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Executive Summary

This position paper is the outcome of an ad hoc working group established by the Senate of the Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation). It provides guidance on the current threats 
to academic freedom and sets out recommendations for strengthening its protection: 

(1)	 Academic Freedom is a fundamental principle of free and democratic societies and an indispensable foun-
dation of their success – in Germany, too, it is something we must actively defend. Attacks on individual  
researchers, institutions, entire disciplines or publicly funded research in general seek to undermine trust, 
weaken the research ecosystem as a whole or steer the direction of research.

(2)	 Resilience begins within the research community itself. Anyone seeking to defend academic freedom must  
recognise vulnerabilities within the ecosystem, take them seriously and address them proactively. Opportuni-
ties to strengthen resilience lie in more robust self-regulation, clearer communication with the public and more 
stable employment and funding structures. 

(3)	 The research ecosystem requires shared standards, critical reflection and clear communication. High quali-
ty standards, good research practice, critical self-reflection and transparent communication about findings, 
uncertainties and controversies are essential for preserving credibility and countering attempts to discredit 
research.

(4)	 In times of crisis, solidarity and preparedness are crucial. Representatives of the research community and  
research institutions should establish resilient networks, support structures, legal preparedness and coordinated 
forms of public response before specific threats arise.

(5)	 The ability to take action and respond effectively requires a comprehensive understanding of threats and the 
courses of action available. To this end, this position paper provides guidance on possible attack scenarios, 
vulnerabilities and fields of action. It is addressed primarily to actors within the research ecosystem, while also 
highlighting stakeholders in other sectors who can make important contributions to strengthening academic 
freedom.
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Position Paper on Strengthening the Academic Freedom and 
Resilience of Research: Guidance and Recommendations
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Introduction

The autonomy of research and the academic freedom are of excep-
tional and indispensable value both to the research ecosystem itself 
and to society at large. Research can fulfil its purpose only if it is 
conducted independently of outside pressures and considerations 
unrelated to the subject under investigation: this is because it seeks 
knowledge without predetermining the outcome, using recognised 
methods, producing findings that others can verify, aiming to estab-
lish what is true, and remaining open to revision when new evidence 
emerges. Only if it is free from political, economic or ideological in-
fluence can research be pursued openly in all directions, thereby gen-
erating innovative knowledge and driving fundamental innovation 
most effectively. Academic freedom is also a prerequisite for enabling 
the research community to share knowledge that provides orienta-
tion and constructive contributions to public debate, thereby fostering 
informed discussion of societal issues. In Germany, the high status ac-
corded to academic freedom, as enshrined in Article 5(3) of the Basic 
Law, is a powerful expression of this fundamental societal consensus. 
At the same time, the academic freedom and the funding of research 
also entail a particular responsibility and commitment on the part of 
the research community to exercise effective self-regulation.

Based on this fundamental right, it has proved effective for research 
policy to focus on creating the overall conditions that enable inde-
pendent research to flourish, while decisions within the research com-
munity are generally taken by its own professionally qualified repre-
sentatives. The central role of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft 
(DFG, German Research Foundation) in research funding exemplifies 
this consistent institutional implementation of academic freedom, en-
suring that researchers themselves decide on matters of fundamental 
importance to the research community.

However, recent international and national political developments 
demonstrate that academic freedom cannot be taken for granted. 
Over the past decade, it has come under increasing pressure and has 
been curtailed in many countries (Kinzelbach et al. 2026). Against this 
background, this position paper (I) outlines the objectives and strate-
gies of those who seek to undermine academic freedom, (II) identifies 
potential vulnerabilities within the research ecosystem, (III) examines 
factors that strengthen the resilience and effective defence of aca-
demic freedom, and (IV) formulates recommendations for action that 
can be implemented by the research community itself. The primary 
focus here is the German research ecosystem. 

The position paper is primarily addressed to researchers as well as 
representatives of academic institutions, professional associations 
and research funding organisations. It also highlights points of inter-
section with other actors in society, including policymakers, business-
es, cultural institutions, and the media, who likewise share responsi-
bility for safeguarding academic freedom. This paper emerged from 
the work of an ad hoc working group established by the DFG Senate. 
Its aim is to present the topic in all its many dimensions. Because 
its primary objective is to provide a broad overview of this complex 
field, the considerations that follow are presented only briefly and in 
a concise form. Moving toward practical implementation will require 

further development of the ideas outlined here and their translation 
into concrete courses of action. To this end, Section IV identifies the 
actors who bear particular responsibility for taking these steps.

I. What objectives are pursued by attacks on
the research community and academic freedom?

Academic freedom is being challenged and attacked in a variety of 
ways, inevitably undermining the productivity and quality of research. 
By no means exhaustive, the following selection of scenarios illus-
trates the motivations that may potentially underlie such attacks.

1. �Attacks on individual researchers and the positions they
advocate

Individual members of the research community are increasingly be-
coming targets of defamation and even physical violence. Researchers 
were deliberately targeted during the COVID-19 pandemic and in de-
bates on climate policy, and such attacks continue today. Those most 
frequently affected are individuals with a prominent public profile 
whose research findings or public statements are associated with po-
litical positions or policy decisions that some groups oppose. These at-
tacks are directed not only at specific research findings or arguments 
but are often accompanied by attempts to undermine researchers’ 
reputations and credibility through allegations of misconduct, such 
as plagiarism. Their impact extends well beyond the the sometimes 
severe personal burden borne by those directly affected. Indeed, one 
of their intended effects is to create a climate in which researchers 
become reluctant to participate in public debate.

