these “basic” requirements, profes-
sors are also expected to (d) continuously deliver re-
search that is internationally competitive. This requires
long-term, intensive content-related work at a high in-
tellectual level and in constant coordination with chang-
ing teams of colleagues within and outside the respec-
tive institution. Typical research projects take several
years from the beginning to completion: The literature
must be studied, grant proposals must be written, sub-
mitted to funding bodies, and often revised. The same
proposal must also be submitted to ethics committees.

The research that is going on in a professor’s group
must be supervised, discussed, and continuously opti-
mized. Data must be collected, stored, analyzed and in-
terpreted, and errors must be discovered and eventually
corrected. Depending on the field one works in, data
collection for a single project may take months or even
years. Project funds (e.g., subject compensation, ma-
terials, wages) must be spent and correctly accounted
for.

Furthermore, research results have to be presented at
conferences and submitted to scientific journals in the
form of manuscripts. The publishing process usually re-
quires extensive (often multiple) rounds of manuscript
reviews, at the same journal, or at different journals.
Drafting and continuously optimizing a single, high-
quality manuscript until it is ready for publication usu-
ally involves hundreds or even thousands of hours of
work. The current development towards Open Science
has increased this effort even more (e.g., by requiring
pre-registration, open data, etc.).

In addition, professors regularly appear on the "other
side" of the scientific process as well: as reviewers for

manuscripts or grant proposals, and in the context of
hiring procedures and award committees. Composing
such reviews may easily consume entire work days. Yet
another task is to make one’s own scientific work visi-
ble (e.g., by having it registered in relevant databases,
or via direct communication with the public using the
available media channels).

Finally, professors are expected to be (e) good repre-
sentatives of their respective institutions and of science
as a whole. For example, they are to appear at social
events such as alumni meetings or career days. They
answer e-mails regarding all sorts of topics by students,
colleagues, and journalists. And they volunteer to work
as members of the governing bodies of science (e.g., for
their professional societies).

The first to suffer from this overload of tasks are the
professors themselves, many of whom are constantly
working at the limits of their own capacity, often ac-
companied by the feeling that they have to cut back on
quality in order to be able to meet all the demands at
least to some extent. This contributes directly to the
lack of quality in research, teaching, and supervision.

The overburdening of professors with tasks also con-
tributes directly to the lack of thoroughness in peer re-
views (see P9) and in the work of appointment commit-
tees (see P10). Oversight (see P12) will also be weak
when professors have no time and energy left to pay
attention to what their colleagues are doing, and when
the responsible offices (e.g., for scientific integrity) are
staffed with other professors who can only engage with
this demanding type of work “on the side”.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. It has repeatedly been argued that academic in-
stitutions in Germany lack the basic funding that
they would need to function properly (Institut für
Demoskopie Allensbach, 2019; Vallbracht, 2024;
Wissenschaftsrat, 2023). If this is true, then it is
likely that too few people are expected to shoulder
too much work.

2. The low level of formal flexibility in the distribu-
tion of tasks (e.g., the teaching load is typically
the same for all professors) results in an inefficient
allocation of resources.

Recommendations

The main activities of professors should be in the ar-
eas of research and teaching. Generally speaking, the
commission recommends that professors be relieved of
some of the more extraneous tasks they are currently
burdened with, to enable them to concentrate more on
these core responsibilities of theirs.
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(6.1.) Increase the number of specialized positions
that relieve professors of delegable tasks (examples:
teaching coordinator, open science coordinator, exam
coordinator, lab manager, data steward). The creation
of such positions also prevents the coercion of ECRs to
perform such tasks "on the side".

(6.2.) Allow for more flexibility with regard to the
relative importance of the different tasks (research,
teaching, administration, "third mission"), both be-
tween professorships and within professorships over
time. Most notably, this includes making the teaching
load more flexible, which may require changes to the
respective state law.

(6.3.) Make it possible for professorships to be filled
part-time (e.g., through job-sharing). This may require
changes to state law. Halving the number of tasks as-
signed to a person this way may help reduce the felt
workload and pressure overall, thus contributing to bet-
ter well-being and better quality of the remaining work.

(6.4.) Make the overburdening of professorships
better visible by publicly naming it as a problem, and
through systematic research on the topic (e.g., by sur-
veying professors regarding their workload).

(6.5.) Increase the basic funding of higher-education
institutions in Germany, to enable adequate staffing (see
also 6.1.). This may be achieved at no additional cost
by repurposing some of the money that would otherwise
be used for competitive grants.

Problem Area 7. Fixed-Term and Short-Term Employ-
ment (P7)

Recent studies show that 81 percent of academic staff
in Germany are employed on a fixed-term basis (in
2013, the figure was 83 percent). According to a recent
evaluation, about one third of these employment con-
tracts have a duration of less than twelve months. In a
survey of around 6,000 employees holding such a po-
sition, every second person stated that they considered
the duration of their contract to be too short to achieve
the desired qualification goal (Sommer et al., 2022).

The commission sees three main disadvantages of the
current situation (see also Rahal et al., 2023): (a) The
quality of academic work is likely to suffer if employees
must permanently concern themselves with their own
professional future (and write job applications, for ex-
ample) in addition to their actual scientific tasks. Slim
time perspectives may come into conflict with the basic
requirement for diligence in research (e.g., the necessity
to check for errors, attempt replications, and so on). (b)
The constant dependence of ECRs on renewals of their
fixed-term contracts makes them vulnerable to exploita-
tion attempts by superiors (Scherpenberg et al., 2021).
(c) Precarious and unstable employment conditions,

even after attaining a doctorate, make it comparatively
unattractive to remain in German academia (both when
compared to academic employment in other countries,
and to regular employment outside of academia). For
example, the lack of compatibility between such em-
ployment conditions (which require high levels of re-
gional mobility) and family planning is obvious (Kuhnt
et al., 2022). This may lead women in particular to
quit academia after completing their doctorate (Lemser,
2019). In a recent survey, 72 percent of professors
agreed that career prospects for ECRs are “too un-
certain” (Deutsches Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wis-
senschaftsforschung (DZHW), 2024).

