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1	 The Heisenberg professorship 
funding programme of the DFG

Among the DFG‘s numerous funding instru-

ments, the Heisenberg professorship has its 

place both at the very end as well as at the very 

top for early career researchers: it opens the 

possibility of a permanent professorship to out-

standing researchers who are on the final aca-

demic qualification level. 

With the help of this funding programme, 

the DFG offers a professorship that is funded for 

a period of five years, which, following a posi-

tive evaluation, is continued on a permanent 

basis by the respective university. This so-called 

tenure-track process opens an excellent and  

reliable career perspective for the professors of 

tomorrow.

The funding programme offers considerab-

le added value for the universities as well: be-

cause Heisenberg professorships are only awar-

ded to persons who aim to establish an area of  

science not previously present at the respective 

location, it gives the universities the opportu-

nity to further develop structurally. Thus, the 

Heisenberg professorship funding instrument 

also serves as new way for universities to en-

hance their profiles�.

On the basis of the data collected at the DFG 

Head Office during the course of proposal pro-

cessing, this infobrief uses several pieces of sta-

tistical key information to examine the profiles 

of the 103 individuals who have been funded 

with a Heisenberg professorship in the period 

2006-2010. In addition to the question of the 

regional distribution of Heisenberg professors, 

their extensive participation in other funding 

programmes offered by the DFG is also discus-

sed.

�	 In addition to the Heisenberg professorship, the DFG also offers the 
Heisenberg fellowship under the "Heisenberg Programme" designa-
tion. The latter is also oriented towards particularly talented early 
career researchers in the research system. Unlike the professorship, 
however, it is not linked to an appointment process at a university. 
Further information on the Heisenberg Programme can be found at 
http://www.dfg.de/en/research_funding/programmes/individual/
heisenberg 

The Heisenberg Professorship – 	
A Statistical Profile 

Isabell Imöhl 

Less than five years after its introduction, the DFG has already awarded more than 100 Heisenberg 
professorships. On this occasion, this infobrief provides some key information on the statistical profile 
of the researchers who are funded with a Heisenberg professorship. Special attention is given here to 
the "DFG biography" of the funding recipients.

http://www.dfg.de/en/research_funding/programmes/individual/heisenberg
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2	 Statistical profile of the funded 
researchers

2.1	 Distribution among the scientific 	
disciplines

In accordance with the central role of the 

DFG – to serve research in all branches of  

science – the Heisenberg professorship can be 

applied for by outstanding researchers from all 

subject areas. 

The distribution of the awarded Heisenberg 

professorships among the four different scienti-

fic disciplines distinguished by DFG shows that 

an overproportionate number of Heisenberg 

professorships have been awarded in the life 

sciences: of the total 103 new proposals awar-

ded in the period 2006-2010, more than half – 

55 – went to the life sciences; 24 professorships 

were awarded in the natural sciences, 16 in 

the humanities and social sciences and 8 in the  

engineering sciences. 

It can be seen in Figure 1 that the proporti-

on of the scientific disciplines receiving appro-

vals for the Heisenberg professorship tends to 

be in line with all DFG funding programmes�. 

A direct comparison shows the greatest dif-

ference for the life sciences. Here, the propor-

tion within the Heisenberg professorship pro-

gramme is 20 percentage points higher than in 

the DFG as a whole.

2.2	 Regional distribution 

The cartographic representation in Figure 2 

shows the regions and university locations 

within Germany in which Heisenberg profes-

sorships were awarded and at which locations 

universities utilised the Heisenberg professor-

ship funding programme of the DFG to enhan-

ce their profiles.

Consistent with the high density of uni-

versities located there, the largest number of 

Heisenberg professors is found in North Rhine-

Westphalia: 21 Heisenberg professorships were 

established at a total of 9 universities. Thus, 

�	 Serving as the basis for the proportion of scientific disciplines in  
"All DFG funding programmes" are the awarded proposals in all 
DFG funding programmes in the period 2006-2010.

Figure 1: Awards per scientific discipline in the period 2006-2010 
Source: DFG, own calculations
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one in five researchers funded with a Heisen-

berg professorship chose a university in NRW.

The single location with the most Heisen-

berg professors is in Lower Saxony: the Georg 

August University of Göttingen is home to a to-

tal of eight Heisenberg professorships, of which 

five are associated with the life sciences�.

�	 The ten professors in Berlin are distributed among TU Berlin (1),  
HU Berlin (3) as well as "Charité - University Medical Centre  
Berlin", which is operated jointly by HU and FU Berlin (6)

Figure 2: Awards per scientific discipline in the period 2006-2010 
Source: DFG, own calculations



� DFG infobrief 2.10

  

Male
Female

100

90

80

70

60

50

50

30

20

10

0
2006

Pe
rc

en
t 

2.3	 Distribution by age and gender

Figure 3 shows the development of the Heisen-

berg Programme according to gender. During 

the period 2006-2010, the proportion of wo-

men awarded Heisenberg professorships ave-

raged approximately 23 percent. In the year 

2010, 9 of the total 26 awarded Heisenberg 

professorships went to female researchers.