Example: In its edition of 4 December 2021, under the headline “Die 
Lockdown-Macher” (“The Lockdown Architects”), the German tabloid 
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newspaper BILD name three researchers, accompanied by their photo-
graphs, as being responsible for a lockdown (“Experts devised draconian 
measures”).

2. �Attacks on specific fields of research, disciplines, institutions 
and the established state of research

Campaigns discrediting the research community are not confined to 
individual researchers; they may also target entire fields of research, 
academic disciplines, institutions and organisations. Established fields 
such as gender studies, leading institutions dedicated to research on 
cultural memory and history, and entire disciplines such as climate 
science are deliberately disparaged as “pseudo-science” or “corrupt” 
research. Findings based on an established body of research are radi-
cally called into question by invoking dubious evidence and spurious 
arguments. Such attacks generally focus on research findings that 
conflict with particular political interests. In seeking to discredit the 
central arguments of political opponents, those responsible are willing 
to accept – or even deliberately pursue – profound damage to the re-
search ecosystem. A more extreme form of such attacks seeks explic-
itly to exclude particular fields of research and academic disciplines 
from the realm of scholarly inquiry altogether, thereby denying them 
the protection afforded by academic freedom. Campaigns against 
fields such as gender studies, climate science, migration research, and 
area studies may also serve a broader strategic purpose by creating 
precedents for delegitimising specific forms of expertise, they lay the 
groundwork for a wider erosion of trust in scholarly knowledge that 
could ultimately affect all academic disciplines.

Example: In a motion submitted on 16 September 2025 (Printed Pa-
per 8/1750), the parliamentary group of the Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) in the Brandenburg state parliament called for public funding 
for the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK) to be 
discontinued. The PIK is particularly representative of the frequently 
attacked field of climate research, whose findings are fundamentally 
rejected by these political actors in order to promote the continued use 
of what they portray as low-cost fossil energy. A draft “government 
programme” issued by the AfD parliamentary group in Saxony-Anhalt 
on 23 January 2026 explicitly called for the abolition of gender studies 
and for the politically directed establishment of new professorships 
and institutes in fields such as “population studies” and “critical  
Islamic studies”.

3. Attacks aimed at gaining control of the research ecosystem

Developments in countries such as Hungary and the United States 
can be seen as attempts to align the research ecosystem as a 
whole with a particular ideological programme and to place it in 
the service of policies intended to achieve cultural hegemony. Such 
attempts may be pursued through the establishment of parallel 
networks, private universities and think tanks that have access to 
the considerable financial resources of illiberal elites. Such efforts 
focus on the institutions, organisations, practices and procedures 
that are essential to the proper functioning of the research ecosys-
tem, including quality assurance processes and publishing practices. 
Although such a strategy does not necessarily seek to weaken the 
research community in substantive terms, it nevertheless inflicts 
considerable damage through far-reaching restrictions on freedom 
of research.

Example: Over a period of several years, the Hungarian government that 
was in office up until 2026 deliberately weakened established academic 
institutions such as the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA) and ob-
structed the work of independent universities such as the Central Euro-
pean University (CEU). At the same time, it fundamentally reorganised 
Hungary’s research landscape, restructured the funding system through 
the establishment of “public trust foundations” (known as KEKVA), and 
supported academic institutions such as the Mathias Corvinus Collegium 
(MCC) which were politically and ideologically aligned with the govern-
ment. As a result, research was steered in directions favourable to the 
government.

4. �Attacks intended to discredit the research ecosystem as a 
whole or attribute malicious intentions to it

There are also attacks whose primary objective is to discredit and 
delegitimise the research ecosystem more broadly. They may depict 
institutionalized research as the domain of an aloof, detached, or 
self-serving system of knowledge production. Alternatively, research-
ers may be accused of knowingly accepting serious risks or of delib-
erately pursuing objectives not related to scholarly inquiry, such as 
those of an ideological nature. In such cases, the aim is not to redirect 
research and teaching towards particular interests but to weaken the 
research community as a whole to such an extent that it no longer 
carries weight in public and political decision-making. One key ob-
jective of such efforts is probably to undermine an authority whose 
independence and commitment to rational inquiry contribute to safe-
guarding the free and democratic constitutional order.

Example: In a speech delivered at the National Conservatism Con-
ference in Orlando, Florida, on 2 November 2021, a remark made by 
Richard Nixon in a private conversation in 1972 was quoted by J. D. 
Vance, who was later to become Vice President: “The professors are 
the enemy.”

5. Attacks aimed at weakening publicly funded research

In Germany, too, private funding is a major source of support for re-
search and is indispensable in order to maintain the capacity of the 
research sector as a whole to take action and to safeguard the coun-
try’s innovative strength. Recent developments in the United States 
nevertheless raise the question of whether certain private-sector ac-
tors may have an interest in tolerating or encouraging the discrediting 
of independent, publicly funded research. If the ability of independent 
research to operate were substantially curtailed, this would weaken 
an authority capable of taking a critical stance towards the research 
and development activities pursued by major corporations. Although 
weakening universities and research institutions may at first sight ap-
pear contrary to economic interests since these are important pillars 
of an innovation-driven economy, such action could nevertheless form 
part of the strategic calculations of a small number of corporations 
that might expect to benefit from a shift of research capacity and 
human resources to the private sector.