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. The lack of non-competitive basic funding limits
the institutions’ ability to plan ahead and virtually
forces them to retain as much budget flexibility as
possible through temporary appointments.

2. In 2007, the German federal government intro-
duced a new law (i.e., the German Act on Tem-
porary Scientific Contracts; WissZVG; see Som-
mer et al., 2022) with the original intention of
limiting fixed-term employment. To achieve that
goal, this law prohibits further fixed-term employ-
ment for persons who have worked in academia
for 12 years or more. However, the effect was
pretty much the opposite of what had been origi-
nally intended: instead of being given permanent
positions, ECRs are now regularly unable to find
further employment once they have reached the
12-year limit.

3. Given that professors in Germany currently have
the authority to hire “their own” ECRs, university
administrations attempt to make their available
professorships attractive by keeping all the ECR
positions associated with them easy to vacate.

4. Occasionally, it is argued that permanent employ-
ment would reduce the productivity of scientists
(due to lower pressure). To the best of our knowl-
edge, however, there is no empirical evidence sup-
porting this claim, and the same argument could
also be used against the permanent appointment
of professors.

Recommendations

(7.1.) Use of US-style tenure-track positions as the
standard path toward a tenured professorship. This
may be accomplished using an approach in which an
ever-increasing number of professors is appointed this
way (DGPs Board of Directors, 2022). The main goal in
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this would be to provide ECRs with more predictability
in planning their careers. A positive evaluation should
lead to a permanent position, either with or without the
title of professor.

(7.2.) Increase the number of permanent positions
with full or even increased teaching load. The holders
of these permanent positions may also contribute to re-
lieving professors from some of their more peripheral
tasks (see 6.1.).

(7.3.) Make 4 years the regular contract duration
for PhD positions and/or take measures to shorten the
typical time-span needed for completing a PhD to 3
years. The latter should become easier when also im-
plementing recommendations 7.4. (relieving PhD stu-
dents from data-collection work) and 8.6 (making a sin-
gle manuscript the basis for a PhD).

(7.4.) Pure data collection for research projects can
and should primarily be carried out by research assis-
tants (RA), not by PhD students. This would relieve
the latter of a task for which they are usually overqual-
ified and give them time to concentrate on scientific
tasks that they cannot delegate (e.g., reading, design-
ing studies, analyzing data, attending conferences, writ-
ing manuscripts). It would also make the people who
carry out the data collection less vulnerable to abuses
of power by principal investigators, since the dependen-
cies associated with PhD completion may not be used as
leverage against them.

Problem Area 8. Unnecessarily Strong Power Imbal-
ance (P8)

Depending on the position, jobs in academia offer
varying degrees of opportunity to exercise power over
others. The power gap between those who hold a pro-
fessorship and most other people in the system (espe-
cially ECRs and students) is particularly large (Scher-
penberg et al., 2021): A German professorship entails
the power to make decisions over resources (e.g., labo-
ratory time, research infrastructure such as computers,
congress fees, travel expenses), to evaluate the work of
others (e.g., grading of theses), and to hire people or
discontinue their contracts. With a majority of votes in
hiring and promotion committees (see P10), professors
also decide who else will be appointed to a professor-
ship. As reviewers and editors for scientific journals,
they decide whose work is published where (see P9),
and who will be awarded a research grant. As teachers,
professors basically have complete autonomy in deter-
mining the content (including difficulty level) of their
classes and exams.

In addition, more informal sources of power play an
important role. For example, given their expertise and
standing in the scientific community, professors are able

freely to decide whether to help push the careers of ju-
nior scientists by (e.g.) collaborating with them, intro-
ducing them to influential colleagues (i.e., other poten-
tial collaborators), or recommending them for leader-
ship positions (e.g., on editorial boards).

Unfortunately, the existing power imbalance exposes
those who do not hold a professorship to potential
power abuse (see P2), and research suggests that differ-
ent forms of power abuse may actually be fairly com-
mon in German academia (e.g., Scherpenberg et al.,
2021). For example, the power associated with a pro-
fessorship may be used to coerce employees into ap-
plying questionable scientific practices (QRPs) (see P1).
Speaking more generally, the integrity of the scientific
discourse itself is likely to suffer when discussions be-
tween professors and ECRs take place within relation-
ships characterized by so much dependency of the latter
on the former (Kuhnt et al., 2022). In a recent survey,
about 40 percent of German professors agreed with the
statement that the existing hierarchies have a detrimen-
tal effect on the autonomy of ECRs (Deutsches Zentrum
für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung (DZHW),
2024).

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. The unnecessarily steep power imbalance be-
tween professors and most other people in the
academic system results primarily from the ac-
cumulation of various functions in the hands of
the former. Particularly problematic for ECRs
(probably the most vulnerable group) may be the
fact that their closest scientific collaborators are
also their immediate superiors, combined with the
common practice of short-term employment (P7).
There is a very concrete risk that the need to have
one’s contract renewed repeatedly may be used as
leverage against ECRs (Kuhnt et al., 2022).

2. Another possible source of leverage against ECRs
is rooted in the alleged or actual power of profes-
sors to give or deny access to the research data
that are collected as part of a project. For most
ECRs, having access to these data is an indispens-
able prerequisite for being able to work on their
research questions at all. However, the legal situ-
ation in this area ("who owns the data?") is largely
unclear to most of those involved. Most often, it
is simply assumed that the data are owned by the
head of the respective division (i.e., the profes-
sor).

3. Moreover, most German professors are public ser-
vants (“Beamte”), which gives them an extraordi-
nary level of job security (e.g., it is comparatively
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difficult to fire them; e.g., Löwe and Valet, 2023),
and their relatively fair salaries give them the ad-
vantage of being able to afford good legal counsel
in cases of conflict – a privilege not enjoyed by
most ECRs.

