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About a quarter of ERC reports power abuse at work
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N=2.748 
Reference period: “in the last 24 months”
Definition: “By using their position of power, a person harms others and takes advantage for themselves or their favourites.”

Quelle: Ambrasat et al. (2024).
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Die Republik, 20.3.2019 

Die Republik, 16.04.2019 
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Projektphase 1: 
Experteninterviews mit 

Professor*innen & 
Forschungsgruppen-

leiter*innen 

Projektphase 2:
Quantitative 

Onlinebefragung unter 
Mitgliedern der DPG
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In Kooperation mit Prof. Dr. Christiane Koch, TU Berlin, Institut für Theoretische Physik, Leitung 
Fachverband Quantenoptik der Deutschen Physikalischen Gesellschaft (DPG)

Aufbau
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1. Broadening of the empirical basis

2. Contribution to leadership and conflict 
management in Research 

3. Focus on actual conflict experiences
- „Normal“ conflicts
- Accusations 

Goals



Physics as Research Culture

• Hard/Pure (Natural) Science

• Universties and non-university research organizations

• Internationality

• Collaborative, division of labor

• Hierarchically structured large to very large groups

• Large to very large author teams 

Quellen: DPG (2019),  Sorgner (2022), Reimer et al (2021).
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Sex/Gender: 

Male  Female Other 

University Other Professor PostDoc / 
Research Group Leader Other 

Position: 

Professor PostDoc/ Research 
Group Leader

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Participants



Area: 

Theoretical 
Physics

Experimental – 
Own Lab 

Experimental – 
Large Appliances
 

Other 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Non-university research 
organisation

University Other 

Organization: 

Theoretical 
Physics

Experimental -
Own Lab

Experimental -
Large Appliances Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Participants
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Scientific Misconduct 
(z.B. Plagiat, Datenfälschung, unangemessene Author 
Attribution...) 

Non-scientific or Leadership 
Misconduct  
(z.B. Machtmissbrauch, Diskriminierung, Einschüchterung...) 

Other Misconduct
(Angaben z.B.: Lack of layality, delay of publications, unfair 
assessment)

4 %

11 %

2 %

Experiences of accusations of misconduct

11,8%
nein ja

N= 50
Variable: vf_erlebt_self
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0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Broken  rules of conduct were explained

I was clearly told which of my behavious was the
basis

All information was provided to me

I was adequately heard and  taken into account

Attempts were made to get to the bottom of the
situation

I had opportunity to comment on the allegations

Constructive attempts to mediate and find fair
solutions

1 - completely disagree 2 3 4 5 6 7- fully agree

Room at the top for both Mediation and Investigation 



“It was about claims to leadership and the distribution of funds within the group. All researchers 
involved in leading the group and a mediator were present at the discussion.”

“The conflict was reported directly to my supervisor without even consulting me first. Our 
meeting to resolve the conflict therefore came as a complete surprise to me, and I was 
unprepared.” 

“Some doctoral students complained that my requirements for the doctorate were too high and 
did not correspond with university regulations. But my boss backed me up—those were the 
internal rules of our non-university research institute.”

“I received a call from the HR manager, who informed me about the official complaint. For 
data protection reasons, she was not allowed to disclose any details about the person or 
the exact facts. ... The result was nights of speculation about who it could have been and 
what the reason might have been...”



Most frequent conflict aspects
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7,4

5,2

2,6

4,1

7,4

9,6

10,3

13,3

21,03

25,1

26,2

33,21

34,7

0 10 20 30 40 50

No, I have not

Other

Access to or distribution of (research)…

Adherence to occupational safety standards

Contract renewals

Scientific misconduct

Working-hours

Independence in scientific work

Work ethic of group members

Lack of receptivity to criticism

Autorship

Non-collegial behaviour

Lack of respect or overconfidence

Prozent
N= 271, 
Anteil Nennungen



That he was very... Cocky. Brash, arrogant. I think he was perhaps trying to cover up 
his insecurity.

The person did not make an original contribution and should not really be an 
author, but it was made clear to me... what the consequences could be if I were 
to enter into conflict now: that he would go to the editor. That he would sue me. 
And the problem is—if it becomes public, then no matter how it turns out, 
whether I am proven right or not—things will always stick. 

... and the person was very—a little resistant to advice.