Example: During the first months of the second Trump administration, 
the Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) was headed by Elon 
Musk, a private entrepreneur with his own commercial interests. He 
sought to impose substantial cuts to the budgets and staffing of re-
search institutions such as the National Science Foundation (NSF) and 
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the National Institutes of Health (NIH). The “Genesis Mission” launched 
by Executive Order on 24 November 2025 seeks to establish large-scale 
cooperation between publicly funded research and major technology 
companies in the use of artificial intelligence (AI). It remains to be seen 
whether this will form part of a broader strategy to shift research capac-
ity and research funding into the corporate sector.

6. Attacks on national research ecosystems

At a time of increasing geopolitical tensions, it is important to rec-
ognise that in conflicts between states, the deliberate weakening of 
the research ecosystem of a country regarded as an adversary may be 
of strategic importance. In such situations, the target is not scholarly 
inquiry in general but a national research ecosystem that contributes 
to the economic, social and cultural resilience of the opposing side, as 
well as its military strength.

Example: According to a UNESCO analysis of war damage to Ukraine’s 
research ecosystem (Dovgyi et al. 2024), by spring 2024 a total of 1,443 
buildings belonging to public research institutions had been damaged 
or destroyed as a result of the Russian invasion, along with numerous 
items of research instrumentation. The question remains as to whether 
these were merely collateral losses or deliberate attacks on Ukrainian 
research.

As a rule, attacks on research and academic freedom are not present-
ed openly as such. Instead, they are framed as efforts to defend or 
restore scholarly integrity. They are often accompanied by attempts 
to redefine the meaning of scholarly inquiry and academic freedom in 
ways that justify the marginalisation or exclusion of particular disci-
plines, institutions and individual researchers. The objectives pursued 
by attacks on the research ecosystem are of considerable importance 
in determining how such attacks are carried out and which vulnera-
bilities within the ecosystem they seek to exploit.

II.  Where is the research ecosystem vulnerable?

Those who challenge or attack academic freedom or the research eco-
system itself often do not base their arguments on objective facts or 
sound conclusions. Nevertheless, they sometimes draw on perceived 
weaknesses within the research ecosystem. Defending academic free-
dom and resisting political encroachment therefore require careful 
reflection on the ecosystem’s potential vulnerabilities.

1. �Restrictions on academic freedom imposed by the research 
ecosystem itself

The research ecosystem becomes vulnerable to political challenges 
and interference when the impression arises that it upholds freedom 
of research only partially in its own practice. The perception that a 
“cancel culture” or (self-)censorship exists within the research com-
munity can undermine confidence in the fundamental right to free-
dom of research and teaching – which is limited only where it comes 
into conflict with the fundamental rights of others or with other 
constitutionally protected interests. At the same time, a misleading 
impression of restrictions on freedom of research may arise when crit-
icism of scholarly work is misconstrued or deliberately misrepresented 
as “cancelling”. In order to defend academic freedom, therefore, it is 
vital to ensure that the space for scholarly debate – including contro-
versial debate – is protected from restrictions on thought and expres-
sion. This space includes views that meet the minimum standards of 
scholarly work, namely that it is methodologically rigorous, transpar-
ent and directed towards the advancement of knowledge. Its limits 
are reached where the fundamental rights of others or fundamental 
ethical principles are violated, or where the activity in question no 
longer constitutes truly scholarly or scientific inquiry.

2. “Activism” and instrumentalisation

The research ecosystem becomes vulnerable when the impression 
arises that its findings are driven by political positions rather than 
by genuinely science-led processes and recognised scholarly quality 
standards. Such distorted portrayals are deliberately promoted by 
political opponents of freedom of research. Refuting them becomes 
more difficult when individuals invoke their role as researchers in sup-
port of social, political or moral causes without possessing relevant 
expertise in the field concerned. Similarly problematic are situations 
in which political decision-makers portray their actions as the sup-
posedly inevitable implementation of scientific or scholarly expertise, 
thereby placing them beyond political debate. In order to defend ac-
ademic freedom, therefore, it is vital to ensure careful reflection on 
the distinctions between academic freedom and freedom of opinion, 
between scholarly or scientific methods and political decision-mak-
ing, and between research-based hypotheses and political positions. 
Debate on activist, socially engaged or transformative research, as is 
conducted within the field of science studies, should be reflected on 
more broadly across all academic disciplines. Particularly in relation to 
the so-called TINA strategy (“there is no alternative”), it may prove 
important for science communication to embrace greater complexity 
and present the scholarly or scientific process more as a debate than 
as a source of unequivocal judgements. 
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3. Inadequate quality assurance and self-regulation

The research ecosystem becomes vulnerable to political challenges 
and interference when the impression arises that effective self-regula-
tion is lacking and that corrupting structures may consequently devel-
op within it, serving primarily the interests of individuals or particular 
groups. Interventions intended to defend academic freedom could 
then be discredited as attempts to protect vested interests. Current 
challenges facing the research ecosystem – including problematic de-
velopments in academic publishing and quality assurance, the repli-
cation debate, so-called “paper mills” and the additional acceleration 
brought about by AI – may all be exploited to undermine academic 
freedom (see, for example, President Donald J. Trump’s Executive  
Order “Restoring Gold Standard Science” of 23 May 2025). So, in or-
der to defend the research ecosystem and its freedom, it is vital to 
ensure that mechanisms of self-regulation continue to function effec-
tively and are further strengthened.