Recommendations

(8.1.) Disentangle the roles as scientific collaborator
and superior of ECRs, both of which are currently held
by professors, and instead assign personnel responsibil-
ity to the department as a whole. This means that pro-
fessorships will no longer have ECR positions formally
assigned to them (Specht et al., 2017). Rather, let junior
and senior scientists agree on working together rather
informally, and make it clear that such arrangements
may be modified in the course of a junior scientist’s as-
sociation with the department (see 3.4.). In order to
prevent an undue concentration of power in the dean’s
office, personnel decisions (e.g., over premature con-
tract termination) should be made jointly by a standing
committee with a regularly changing composition.

(8.2.) Make exemplary solutions in this regard visi-
ble (e.g., by reporting on them on the DGPs website), as
a model for other faculties.

(8.3.) Authorship, access to data, and access to fi-
nancial and material research resources (e.g., labora-
tory hours, travel funds) should be explicitly and bind-
ingly regulated at the beginning of any scientific co-
operation. For ECRs, this should be made part of a su-
pervision agreement (see 3.4.).

(8.4.) Delegate (at least part of) the coaching func-
tion currently associated with professorships to persons
who are particularly qualified for this (e.g., specialized
counselors at grad schools). These counselors also need
a budget for financing training workshops for ECRs.

(8.5.) Make an external assessment of all scientific
work the rule: Persons who were themselves involved in
the preparation of some piece of scientific output (such
as a manuscript) should not be involved in the assess-
ment of that work. The same goes for all of their close
collaborators.

(8.6.) A single manuscript that could be submitted
to a scientific journal for review should be sufficient as
the basis for a doctorate. This rule takes into account
the significantly higher demands of research in times
of Open Science, as well as the general goal of giving
more weight to the quality (as opposed to the quantity)
of research.

(8.7.) This manuscript should be reviewed externally
(i.e., by persons not part of the same research team
or faculty) and independently of any peer review by a
scientific journal that may also take place. Otherwise
ECRs might be forced to endure long review processes

for which they themselves are not in any way responsi-
ble. External (preferably international) reviewers may
be selected by an independent body (e.g., thesis advi-
sory committee). This approach implies that the com-
pletion of a doctorate is explicitly decoupled from any
publication success.

(8.8.) Abolish the grading of doctoral theses. Evalua-
tions should instead be made in terms of these four cate-
gories: “passed”, “significant formal revision necessary”,
“significant revision of content necessary”, “failed”.

(8.9.) Consider a more equal representation of the
four major academic status groups (professors, ECRs,
students, administration) in the self-governing bodies of
academic institutions. This is likely to require changes
to state law.

(8.10.) Provide ECRs with budgets for congress par-
ticipation and travel that they may use at their own dis-
cretion.

(8.11.) Establish and provide sustainable financing
for a position that offers independent legal advice for
ECRs at no cost to them (up to a certain limit).

(8.12.) Develop and publish a legally sound guide-
line on the topic of "Rights to Research Data". This is a
task for the DGPs (and/or DFG) leadership. The com-
mission recommends taking into account the relevant
experiences documented by the German Research Om-
budsman (Czesnick, 2020).

Problem Area 9. Ineffective Peer-Review System (P9)

Peer review (i.e., the assessment of research ideas
and research results by colleagues) is supposed to func-
tion as the primary quality-assurance mechanism of the
academic world. It is necessary because competently
assessing some scientific achievement usually requires
a high level of expertise, which only other researchers
working in the same field have to a sufficient extent.
The commission assumes that peer review must and will
continue to play the decisive role in making such assess-
ments in the future.

However, it has become clear that peer review often
does not properly fulfill its quality-assurance function
(Rennie, 2016; Tennant & Ross-Hellauer, 2020; Vazire
& Holcombe, 2021). This applies both to reviews of sci-
entific manuscripts and to reviews of grant proposals.
The following concerns are commonly voiced in that re-
gard:

(a) Peer review is hardly able to detect actual fraud
(see P1).

(b) The peer-review system is susceptible to nepotism
and (positive as well as negative) reciprocity effects.
This is because academic fields are often small (people
know who is working on what), roles of authors and
reviewers change continuously in both directions, and
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the supposed anonymity of authors and reviewers is of-
ten questionable, or even actively broken (“guess who
reviewed your grant proposal recently?”), without this
ever becoming transparent or being regulated.

(c) Peer review may be strongly influenced by polit-
ical and strategic considerations (e.g., attempts to pro-
mote or impede a particular research subject, or a par-
ticular "school of thought” on a given subject), with this
being hidden behind pseudo-scientific arguments.

(d) Some reviewers and editors use their positions of
power in the peer-review process to pressure authors
into citing them, or to steal others’ ideas, or to pre-
vent/delay publications by others that could (suppos-
edly) stand in the way of their own academic success
(e.g., because the reviewed work challenges the review-
ers’/editors’ own work).

(e) Reviews are sometimes negligent and superficial,
which is a problem given how much people’s career
prospects depend on publication success. For example,
actual checks of reproducibility (i.e., running the asso-
ciated code on the associated data and comparing the
results to those reported in an article) are still not con-
ducted at most journals.

(f) Some reviewers use inappropriately condescend-
ing, hostile, or hurtful language.

(g) The system is inefficient because articles rejected
by one journal keep getting submitted to other journals
until they are eventually published somewhere.

(h) The fact that so many findings cannot be repli-
cated shows that the current peer-review system is not
a sufficient gatekeeping mechanism against the publica-
tion of low-quality research.

The main victims of a dysfunctional peer-review sys-
tem are those researchers who value and produce high-
quality research, as they cannot be sure that their ef-
forts will be appreciated and rewarded. Good publica-
tion success may be achieved with easily-produced and
methodologically inferior research if non-scientific (e.g.,
personal, political) influences play a decisive role in the
publication process. This may then translate into unfair
disadvantages in hiring procedures (see P10). Other re-
searchers working in the same field may also be nega-
tively affected if they must build their own research on
published studies of dubious quality.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. The number of items (i.e., grant proposals and
journal manuscripts) to be reviewed is constantly
very high, which has led to a situation in which it
becomes more and more difficult to find qualified
reviewers (so-called "reviewer fatigue"). One of
the main reasons for this high number of submis-
sions is to be found in misaligned incentives (see

P5): Researchers are primarily rewarded for pub-
lishing as much as possible as quickly as possible,
and for raising and spending as much third-party
funding as possible.