Figure 4 also shows that the majority of 

researchers who apply for a Heisenberg pro-

fessorship are in the 36 to 40 age group�. The 

average age at the time the professorship was 

awarded is 39.

It is to be noted here that many Heisenberg 

professors were accepted earlier into the Hei-

senberg Programme, as they previously recei-

ved a Heisenberg fellowship. 

�	 The age refers to the time at which the professorship was awarded.	

Figure 4: Age structure of the Heisenberg professorships awarded in the period 2006-2010 
Source: DFG, own calculations

Figure 3: Development of the proportion of women in the number of awarded Heisenberg professorships
Source: DFG, own calculations
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Figure 5: Instances of participation of Heisenberg professors in DFG funding programmes 
Source: DFG, own calculations

3	 “DFG-biography”of the 	
funded researchers

The Heisenberg professorship is a programme 

of excellence for outstanding researchers who, 

based on their qualifications, satisfy all require-

ments for a lifetime professorship. Consequent-

ly, the target group of this programme tends 

to have a scientific career with above-average  

research activity.

A suitable indicator for the research activi-

ty of the Heisenberg professors is participation 

in other DFG funding programmes. The result 

speaks for itself: a total of 386 grants or partici-

pation� in other DFG programmes went to the 

103 researchers who were awarded Heisenberg 

professorships. This corresponds to an above-

average rate of nearly four per person. Given 

the relatively young average age of the Heisen-

berg professors, one can expect a distinguished 

– and, particularly with a view to the future, 

promising – “DFG biography“.

Figure 5 gives a differentiated overview of 

the application awards and participations by 

�	 Serving as the data basis are approved projects in the Individual 
Grants Programme, participations in projects in coordinated pro-
grammes as well as prizes that have been received. There were no 
time restrictions on data collection. Thus, participations that took 
place prior to and following the awarding of the Heisenberg  
professorship are included.

DFG funding programm�. It is seen that the re-

searchers funded with a Heisenberg professor-

ship demonstrate very high proposal activity in 

the Individual Grants Programme. They alo-

ne were involved in 164 approved individual 

proposals. A possible justification for the high 

number of approved individual proposals may 

be that many Heisenberg professors were pre-

viously funded with a Heisenberg fellowship 

and the fellows can apply for the funds neces-

sary for their research within the framework of 

an individual proposal.

Among the coordinated programmes, par-

ticular importance is attached to the Collabo-

rative Research Centres: 32 researchers funded 

with a Heisenberg professorship are documen-

ted in the DFG proposal database with a total of 

52 instances of participation as project leader.

Programmes for funding early career resear-

chers that are intended to qualify outstanding 

researchers for an appointment to a professor-

ship include the Emmy Noether Programme 

and the Heisenberg fellowship. 

�	 Taken into account are the participation roles of project leader  
(Collaborative Research Centres, clusters of excellence), applicant 
(Individual Grants Programme, Priority Programmes, Research 
Units) as well as participating researcher and spokesperson  
(Research Training Groups, clusters of excellence, graduate schools, 
institutional strategies).
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               Programme (21)
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Figure 6:  Prior funding of Heisenberg professors in the "Heisenberg fellowship" and "Emmy Noether independent junior 
research group" programmes 
Source: DFG, own calculations

       

In this regard, Figure 6 shows that 21, or 

approximately 20 percent, of all Heisenberg 

professors benefit from prior experience as the 

leader of an Emmy Noether independent juni-

or research group. Of the researchers funded 

with a Heisenberg professorship, 47 made prior 

use of the Heisenberg fellowship. An applica-

tion may be submitted to convert this to a pro-

fessorship if a university presents a correspon-

ding structure development concept which is 

given a positive evaluation.

Although they constitute only a small part 

of the „DFG biography“ of the researchers who 

are funded with Heisenberg professorships, 

the importance of the scientific prizes is not 

to be ignored. Prior to the start of their pro-

fessorships, 3 of the 103 Heisenberg professors 

were awarded the most distinguished prize for  

early career researchers in Germany, the Heinz  

Maier-Leibnitz Prize. Ulm-based gastroentero- 

logist Professor Karl Lenhard Rudolph, reci-

pient in 2006 of the fourth Heisenberg pro-

fessorship, was awarded the most prestigious 

research prize in Germany, the Gottfried Wil-

helm Leibniz Prize, in 2009.
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Heisenberg fellowships Emmy Noether independent junior research groups

Former Heisenberg fellows
No former Heisenberg fellows

Former ENP independent junior research group leaders
No former ENP independent junior research group leaders

 56 
(54%)

47  
(46%)

82  
(80%)

21  
(20%)
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