4. �Deficits in critical reflection within the research ecosystem 
itself

The research ecosystem becomes increasingly vulnerable to politi-
cal challenges and interference when it fails to distinguish between 
scholarly knowledge and opinion – between the logic of scientific 
controversy and the nature of public debate. Science studies have be-
come an established and productive field of research. Nevertheless, 
it cannot be taken for granted that researchers systematically reflect, 
in dialogue with other disciplines, on the possibilities and limits of 
knowledge within their own field. Such reflection is made more dif-
ficult by the increasing differentiation and specialisation of the re-
search sector as a whole. Yet academic freedom can only be defend-
ed by those who are able to articulate what constitutes scholarship. 
For this reason safeguarding academic freedom requires embedding 
critical reflection on the nature and practice of scholarship across all 
academic disciplines.

5. The perception of a self-contained elite

The research ecosystem becomes vulnerable to political challenges 
and interference when the impression arises that it is sustained by 
an elite that has lost touch with other groups in society. For example, 
problems arise when researchers fail to communicate in an accessi-
ble manner, rely on highly specialised language when engaging with 
society, or pay insufficient attention to the need to translate between 
expert discourse and wider public discussion. In order to defend aca-
demic freedom, therefore, it is vital to continue fostering dialogue and 
exchange between the research community and society, in particular 
by means of intelligent and professional science communication.

6. �Science and scholarship as a field of polarising controversies 
or a defensive bunker mentality

Science and scholarship become vulnerable to political challenges and 
interference when they are perceived either as divided on fundamen-
tal issues and reduced to a battleground of polarised extremes, or as 
forming a defensive fortress in which legitimate debate is suppressed. 
Attacks on research and its freedom may deliberately seek to provoke 
polarisation within the research community and draw attention to 
extreme positions. At the same time, trust may also be undermined 

where legitimate scholarly disagreement is not visibly expressed, par-
ticularly in public, in an effort to create the appearance of unanimity. 
In order to defend academic freedom, therefore, it is vital to foster 
the plurality and diversity of perspectives that characterise scholarly 
and scientific inquiry in a way that avoids unnecessary polarisation, 
factionalism and a fortress mentality.

7. Misleading notions of a politically neutral research ecosystem

The research ecosystem is only able to defend itself to a limited extent 
against political challenges and interference if adherence to scholar-
ly and scientific criteria is confused with an obligation to maintain 
complete political neutrality. Particularly if they are civil servants, 
public sector employees and/or engaged in teaching, researchers are 
subject to duties of moderation and impartiality in political matters. 
Moreover, freedom of teaching does not exempt them from their duty 
of loyalty to the constitution: university teachers may not use their 
academic authority to campaign against the constitutional order, for 
example. However, there is no general obligation to maintain political 
neutrality, complete abstention from political debate or equal treat-
ment of extreme positions. On the contrary: civil servants in particular 
are required to uphold the free and democratic constitutional order. 
To defend the academic freedom enshrined in the Basic Law, it is 
therefore important to avoid not only excessive politicisation but also 
extensive depoliticisation of academia.

8. Weak internal solidarity

The research community is only able to resist political challenges 
and interference to a limited extent if it lacks internal solidarity. The 
willingness to stand together in defence of research and its freedom, 
even in the face of external opposition, must extend across disciplines 
and methodological approaches, as well as across different academic 
status groups and research communities in different countries. It must 
be expected that deliberate attempts to weaken the research com-
munity will seek to pit different internal groups against one another. 
Researchers must resist such attempts and demonstrate solidarity, 
particularly where individuals, groups, fields of research or disciplines 
have only limited means of defending themselves. In order to defend 
freedom of research, therefore, it is vital to maintain a broad sense 
of solidarity across all scholarly disagreements, grounded in a shared 
understanding of free and independent research.

9. Dependencies and individual risks

The resilience of the research ecosystem to political challenges and in-
terference is weakened where dependencies and unreasonably short 
employment contracts give rise to individual risks particularly quick-
ly. Academic freedom is also particularly vulnerable where the risks 
of legal proceedings have to be borne by individuals alone. In order 
to defend this freedom, it is vital to create opportunities for reliable 
career paths and to establish structures that enable legal risks to be 
transferred from individuals to institutions.