2. Most reviewers are professors, who tend to be
overburdened with tasks (see P6). The constant
distraction by numerous other tasks makes it less
likely that they are willing and able to invest the
necessary diligence into their reviewing work.

3. There are hardly any extrinsic incentives for tak-
ing one’s reviewing work seriously and investing
the time and diligence that would be needed.

4. The primary interest of commercial publishers is
to generate revenue from selling articles. More
thorough reviews would prevent many articles
from ever being published, and they would slow
down the publication process for the remaining
ones. There is a clear conflict of interest here
between the publishers’ commercial interest and
quality assurance.

5. Due to a common lack of transparency on the side
of the authors, reviewers have a hard time get-
ting a complete and unadorned picture of the re-
search, and thus have to rely on the validity of the
information that the authors are willing to make
available.

6. Traditionally, peer reviews are not made pub-
lic. This leaves room for editors’ decisions to be
“based on peer review” with little accountability
for the quality of the respective information base
(i.e., the reviews), for how carefully the sound-
ness of the reviewers’ arguments was considered,
and whether appropriate measures for preventing
undue (e.g., political) influences on the review
process were taken.

Recommendations

(9.1.) Public declaration by professional societies
and research institutions that a significant reduction of
the publication output in terms of quantity is needed.

(9.2.) Reduce the number of manuscripts under re-
view by significantly increasing the minimal method-
ological requirements (e.g., mandatory pre-registration
and replication) and desk-rejecting manuscripts in case
of non-compliance with these requirements. In this,
special study features such as particularly expensive /
sophisticated designs or participant samples that are dif-
ficult to recruit must be taken into consideration.

(9.3.) Move to not-for-profit scientific publishing
as the standard model, as quickly as possible. There
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should be no commercial interests that may interfere
with the original purposes of scientific publishing. Plat-
forms affording not-for-profit publishing do already ex-
ist and continue to emerge (e.g., the PsychOpen GOLD
program at ZPID; Meta-Psychology hosted at Linnaeus
University in Sweden). Not-for-profit publishing should
lead to a smaller overall publication volume and a bet-
ter signal-to-noise ratio in the published literature. It
thus bears significant potential for improving efficiency
in the spending of public resources.

(9.4.) The Commission recommends that the transi-
tion to not-for-profit publishing be publicly declared a
key strategic goal by professional societies and univer-
sities.

(9.5.) As a general rule, the contents of peer reviews
should be made public. This would provide some ur-
gently needed transparency in regard to the soundness
of the arguments on whose grounds journal editors ul-
timately reject or accept a paper.

(9.6.) Get specialized experts involved who – in addi-
tion to the traditional content review – evaluate submit-
ted manuscripts for their more technical aspects (e.g.,
compliance with pre-registrations; reproducibility of re-
sults using open data and code).

(9.7.) Peer reviews should be signed by the review-
ers, if possible. This would increase transparency and
accountability with regard to possible influences of (hid-
den) networks and reciprocities, as well as reviewers’
vested interests and biases for or against certain subjects
or methods. In addition, such unblinding may help en-
courage reviewers to adopt a constructive tone. There
may, however, still be situations in which anonymous
peer review is appropriate.

(9.8.) Note, however, that unblinding may inad-
vertently strengthen the aforementioned reciprocity ef-
fects: Authors may wish to “pay back” reviewers whose
identities they know, when the roles of author and re-
viewer are reversed some time in the future (Lynam et
al., 2019). A further risk may lie in a generally reduced
willingness of reviewers to express appropriate criticism
publicly. These risks must therefore be kept in mind and
monitored. This monitoring will become easier when
the content of reviews is routinely published (see 9.5.).

(9.9.) Peer reviews should be recognized as a pub-
lication format in its own right, receive DOIs, and thus
become citable. This should help increase the motiva-
tion of reviewers to be thorough in their work. The
commission proposes that journals maintain (or link
to) a database containing all submitted manuscripts as
preprints, as well as the citable reviews that were writ-
ten about each submission.

Note, however, that this approach does entail some
potential for power abuse, because editors may prefer

to invite certain reviewers and thus provide them with
more opportunities for getting their reviews published
(and cited). To prevent this, (a) it should be made
transparent who has invited whom to be a reviewer for
a manuscript, (b) such decisions should not be made
by a single person, and (c) the number of such invita-
tions to the same reviewer should be limited (e.g., to 3
per year and journal). Note that DOI allocation is also
conceivable for anonymous reviews.

(9.10.) Promote registered reports as the gold stan-
dard in publishing empirical studies. This publishing
model automatically entails pre-registration, helps fight
publication bias, and makes the expertise of reviewers
available at earlier stages of the research process, so it
may actually contribute to better study planning. Sub-
mission of registered reports could be incentivized by
offering fast-tracking for them.

Problem Area 10. Questionable Assessment Prac-
tices in Hiring Professors (P10)

For years, a need for improvement has been artic-
ulated with regard to selection procedures in hiring
personnel for leadership positions in German academia
(e.g., Abele-Brehm and Bühner, 2016a, 2016b). Com-
mon complaints include a lack of due diligence, the
use of data (e.g., metrics) of questionable validity, fail-
ure to capture highly relevant personality characteristics
(e.g., integrity, leadership skills), and an overly strong
influence of local micropolitics. All of this may result
in suboptimal decisions that have a variety of negative
effects: (a) Students may be affected by poor teach-
ing (see P4), (b) scientific personnel may be affected
by problematic leadership behavior, both on the profes-
sional level (e.g., demanding the use of QRPs) and on
the interpersonal level (e.g., bullying), (c) to the extent
that unethical leaders give ECRs who tolerate such be-
havior preferential treatment (e.g., by furthering their
careers), questionable scientific and interpersonal val-
ues may be passed on to the next generation and multi-
plied in their problematic effects, (d) appointing scien-
tific leaders with questionable integrity is likely to lead
to poor integrity of the scientific output, to the detri-
ment of other researchers and the general public (see
P1), (e) the appointment of persons with low integrity
to academic leadership positions creates a considerable
reputational risk for the institutions concerned ("scan-
dals").

