
  

 

Documentaries on power abuse in academic institutions, particularly those involving 

early career researchers, have recently drawn repeated attention. Although individual 

documentaries focus on specific cases and institutions, the bigger picture that emerges is 

systemic problems within the academic landscape. 

  

We at PostdocNet, take a firm stance against all forms of power abuse, bullying, and 

harassment. We believe that these issues require urgent attention, not only within the MPG 

but throughout academia. There are approximately 3,000 postdocs across the 84 Max 

Planck Institutes. Our surveys in 2022 and 2024 shed light on the challenging conditions 

postdocs face in academia. The stressors are many, including very short-term contracts and 

the high pressure to publish in high-impact journals. 

  

Our surveys have shown that postdocs who overwork either in the form of working more 

hours than stated in their contract or not taking more than 10 holidays a year suffer from 

higher rates of depression and anxiety. Our surveys have also shown that 75% of MPG 

postdocs are from abroad, 50% of whom are from outside of the EU. Obtaining and keeping 

immigration status can be difficult with short-term contracts, adding more stress to an 

already precarious position. And it's not just individual lives that are at stake: around 25% of 

postdocs are parents, adding another layer of stress to an already challenging situation. 

  

PostdocNet has repeatedly called for policies to prevent and address anti-social behaviour in 

the workplace. While we have been able and are still committed to supporting individual 

postdocs in reporting incidents and commend the courage of those who have come forward, 

many researchers feel unsafe voicing their concerns for fear of retaliation and career 

repercussions. 

  

The MPG has taken important steps to improve its reporting structures by implementing 

multiple points of contact and increasing its visibility. Nevertheless, our 2024 survey shows 

that postdocs who choose to voice their concerns and report their bullying are, in general, 

not satisfied with the reporting process. This disincentivizes future victims from reporting 

their bullying. To address this problem, we are advocating for a joint task force that includes 

PhDs, postdocs, group leaders, and general administration to rebuild trust in the reporting 



system by protecting victims from retaliation and ensuring their careers are not damaged. 

This reporting system should bring in outside representatives to sit on reporting committees, 

ensure that perpetrators are held accountable, and work to change the culture by setting 

better examples and educating everyone. 

  

We are convinced that this pervasive problem throughout academia can only be solved by 

working together. Beyond structural changes, we also hope that the newly launched 

MPG-wide Postdoc Program, with its mentorship guidance and consulting opportunities, will 

support postdocs to reach their independence. However, accountability should extend to all 

levels, including senior leadership. 

  

PostdocNet will remain committed to advocating for Max Planck postdocs. We will continue 

conducting periodic surveys to collect reliable data, including working conditions, mental 

health, and bullying and harassment reporting, that amplifies the collective voice of our 

community. These surveys have already encouraged past reforms and remain a crucial tool 

for positive change. Through collaboration within the postdoc network and with MPG 

administration, we strive to develop concrete and constructive solutions. 

  

The existing reporting mechanisms are an important basis for fighting power abuse, and 

increasing the awareness and accessibility of these procedures is one of our main priorities. 

We encourage researchers to use the available reporting channels, including internal and 

external representatives, the ombudsperson, the works council, the equal opportunities 

officer, and the designated email (report@mpg.de). In case of doubts or fear, please always 

feel free to reach out directly to us, the PostdocNet Steering Group. 

  

The PostdocNet Steering Group 2025, on behalf of the PostdocNet. 

 

mailto:report@mpg.de