10. Funding – the Achilles heel of research

The research ecosystem can scarcely defend itself against political 
challenges and interference if financial support is withdrawn. The cur-
rent structure of research funding – and in particular university fund-
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ing – with its high proportion of temporary, project-based third-party 
funding, also means that a substantial share of the resources avail-
able can be redirected or withdrawn entirely at short notice (see 
Henke/Pasternack 2025, p. 18). Programmes financed by the German 
government and the federal states based on administrative agree-
ments under Article 91b of the Basic Law for the Federal Republic 
of Germany are particularly vulnerable. At the level of the individual 
federal states, too, target agreements, higher education compacts and 
budget planning can likewise be changed significantly within a short 
period of time due to the budgetary powers of the state parliaments. 
The vulnerability of the ecosystem is further increased by the fact that 
a considerable share of academic staff is employed on fixed-term 
contracts, enabling employment relationships to be terminated within 
relatively short periods without labour law obstacles. By its very na-
ture, this vulnerability cannot be reduced by the research ecosystem 
alone: it also depends on political decisions regarding the extent to 
which research and teaching are funded and the means by which such 
funding is provided. In order to defend academic freedom, it is vital 
to ensure that policymakers organise research funding in such a way 
that short-term, disruptive interventions are prevented.

11. Good faith and unrealistic expectations of rational behaviour

The resilience of the research ecosystem to political challenges and 
interference may be weakened by overly optimistic assumptions re-
garding the respect for the rule of law and the rationality of those 
actors who are hostile to science and scholarship. In light of recent 
developments in other countries, it must be expected that attacks on 
the research ecosystem may involve deliberate breaches of estab-
lished rules. The tactical repertoire of opponents of freedom of re-
search includes overwhelming and exhausting their targets by means 
of numerous provocations and attacks on different fronts: challenges 
in the form of actions that are manifestly irrational and unlawful; the 
creation of legal uncertainty and the provocation of lengthy legal dis-
putes; attempts to divide and polarise the research community and its 
institutions; personal attacks on individual researchers; deliberate dis-
ruption of the functioning of key institutions, such as funding organi-
sations and ministries; and disguising attacks on the research ecosys-
tem as efforts to restore it. In order to defend freedom of research, 
therefore, it is vital to deprive anti-science activities of the element of 
surprise by anticipating even highly problematic forms of behaviour.  

III.  �What factors favour the successful defence of 
academic freedom?

The conditions for successfully defending the research ecosystem and 
its freedom against attacks are exceptionally favourable. In Germany, 
academic freedom and teaching is enshrined as a fundamental right 
in the constitution (Article 5(3) of the Basic Law for the Federal Re-
public of Germany). Surveys show that science and the humanities 
continue to enjoy a high level of public trust, that their importance for 
the country’s economic and social development is widely recognised, 
and that interest in research remains undiminished (Wissenschafts
barometer 2025). In Germany, the research ecosystem is closely linked 
to other sectors of society, including business, industry, culture, educa-
tion and religion, where it also enjoys a high level of trust. Opponents 
of freedom of research would therefore encounter considerable resist-
ance from actors outside the research ecosystem as well.

Within the research community, efforts to counter attacks on academ-
ic freedom would benefit from the ability to rapidly mobilise specialist 
expertise and analytical capacity, making it possible to understand 
even complex and rapidly evolving crisis situations. At the same time, 
many researchers and university lecturers are driven by a particularly 
pronounced intrinsic motivation and a deep conviction of the value 
and purpose of their work. The research ecosystem also has strong 
international links, making it possible to organise cross-border soli-
darity and support, especially within the closely integrated European 
Research Area. The mobilisation potential of the student body is also a 
factor here, since attacks on universities would significantly diminish 
students’ future opportunities. 

In the event of particularly far-reaching and effective attacks on ac-
ademic freedom , however, the exceptionally strong identification of 
researchers with their work could become a disadvantage when it 
comes to defending the German research ecosystem. Since science 
and the humanities operate across national borders and researchers 
are highly mobile, acute crises may lead them to continue their aca-
demic work in other countries.
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IV.  Where can action be taken?

The research community should develop options for action in at least 
two areas. Firstly, the structures, factors and overall conditions that 
strengthen the prospects for safeguarding academic freedom should 
be reinforced. Secondly, fields of action should be identified and 
measures prepared that can be implemented in times of crisis so as to 
be able to defend against attacks.

A. �Fields of action for strengthening resilience and 
prevention

1. �Closer and more trusting dialogue among actors within the 
research ecosystem

Well-established, close and trusting communication within the re-
search ecosystem can help overcome feelings of helplessness and 
isolation in times of crisis and enable timely, well-coordinated collec-
tive action. Existing networks at different levels should therefore be 
further developed and strengthened, and where appropriate also sup-
plemented with new communication structures with a view to possi-
ble challenges to research policy. This applies equally to universities, 
research institutions, academies and other research organisations, as 
well as to disciplinary associations, scholarly societies and organisa-
tions representing different academic status groups. At the same time, 
care must be taken to ensure that disagreements on individual issues 
do not lead to irreconcilable divisions within the research communi-
ty itself. Instead, the capacity for dialogue must be maintained even 
where there is disagreement – even on highly contentious issues such 
as the Middle East conflict or criticism of the competitive model in 
funding. What is needed is a culture of trust and solidarity that places 
the shared interest in defending academic freedom above substantive 
disagreements and the particular interests of individual institutions, 
disciplines or groups. Where appropriate, joint capacities for respond-
ing to threat scenarios should be developed. As a rule, such networks 
must already be in place before crises arise. Those involved must be 
confident that they share fundamental values and convictions, and 
they must establish at an early stage a common culture of open di-
alogue, along with secure technical and digital communication envi-
ronments.