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. Validly assessing candidates for professorships not
only requires (a) basic diagnostic competencies
(e.g., knowledge of concepts such as reliability,
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predictive and construct validity, as well as typ-
ical errors of judgment) and (b) specific exper-
tise for judging the quality of an applicant’s sci-
entific contributions (e.g., publications) (instead
of just counting them, for example), but also
(c) the time and willingness to use these com-
petencies conscientiously and thoroughly. How-
ever, time is something that German professors
are notoriously short of, due to the vast range of
tasks that they are supposed to handle simultane-
ously (see P6). The potential long-term benefits
that may be incurred by doing diligent committee
work (e.g., more productive collaborations with
new colleagues, fewer scandals) may thus often be
trumped by more immediate concerns over where
best to allocate one’s time and energy in the next
few weeks or months.

2. As an alternative to a thorough qualitative exam-
ination of the research performance of individual
applicants, the use of mainly quantitative metrics
(e.g., number of publications and citations, third-
party funding, h-indices, impact factors) is still
very common. These metrics not only appear to
be comparatively objective, but are also very easy
to determine. Their use may thus save committee
members time and effort, which makes it very at-
tractive. However, it has become more and more
obvious how easily these metrics may be manip-
ulated, and how readily some researchers do ma-
nipulate them (e.g., Chapman et al., 2019). For
example, guest and "honorary" authorships con-
tinue to be among the most common forms of
scientific misconduct (Fong & Wilhite, 2017; Pr-
uschak & Hopp, 2022), despite the fact that these
practices have been denounced as unethical for
decades. The lengths of publication lists and the
impact factors of the journals one publishes in
continue to play important roles in selecting aca-
demic leadership personnel. Taken together, this
may lead to a selection of the most ruthless indi-
viduals for professorships (i.e., the ones who have
the least objections against maximizing their own
numeric indices of research productivity at any
cost).

3. With regard to the assessment of teaching compe-
tence, it must be asked whether the typical 15-
minute live-teaching sample is a valid indicator
of those characteristics that one is looking for in
a professor (e.g., the ability to explain difficult
matters in ways that foster interest and under-
standing in students). The use of course evalua-
tions by students as indicators of teaching quality

is similarly questionable, as it is known that such
data strongly reflect relatively extraneous factors
such as affection for the teacher and the difficulty
of the subject (Kreitzer & Sweet-Cushman, 2021;
Stroebe, 2020).

4. As pointed out above, the commission assumes
that problems such as abuse of power (see P2) and
scientific misconduct (see P1) result from interac-
tions between environmental conditions and the
personality dispositions of certain individuals. A
thorough assessment of such dispositions should
thus be part of any hiring procedure for perma-
nent positions in academia. However, at present
there is still a gross disparity between their obvi-
ous relevance (Forster & Lund, 2018; Peus et al.,
2015) and the rather marginal role that person-
ality dispositions typically play in assessing candi-
dates. More generally speaking, there is too little
clarity regarding standards of good leadership be-
havior in German academia.

5. The Commission is not aware of any systematic
studies addressing the influence of local micro-
politics on hiring procedures in academia. How-
ever, a large body of anecdotal evidence suggests
that the personal interests of current faculty mem-
bers (e.g., fear of competition or critical scrutiny
of one’s own work) do often play a rather decisive
role in the selection of candidates.

Recommendations

(10.1.) Members of hiring committees need diagnos-
tic expertise. Concepts such as reliability and validity,
typical judgment errors and their causes, as well as ways
to avoid them are familiar to most trained psychologists.
However, most hiring committees include many mem-
bers who lack such expertise. It thus seems advisable to
train those people for the task.

(10.2.) Members of hiring committees need time and
energy for a thorough review of applications. There-
fore, their efforts must be compensated (e.g., by reliev-
ing them of some of their teaching duties, or by grant-
ing them additional personnel and material resources
for their research). This likewise applies to members
of committees making tenure decisions or decisions on
the hiring of staff for non-professorial but permanent
positions.

(10.3.) Explicitly use Good Scientific Practice crite-
ria when evaluating the scientific output and potential
of applicants (Gärtner et al., 2025; Leising et al., 2022b,
2022a; Schönbrodt et al., 2025).

(10.4.) Develop and use more valid indicators
of teaching skills. For shortlisted candidates, live or
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recorded teaching samples could be assessed by experts
with regard to correctness of content, didactics, and ap-
propriateness for the intended audience, as well as the
applicants’ ability to engage with questions construc-
tively, and to promote debate and knowledge transfer.
Comprehension tests for participants (pre-post) would
enable a more objective assessment of learning progress
than is possible, for example, with global ratings of stu-
dent satisfaction.

(10.5.) Relevant personality traits and competen-
cies (e.g., ethical leadership, mentoring, and conflict
management) must be explicitly recognized in their
importance and be accounted for by assessment pro-
cedures (Abele-Brehm & Bühner, 2016b). Mere self-
assessments of these characteristics must be assumed to
have very limited utility, due to their strong social de-
sirability. A personality variable of utmost importance
is personal integrity, which needs to be distinguished
from agreeableness, because integrity is most clearly
demonstrated in instances where a person openly dares
to object to unethical behavior even if it is shown by
almost everybody else. More research into viable ways
of validly assessing this domain is needed. Based on a
review of the available literature, the commission rec-
ommends looking more closely into the following meth-
ods: assessment centers (Müller, 2015); structured in-
terviews including biographical elements and critical
scenarios (Strobel et al., 2018); Situational Judgment
Tests (Corstjens et al., 2017; Kasten et al., 2020); in-
tegrity tests (Marcus et al., 2007; Ones & Viswesvaran,
2001; Ones et al., 1993, 2012; Van Iddekinge et al.,
2012). The level of candidates’ voluntary transparency
about their own research processes (as demonstrated by
their using Open Science practices) may function as a
proxy measure of integrity in this domain. The RESQUE
Collector App (Gärtner et al., 2025) may be used to as-
sess this.