When you have to guide  people by the hand very much,  so that at some point  I 
said:  “Do you think this is really the right thing for you?”

She announced at very short notice that she would now be spending a month in 
//country//. And that was at a time when the project—it wasn't a good time. And I 
didn't like the tone of it either— “I’m gone.”

So the two biggest issues  related to people who had plagiarized in their theses, 
especially one in the  doctoral program.

Mangel an Respekt; 
Selbstüberschätzung

Autorenschaft

Mangelnde 
Kollegialität

Fehlende Kritikfähigkeit

Wiss. Selbständigkeit

Wiss. Fehlverhalten



N= 204-235
Anteil Nennungen

Consequences of Conflicts: 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Research work was delayed

Quality of research results has been impaired

I could not publish results

I could not keep promises to cooperation partners

Resources (e.g. third-pary funding) could not be obtained

Impact on my academic career

Damage to reputation in my organization

Damage to reputation in scientific community

Sanctions by management/administration

1-gar nicht 2 3 4 5 6 7-sehr stark



War eine der folgende Menschen oder Einrichtungen  involviert:

12,3%

15,3%

18,2%

20,6%

20,7%

25,7%

30,2%

32,5%

34,7%

44,7%

59,4%

79,4%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

External legal advice

Arbitration bodies

Equal Opportunities Officer or Women's Representative

Staff representative

Ombudsman's office

Professional support

Human Resources Department

Colleagues at other institutions

Management of the university/ research institution

Head of faculty/ department or similar

Private contacts

Colleagues at my institution

N= 252
Anteil Nennungen

Others involved?



War eine der folgende Menschen oder Einrichtungen  involviert: N= 31 - 201
Anteil Nennungen

Who helped, who was obstructive? 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Equal Opportunities Officer or Women's Representative

University or insitution leader(s)

Human Resources Department

Staff representative

Arbitration bodies

External legal advice

Ombudsperson(s)

Faculty/ department leader(s)

Colleagues at other institutions

Professional support

Colleagues at my institution

Private contacts

1-very obstructive 2 3 neutral 5 6 very helpful



N= 231/251, 
Anteil NennungenWie zufrieden sind Sie mit der Konfliktlösung / dem Verlauf des Konflikts?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Conflict development

Conflict resolution

1 -not at all satisfied 2 3 4 5 6 7-completely satisfied

Satsisfaction with development and resolution



N= 254
Anteil NennungenHaben Sie aufgrund dieser oder ähnlicher Erfahrungen etwas an Ihrer Führung verändert oder für Ihre allgemeine Führungspraxis mitgenommen?

7,8

8,24

3,9

5,9

12,2

19,2

23,1

34,5

52,2

52,2

55,7

0 20 40 60 80 100

No changes

Other

Downsized the research group

Change contract terms

Lower my expectations

Professionalise  leadership (mentoring, coaching,…

More professional distance from  group members

Change criteria for staff selection or selection…

Change interactions with individual group…

Changes in meeting strucutre

Communicate expextations more clearly

Changes in leadershio as response to conflict experience



Normalize 
conflict Train leaders Train 

followers

Train 
adminis-
tration

Improve 
organizational 

procedures 

Recommendations of participants

Work with the culture of physics



22

burkert@ihf.bayern.degoerg@ihf.bayern.dereimer@ihf.bayern.de
 

welpe@tum.de 
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Max Planck: From follower to leader



Research Leaders Betroffenheit
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Zwischen wem fand der Konflikt statt?
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Die  Hauptbeteiligten sind meist Promovierende

N =250

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

PostDocs mit Führungsverantwortung

PostDocs ohne Führungsverantwortung

Promovierende

andere

Anzahl



N= 239, 
Anteil Nennungen

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

work atmosphere

delayed research

lower quality of research

not being able to keep promises to cooperation
partners

reputation in my institution

my scientific career

reputation in scientific community

sanctions by management/ administration

1-not at all 2 3 4 5 6 7-vey strongly

Befürchtete Folgen der Konflikte: 
Arbeitsklima, Verzögerungen und Qualitätseinbußen
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Zusammen-
setzung 
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N=2.378 – Mitarbeitende der Max-Planck-Gesellschaft
Quelle: Olsthorn et al. (2020). PhDnet Report 2019. doi:10.17617/2.3243876.

Seldom known, mixed results: Official support points
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