Possible actors: Researchers, professional and disciplinary associations, 
scholarly societies, universities, research institutions and academies.

2. Dialogue and alliances with business and civil society

In order to strengthen support for the research community and for 
academic freedom, alliances should be forged with partners in the 
business sector and civil society, including the cultural sector, the me-
dia, social services, trade unions and religious communities. Together, 
they should raise awareness that innovation, value creation and so-
cietal transformation depend on independent research. The research 
sector and the business sector should jointly demonstrate the impor-
tance of Germany’s diverse research landscape for industry, small and 
medium-sized enterprises and start-ups. Working together with civil 
society actors, it is also important to highlight the fundamental im-
portance of the freedoms on which all these actors depend and which 

constitute a significant advantage that Germany offers as a place to 
live, work and conduct research.

Possible actors: Research organisations, businesses, cultural institutions 
and associations, trade unions, the media and religious communities.

3. �Research into the relationship between academia, politics 
and society

An important foundation for measures to counter attacks on freedom 
of research is to conduct research into the programmes and strate-
gies used by opponents of the existing research ecosystem, as well as 
pursuing research into relevant developments in research policy and 
into the relationship between academia and politics, and between ac-
ademia and society more generally. The knowledge generated in these 
areas should be transferred more effectively and more rapidly to those 
institutions which are responsible on behalf of the research communi-
ty for shaping relations with policymakers, in particular the Alliance of 
Science Organisations in Germany and its member organisations. The 
research ecosystem stands to benefit considerably from strengthening 
research into issues relating to academic freedom and research policy 
while at the same time enhancing the transfer of this knowledge into 
their own practices and into society. Research funders should provide 
targeted support for research and knowledge transfer in this field.

Possible actors: Research organisations, research funding organisations, 
ministries at national and federal state level.

4. Critical reflection on scholarly and scientific inquiry

Many of the arguments used to legitimise attacks on the research 
ecosystem and freedom of research can be convincingly refuted if 
they are assessed against a clear and well-founded understanding of 
what scholarly and scientific inquiry is. Such an understanding also 
provides a basis for resisting attempts to redefine science and schol-
arship arbitrarily in order to exclude disfavoured fields of research. 
Strengthening this understanding requires a fundamental process 
of reflection that extends beyond the field of science studies and is 
shared systematically across all academic disciplines. This reflection 
should address what distinguishes scholarly and scientific inquiry 
from other forms of knowledge and knowledge practices, how the 
distinctive status of scholarly and scientific expertise is established 
– inherently provisional yet relatively stable as it is – and how re-
search-based positions differ from general opinions. Critical reflection 
on scholarly and scientific inquiry is not only necessary to counter 
allegations that research is driven by vested interests or has become 
politicised. It also provides the basis for making informed decisions 
about when and how researchers should contribute their specific ex-
pertise to public debate. Considerable effort will be required to embed 
these fundamental questions of reflection in researchers’ day-to-day 
practice and in university degree programmes.

Possible actors: Researchers, professional and disciplinary associations, 
scholarly societies, universities, research institutions and academies.
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5. Science communication

The way research relates to society and to politics depends to a large 
extent on science communication. Science communication is by no 
means straightforward, however, but has to balance two competing 
demands: it seeks to communicate research findings in an accessible 
and comprehensible way, yet at the same time, scholarly and scien-
tific inquiry is an open-ended process that depends on internal disa-
greement conducted according to rigorous methodological standards. 
For this reason, the results of such inquiry must always be regarded 
as open to revision. The importance of research and the freedom in 
which it is conducted cannot be strengthened solely through trium-
phant accounts of its success. Instead, what is needed is honest and 
authentic communication that also acknowledges that knowledge is 
always open to revision – and recognition of the fact that there are 
gaps in our knowledge and setbacks in the pursuit of knowledge. One 
key challenge facing effective science communication lies in judging 
how much complexity and diversity of perspectives can be conveyed. 
Communication platforms in which very short and highly polarising 
contributions achieve greater visibility in algorithmically driven envi-
ronments risk promoting a far-reaching reduction of complexity. For 
this reason, science communication is called upon to develop new 
formats that are better able to succeed in such environments. At the 
same time, further effort is needed to establish and expand interfaces 
with other sectors of society, particularly schools, educational institu-
tions and museums, in order to foster a broader public understanding 
of how the pursuit of knowledge functions in science and scholarship. 
The relationship between research and science journalism must also 
continue to evolve: while science journalism is diversifying across a 
growing range of media and formats, its highest-quality forms are 
coming under increasing pressure. Finally, science communication and 
knowledge about the communication of science should be integral to 
the training of early career researchers.

Possible actors: Researchers, science communication institutions and 
practitioners, universities, research institutions and academies, schools, 
educational institutions, museums, science journalism and the media.