(10.6.) Significantly increase the proportion of ex-
ternal members in hiring committees, and have them
selected in ways that ensure their independence (of the
local faculty, and each other). For example, external
members of hiring committees may be selected by a
group that is appointed for that purpose by a profes-
sional association. This approach may not only help
limit unwanted influences of local micro-politics, but
also add some relevant (e.g., diagnostic) expertise.

Problem Area 11. Lack of Clarity of, and Low Com-
mitment to, Ethical Standards (P11)

The existence of ethical norms is a necessary prereq-
uisite for being able to judge people’s actions as more
or less morally acceptable. It is therefore central to all
twelve problem areas that are addressed in the current

paper. To establish an ethical organizational climate and
culture, however, not only do norms have to exist, but
members of the organization need to be aware of them,
take them seriously, and identify with them.

In recent years, the concept of an organization’s “eth-
ical climate” has been applied to academic institutions.
Work climate is defined as organizational norms and
conventions that are seen by an organization’s members
as existing within its structures and procedures (Martin
& Cullen, 2006). It is assumed that an organization’s
climate is amenable to planned change (e.g., Vid̄ak et
al., 2021). Richardson and Healy (2019) point out the
relevance of an overarching framework for promoting
an ethical climate at institutions of higher education,
and the leadership’s responsibility to assess the current
ethical climate, in order to understand its impact on the
staff’s behavior.

Empirical studies suggest that many who work in
science perceive the gap between theory and practice
in that regard as being quite large (Chapman et al.,
2019). For example, although most scientists are proba-
bly aware of the difference between acceptable and un-
acceptable research practices, use of the latter seems to
be fairly common (see P1). When members of an orga-
nization perceive its alleged ethical principles as merely
a shallow facade (because they keep getting violated by
the actual behavior of the organization’s members), this
may breed cynicism and alienation (Mete, 2013). With
regard to the use vs. abuse of power (see P2), even the
relevant norms themselves seem not to be entirely clear.
The commission’s extensive discussions with various ac-
tors in the system revealed that many of them seem to
be unsure about why certain actors are given certain
powers, and where the line should be drawn between
legitimate uses of those powers and illegitimate abuses.

There also seems to be little knowledge regarding
forms of destructive leadership that may be fueled by
a leader’s narcissistic or psychopathic personality char-
acteristics (see P10), and most employees know very lit-
tle about their own rights under labor law. Such a lack
of clarity may be conducive to misconduct. The com-
mission thus recognizes a need for raising awareness in
these regards.

Causes / Contributing Factors

1. A more consistent implementation of Good Scien-
tific Practice is severely impeded by the current in-
centive system, which rewards quantity over qual-
ity (see P5). Injunctive norms (i.e., officially de-
clared values and guidelines) often stand in di-
rect opposition to descriptive norms (i.e., actual
behavior).

2. In academia, issues of power and power abuse
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in the workplace have only recently begun to be
taken seriously. The commission suspects that
the previous neglect of these issues was rooted
in a widespread, hyper-competitive mindset that
prioritized (the appearance of) productivity and
achievement over almost all other aspects of work
(e.g., the well-being of employees). It may also be
a reflection of more general avoidance tendencies:
Most people – within and outside of academia
– are reluctant actively to confront the question
of how well they are living up to (their own or
others’) moral standards, and to deal with such
unpleasant topics as manipulation, deception, ex-
ploitation, corruption, and boundary violations.

Recommendations

(11.1.) Offer (continuous) training regarding top-
ics with ethical relevance: power and abuse of power;
Good Scientific Practice and Open Science; bullying and
ostracism; sexual harassment; conformity and dissent;
psychopathy and narcissism; leadership; corruption, in-
cluding the applicable laws; dealing with and learn-
ing from mistakes; labor laws; quantity versus quality
in research; whistleblowing and complaint mechanisms
(e.g., Kohrs et al., 2023). Make participation in such
training obligatory, if possible.

(11.2.) Such training should have an applied,
psycho-educational character. Working on emotionally
engaging case examples may be a particularly suitable
method for this (Katsarov et al., 2022). The primary
goal should be to make such topics discussable in the
first place, to enable participants to recognize when eth-
ical questions are involved, and to make more respon-
sible decisions in that regard. Useful recommendations
regarding course design may be found in van den Hoven
et al. (2023) and in Prieß-Buchheit et al. (2020).

(11.3.) The target audience for such training should
include students, professors, ECRs, staff, and univer-
sity leadership – in other words, everyone who is some-
how involved in research or teaching activities. A study
covering three countries (Netherlands, Spain, Croatia)
by Evans et al. (2022) shows the importance of an
institution-wide approach.

(11.4.) For efficiency, the commission recommends
that academic institutions work together in developing
a shared curriculum for such this type of training.

(11.5.) Another possible measure would be the
training of multipliers who are explicitly appointed
as contact persons regarding ethical questions and
problems. They might be tasked with proactively
promoting the importance of ethical awareness and
commitment (e.g., by giving short refresher talks
on regular bases). Some tested material can be

found online at https://www.path2integrity.eu/ and
https://sops4ri.eu/.

Problem Area 12. Weak Control and Sanctioning
Mechanisms (P12)

In many areas of the private sector (e.g., banking,
mobility, pharmaceutical research), it has become ac-
cepted that the actions of organizations and the individ-
uals in them have to be externally monitored in some
way, especially if these actions have the potential ad-
versely to affect public goods. In many fields of science
(including psychology), the situation to date is very dif-
ferent: Most of the responsibility for supervision, con-
trols, and possible sanctions lies with the academic insti-
tutions themselves. However, many case reports in the
media as well as survey studies show that the current
complaint systems are not very effective (Elson et al.,
2021; Höbel et al., 2022; Scherpenberg et al., 2021;
Schraudner et al., 2019). Potential complainants do
not trust them, do not use them, and unethical conduct
hardly ever has severe consequences for perpetrators.