6. �Maintaining high standards through the self-regulation of 
the research community

A free and self-governing research ecosystem depends on effective 
mechanisms of self-regulation if it is to retain public confidence in 
its processes and findings. For this reason, there are now standards 
for methodologically rigorous research, binding guidelines for good 
research practice and quality assurance procedures, all of which has 
enabled the success of modern research. These standards, guidelines 
and procedures are coming under increasing pressure, however. The 
growing volume and accelerating pace of research are placing in-
creasing demands on peer review, while publication pressure has 
exposed the global research ecosystem to fraudulent practices such 
as fake papers, predatory journals and paper mills. In some fields 
there are lively debates about the reproducibility and replicability of 
research findings. In addition, rapid developments in artificial intel-
ligence (AI) now present new methodological challenges. In order to 
prevent an erosion of trust in the research ecosystem, standards and 
quality assurance procedures must therefore continue to be adapted 
to changing requirements and consistently integrated in academic 
training. Persistent commitment to open data and open access can 

make an important contribution in this regard. Consideration should 
also be given to reducing the interdependence between research 
and commercial interests in the area of academic publishing. Re-
cent contributions to the debate, such as the Stockholm Declaration  
(Sabel/Larhammar 2025), offer valuable guidance in this area.

Possible actors: Research organisations, research funding organisations, 
professional and disciplinary associations, scholarly societies, universi-
ties, research institutions and academies.

7. Review of statutes, decision-making procedures etc.

Research institutions and research funding organisations should re-
view their statutes, regulations and procedures to assess the extent to 
which hostile actors could exploit them by misusing established rules 
in ways that create dysfunction and undermine the effective function-
ing of institutions. Unanimity requirements should be critically re-ap-
praised, for example, since they could effectively grant hostile actors a 
power of veto. The potential for misuse must be weighed against the 
benefits of existing procedures. Efforts to prevent the misuse of rules 
by actors hostile to science and scholarship should not lead to the pre-
mature dismantling of well-founded procedures. More fundamentally, 
it is important to recognise the value of the rules and procedures of 
academic self-governance when it comes to safeguarding academic 
freedom.

Possible actors: Universities, research institutions and academies, re-
search organisations, research funding organisations, ministries at na-
tional and federal state level and their joint conferences – Joint Science 
Conference (Gemeinsame Wissenschaftskonferenz – GWK) and Confer-
ence of Science Ministers (Wissenschaftsministerkonferenz – WissMK).

8. Strengthening infrastructural resilience and research security

The fundamental functioning of research and its freedom is also called 
into question where essential research infrastructures are under 
threat. Developments in recent years have demonstrated that, despite 
continued availability having been taken for granted, infrastructures 
such as databases, repositories, satellite programmes and monitoring 
networks can quickly become impaired or their usability restricted. 
For this reason, strengthening infrastructural resilience is of particular 
importance. The DFG Senate’s ad hoc working group has already put 
forward proposals in this area (DFG Senate ad hoc working group 
“Resilience in Academia” 2026).

At the same time, research security and knowledge security currently 
face challenges. Efforts to protect research from unwanted knowledge 
transfer, espionage and misuse must not come at the expense of the 
freedom of research. The National Platform for Research Security that 
is currently being established offers an opportunity for the German 
government, the federal states and the research community to work 
together to strike an appropriate balance between research security 
and freedom of research. 

Possible actors: Research organisations, research funding organisations, 
ministries at national and federal state level, universities, research insti-
tutions and academies, disciplinary associations and scholarly societies.
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9. Reducing individual uncertainty and risks for researchers

Researchers are better able to contribute to the defence of the re-
search ecosystem and the freedom of research if doing so does not 
expose them to disproportionately high personal risks. However, un-
reasonably short employment contract terms entail greater individu-
al risks; moreover, they make the academic ecosystem vulnerable to 
short-term hiring freezes that may be imposed by political decisions 
regarding budgets. (see Henke/Pasternack 2025, p. 18). An important 
step towards increasing the resilience of research is therefore to fur-
ther improve working conditions and the predictability of career paths 
for researchers. 

Possible actors: Universities, research institutions and academies, re-
search organisations, research funding organisations, ministries at na-
tional and federal state level.

10. �Reducing opportunities for political influence on research 
through budgetary interventions

The funding of research is subject to competing imperatives: while 
research itself depends on reliable long-term funding that is protected 
from disruptive cuts, public funding is subject to parliamentary budg-
etary authority and to the allocation decisions of ministries. As devel-
opments in other countries have shown, budgetary interventions by 
political actors who are hostile to science and scholarship can create 
serious difficulties within a very short period and restrict academic 
freedom. For this reason, policymakers should examine where pro-
cedures, agreements and legislation can be modified to make short-
term disruptive interventions in research funding more difficult. In 
particular, decision-making procedures within the GWK should be 
reconsidered, with a focus on the extent to which they are binding. 
Other options could include introducing a systematic adjustment of 
core funding in line with pay settlements and inflation, reconsider-
ing the balance between core funding and third-party funding, and 
strengthening independent research funding organisations in com-
parison with project funding directed by ministries. Working together 
with other sectors of society, in particular the business sector, consid-
eration should also be given to how research funding can be further 
diversified so that research cannot be easily influenced for political 
reasons. The research community itself can make important contri-
butions to such discussions (see for example Henke/Pasternack 2025; 
Kulke/Trauer 2026).

Possible actors: Members of parliament, ministries at national and fed-
eral state level.

B. Fields of action in situations of concrete threat

11. (Public) protest

Where a concrete threat arises, (public) protest is a key means of ex-
pressing solidarity and raising awareness. This may take various forms, 
and the appropriateness of each must be assessed on a case-by-case 
basis, potentially including private letters, open letters and public 
statements, demonstrations and strikes. The reach and resilience of 
such protest can be strengthened by the involvement of international 
partners and actors from other sectors of society (IV.A.2). From a tacti-
cal perspective, particularly where the research community is subject-
ed to continuous, incremental interference, careful consideration is 
required as to which forms of protest are appropriate at which stage. 
As a general principle, the potential positive effects and possible ad-
verse side effects should be weighed carefully, while also considering 
whether the actions of hostile actors are deliberately intended to pro-
voke particular forms of protest. For example, widespread initial pub-
lic outrage may create friction within the research community or, in 
the case of prolonged conflicts, lead to protest fatigue and a gradual 
loss of momentum. Open letters and public statements may provoke 
simplistic counter-reactions and contribute to narrowing debates to 
binary alternatives with a high potential for polarisation. One of the 
greatest challenges in responding to threats to research and freedom 
of research may therefore be sustaining public attention and a sense 
of urgency throughout prolonged conflicts.  

Possible actors: Researchers, professional and disciplinary associations, 
scholarly societies, universities, research institutions and academies, re-
search organisations, research funding organisations and students.

12. Practical solidarity and structured support

In many cases, the practical solidarity shown by researchers may de-
termine how successfully a resilient research ecosystem is able to re-
spond. However, the high degree of differentiation and specialisation 
within the research ecosystem makes such solidarity more difficult 
to develop (II.8). For this reason, both local support structures and 
networks linking such structures should be established to provide 
assistance in the event of attacks. One of the central tasks of these 
networks could be to document and publicise such attacks, particu-
larly where they take the form of lengthy administrative procedures. 
More generally, solidarity across the research ecosystem should be 
strengthened in order to counter strategies based on a divide-and-
rule approach. Resistance to threats posed to academic freedom and 
practical solidarity can be greatly enhanced through structured sup-
port services and dedicated contact points. For this reason, existing 
initiatives such as Scicomm-Support should continue to be supported 
and further expanded.

Possible actors: Researchers, disciplinary associations and scholarly so-
cieties, universities, research institutions and academies.
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13. Legal action

One effective response to attacks on researchers or research institu-
tions and organisations may be legal action. Not least because aca-
demic freedom is enshrined in the Basic Law for the Federal Republic 
of Germany, there is a sound legal foundation for challenging actions 
and developments that threaten to restrict the freedom of research 
and teaching. In order to be able to make effective use of this op-
tion, researchers, institutions and organisations must be aware of the 
scope of their legal powers and be prepared to exercise their right to 
bring legal proceedings when the time comes. Individual researchers 
in particular require easy access to legal expertise and, where neces-
sary, legal representation with specialist knowledge of legal issues 
relating to academic research. When deciding whether to pursue legal 
action, the potential benefits must be weighed against possible ad-
verse consequences. Early and landmark judgements against initial 
restrictions on academic freedom could send out an important signal 
and help prevent problematic developments. At the same time, con-
sideration must be given to the risks associated with legal proceed-
ings, their potentially lengthy duration and the possibility that court 
cases may generate additional public attention for the opposing side.

Possible actors: Researchers, professional and disciplinary associations, 
scholarly societies, universities, research institutions and academies.

14. Exile options for research groups under attack

Where individual researchers or research projects are deliberately tar-
geted, the creation of opportunities for relocation within Germany 
could send out a powerful signal of practical solidarity and demon-
strate a united front on the part of the academic community (see  
Henke/Pasternack 2025, pp. 16 –17). The rapid and straightforward 
transfer of researchers or projects to other research institutions would 
not only protect ongoing research from being discontinued, it would 
also reduce the personal costs and risks faced by those concerned 
while strengthening their ability to resist. One way of visibly demon-
strating unity and solidarity would be to provide opportunities for 
researchers under pressure to move to other institutions within Ger-
many, making it harder for others to divide the research community 
by pitting its different members against one another. Such an option 
should ideally be considered now with regard to its legal and financial 
feasibility and, where appropriate, developed in greater detail.  

Possible actors: Universities, research institutions and academies, re-
search organisations and research funding organisations.

15. Commitment to mutual support 

Discussions on strengthening the resilience of research often empha-
sise that an attack on one actor within the research ecosystem should 
be regarded as an attack on the system as a whole. Against this back-
ground, it has been proposed that the key institutional actors within 
the research ecosystem should agree on a “collective duty of mutual 
support”. A previously agreed commitment to mutual support would 
have the advantage of significantly reducing the effectiveness of the 
kind of divide-and-rule strategy that has accompanied attacks on re-
search and its freedom in other countries. For such a “duty of mutual 
support” to be effective, it would be necessary – before any specific 
crisis arises – to determine which institutions would participate, how 

joint decisions would be taken in times of crisis, and which situations 
and scenarios should be covered. Established umbrella organisations 
such as the Alliance of Science Organisations in Germany could make 
an important contribution to developing the concept of an effective 
“duty of mutual support”.

Possible actors: Alliance of Science Organisations in Germany, universi-
ties, research institutions and academies.
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