Scientific misconduct harms the scientific community
and the general public. Other forms of misconduct (ex-
ploitation, bullying, sexual harassment) harm the re-
spective victims’ physical and mental health. More-
over, in the rare cases where such misconduct is actually
uncovered, it often causes immense reputational dam-
age to those directly responsible and to the institutions
they work for. This damage is all the greater if it also
becomes apparent that others in the institution knew
about the misconduct for a long time, did nothing to
stop it, or even attempted to help cover it up.

Causes / Contributing Factors

Several different factors contribute to the current sit-
uation in which control and sanctioning mechanisms in
academia fail to perform their functions adequately:

1. In contrast to many universities’ public commit-
ments to ethical research practices, the easiest
path for them to create an appearance of research
excellence is by rewarding researchers who help
optimize the common metrics (see P5), while not
asking too many questions regarding the means
by which this is achieved.

2. Potential whistleblowers or complainants are not
familiar with the respective procedures, or the
relevant procedures and responsibilities have not
even been sufficiently specified.

3. Potential whistleblowers or complainants lack
confidence in the existing complaint channels.

https://www.path2integrity.eu/
https://sops4ri.eu/
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This may be due to doubts about (a) the confi-
dentiality and/or (b) the effectiveness of the des-
ignated procedures, and/or (c) the impartiality of
the responsible office-holders. All three types of
doubts seem to be justified, as media reports and
personal testimonies to members of the commis-
sion suggest.

4. The investigative and sanctioning powers of the
responsible offices and of the universities’ leader-
ship boards are very limited. For example, om-
budspersons working for different academic in-
stitutions are not legally allowed to share their
knowledge of individual cases with one another,
and the most serious sanction that the German Re-
search Foundation has for violations of its ethics
code is a five-year ban on submitting grant pro-
posals.

5. The responsible offices within German academic
institutions tend to be poorly staffed. Ombudsper-
sons, for example, are often academics who do the
job on top of their everyday duties (see P6), who
receive no (e.g., financial) compensation or even
incentives for doing the job thoroughly, and who
often lack the legal and psychological expertise
necessary for doing it well. In addition, turnover
is high, which makes it even more difficult to han-
dle the often complex and lengthy cases properly.

6. If the accused are professors, the power imbalance
between them and most potential complainants
(see P8) tends to induce intense fear (e.g., of re-
taliation) in the latter. For example, complainants
may be afraid that a professor could take revenge
on them by attempting to ruin their career. Un-
der German law, most professors are state employ-
ees and thus almost unfireable, whereas almost all
ECRs work on fixed-term contracts with relatively
short durations (see P7).

7. The effectiveness of internal complaint mecha-
nisms may be severely diminished by conflicts of
interest that arise from the existence of personal
and/or professional relationships between the ac-
cused and (a) the officers responsible for dealing
with complaints, and/or (b) others in the same in-
stitution who know of misconduct and might file
a complaint. Often, taking reported problems se-
riously could lead to greater damage to relation-
ships and reputations than attempting to conceal
them.

8. The fact that so few cases of misconduct are re-
ported is sometimes misinterpreted by decision-
makers as an indication of a low prevalence of

problems. There is a feedback loop in operation
here, in which the factual weakness of oversight
(with few complaints being made and even fewer
sanctions imposed) is used as an argument against
the need for oversight in the first place.

9. Lack of awareness and commitment regarding
ethical standards (see P11) is also likely to
contribute to the lack of effective oversight in
academia. This is because (a) potential whistle-
blowers may simply not have a clear enough un-
derstanding of what is and what is not acceptable,
and (b) members of the institution may decide to
abstain from flagging unethical behavior that they
see being tolerated all the time.

10. Finally, university professors enjoy a very high
reputation with the German public (e.g., as intel-
ligent, meticulous and responsible people whose
primary aim is to benefit the public). Such views
may make the necessity of oversight of these peo-
ple’s activities seem less than obvious for layper-
sons.

Given all of these challenges – entirely to the detri-
ment of potential whistleblowers – it is not sur-
prising that successful complaints seem to be a
rare exception rather than the rule in the science
system (Elson et al., 2021; Höbel et al., 2022),
and that many cases of even severe misconduct
only come to light via the press.

Recommendations

(12.1.) Specify all reporting procedures and pub-
lish them on the same easy-to-find websites. It must be
made clear which office is responsible for which type of
complaint (scientific misconduct, bullying, corruption,
sexual harassment, interpersonal conflict, supervision
problems), how the relevant processes work, how the
confidential handling of information (e.g., about the
identity of persons providing information) is ensured,
and what further protection measures are available to
complainants.

(12.2.) Strengthen the responsible offices signifi-
cantly, through adequate staffing, full-time payment,
and granting of proper investigative powers (e.g., the
right to inspect and – if necessary – secure the files and
data-sets from research projects). The commission also
considers the clarification of the legal situation in this
area to be an important short-term goal.

(12.3.) Establish independent ethics offices at the
state or federal level. The most important issue
here is to decouple these offices from individual aca-
demic institutions, to reduce the aforementioned con-
flicts of interest. Such offices may be financed di-
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rectly by the state, or by an association of academic
institutions. The same requirements regarding re-
sources and powers mentioned in point 12.2. ap-
ply here, as well. The commission has issued a sep-
arate document addressing these topics in more de-
tail, incorporating advice from several members of
the Network Against Power Abuse in Science e.V.
(https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF
/Stellungnahmen/AMWF_Stellungnahme_
Beschwerdeverfahren.pdf).

(12.4.) As a rule, get an independent office involved
at the beginning of every complaint procedure. The de-
cision as to whether and how a complaint should be
followed up inside or outside the concerned institution
must not rest with persons who are employed by that
institution.

(12.5.) Staff ethics offices with several, rather than
just one, persons at the executive level. This will estab-
lish some desirable redundancy and help mitigate po-
tential biases and conflicts of interest.

(12.6.) Conduct regular proactive inquiries of em-
ployees. These may be anonymous surveys or confi-
dential face-to-face interviews focusing on opportuni-
ties for improvement in organizational structures and
processes. Approaching employees proactively should
help lower the threshold for reporting problems. In
this, aiming for representativeness is key to avoid inter-
pretability problems due to possible (non-)participation
bias.

(12.7.) Test the viability and effectiveness of anony-
mous reporting of misconduct. Note, however, that Ger-
man law requires complainants ultimately to come for-
ward and identify themselves if their complaint is sup-
posed to lead to an investigation. As the existing power
imbalance (see P8) and the associated fear of retaliation
may ultimately disable any reporting channel (anony-
mous or not), flatter hierarchies will still be needed.

(12.8.) Conduct evaluation research on the effective-
ness of existing complaint procedures.

(12.9.) An ethics office that may function properly
requires employees with legal, psychological, and ad-
ministrative expertise, as well as some knowledge of the
internal workings of the science system. This suggests
it will be reasonable to fill these positions with people
who have the necessary professional backgrounds (e.g.,
lawyers), and that a single position-holder will be
unlikely to have all the necessary expertise.

Note that, since the first version of the current report
was prepared, the new Whistleblower Protection Act (Hin-
SchG) has come into force in Germany. It covers some of
the same ground as the commission’s recommendations in
this chapter.

How Specific are these Problems for (German)
Academia, and for Psychology?

We will conclude this article by briefly addressing the
generality vs. specificity of our problem descriptions
and recommendations for (a) academia, (b) Germany,
and (c) the field of psychology. In this, we will not aim
for comprehensiveness, but rather highlight what are
some of the most prominent issues from our perspec-
tive.

First, it has been said above that many forms of un-
ethical conduct are prevalent both within and outside
of academia. This includes bullying, as well as sexual
harassment and exploitation. Dhanani et al. (2021) re-
ported that they could not find systematic differences
in prevalence estimates between representative sam-
ples and convenience samples. This would mean that
common prevalence estimates (approx. 20-40 percent)
may be taken seriously. We are not aware of any stud-
ies comparing prevalence estimates between academia
and other types of work environment. Therefore, the
question of whether unethical behavior is more or less
common in academia than outside of it has to remain
unanswered for now. We do believe, however, that our
analyses above show that the current academic system
encourages and rewards unethical behavior to a certain
degree.

Second, the German academic system does have
some characteristics that are quite distinctive in inter-
national comparison. Among these is the fact that a
typical German professor is not only the closest scien-
tific collaborator of “her” PhD students and postdocs,
but also their boss, and also involved in evaluating their
scientific work. Compared to most other Western coun-
tries, this accumulation of power in the hands of a single
individual is rather extreme (see P8).

In addition, Germany has a special law (the Wis-
sZeitVG) in place that legalizes giving ECRs a series of
relatively short-term contracts (see P7). If an employer
(typically a professor) is not satisfied with an ECR any-
more, this law makes it legal effectively to terminate the
ECR’s employment by simply not renewing their con-
tract. This possibility adds significantly to the existing
power differential between senior and junior academics.
The resulting leverage may be used by the former to ex-
ert all sorts of pressure on the latter (e.g., to work more,
to work on tasks unrelated to their job, to somehow de-
liver seemingly good results, etc.).

The same dependencies that make the occurrence
of these and other forms of unethical behavior more
likely also make it less likely that any victims or wit-
nesses will ever file complaints, due to fear of retalia-
tion or being ostracized. The pervasive silence and fear
among people working in the German academic sec-

https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Stellungnahmen/AMWF_Stellungnahme_Beschwerdeverfahren.pdf
https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Stellungnahmen/AMWF_Stellungnahme_Beschwerdeverfahren.pdf
https://www.dgps.de/fileadmin/user_upload/PDF/Stellungnahmen/AMWF_Stellungnahme_Beschwerdeverfahren.pdf
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tor have been repeatedly documented by investigative
journalists (Illinger, 2019; Neumann, 2019; Wiarda,
2023). Furthermore, most German professors are em-
ployed by the state (Bundesland) in which they work,
providing them high job security and strong legal pro-
tections against being laid off or sanctioned otherwise.
All of this adds to the aforementioned power differential
even more. The overall situation of German professors
has been described as “an invitation to power abuse”
(Winkler, 2023).

By international comparison, German professors
have a relatively high teaching load. Most German uni-
versities are publicly funded and do not collect tuition
fees. Even the most unfavorable teaching evaluations
hardly ever have tangible consequences for a tenured
professor. These factors combined may account for a
relative neglect of teaching quality at German universi-
ties. We are not aware of any systematic investigations
into these issues, however.

Third, above we highlighted some deficiencies of
standard practice in psychological research, such as the
use of underspecified theories and a general lack of co-
ordination (e.g., regarding terminology and measure-
ment practices) (see P1). These deficiencies continue
to harm the credibility of the entire field. In fact, a
recent German survey shows that researchers’ trust in
the solidity of the work that is being done in their own
field is particularly low among psychologists (Deutsches
Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschaftsforschung
(DZHW), 2024). Given that at least some other fields
have replicability rates that are not higher than those
in psychology (e.g., Errington et al., 2021), we lean
towards interpreting this as a sign of healthy realism
rather than negativism.

To end on a more positive note, psychologists’
growing awareness of these and other weaknesses of
their own scientific work has undeniably led to a
number of very fruitful initiatives for improvement
(e.g., pre-registration; replication databases; theory-
formalization efforts; large-scale data-collection and
data-analysis collaborations; Diamond Open Access
journals; transparent peer review). There can be lit-
tle doubt that all of these are well-suited for improving
scientific practice and for yielding more trustworthy re-
sults in more efficient ways. Even the greatest skeptic
would have a hard time making the point that improve-
ment is nowhere in sight. It is.
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