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Research Funding –
Facts and Figures

1 Question

The DFG offers various funding programmes 

that, in addition to pure project funding, also 

aim to support applicants’ career develop-

ment. These include the Walter Benjamin Pro-

gramme, which has since absorbed the former 

research fellowship, the Emmy Noether Pro-

gramme and the Heisenberg Programme. In 

addition, within the context of project-related 

funding, Temporary Positions for Principal In-

vestigators are used in particular as a module 

under the Research Grants Programme, Prior-

ity Programmes and Research Units to further 

raise applicants’ research profile in early career 

phases.

To what extent and under which gener-

al conditions applicants remain in the Ger-

man research system in the long term was 

first described in detail by the DFG in its study 

Forschungsförderung und Karrierewege (DFG 

2017). One key finding of that study was that 

funding recipients have stronger links with re-

search, and in particular research in Germany, 

than those who do not. But is this still the case? 

In which disciplines do most funding recipients 

remain in the research system? Are there dif-

ferences between the genders? And in which 

programmes does funding most often lead to 

individuals pursuing a research career?

The DFG’s funding decision can be a key fac-

tor in career development in two ways. Firstly, 

it may be the case that those researchers are 

selected who demonstrate high career potential 

anyway: even if this group of people had not 

received funding, they would probably have 
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achieved a better career position than the re-

searchers whose proposals were rejected. Sec-

ondly, a person’s career can be given a boost by 

the funding itself, i.e. the financial support re-

ceived or the gain in reputation. Various stud-

ies indicate that both mechanisms are effective 

(Laudel 2017, Reimer et al. 2019, Schröder et 

al. 2021, Habicht et al. 2021).

The 2017 study looked at career trajecto-

ries for the 2007 and 2008 cohort of applicants 

based on a dataset of 1,133 individuals. Infor-

mation from these individuals’ curriculum vitae 

was processed and analysed. In addition, this 

study was the first to test a monitoring system 

based exclusively on structured information in 

the DFG’s proposal database, e.g. information 

on proposal submissions and review activities 

as well as people’s registered titles.

This instrument appears to be well suited to 

observing long-term integration in the German 

research system:

1. essentially, anyone who has ever ap-

proached the DFG as an applicant under 

a funding programme for career support 

can be included in the analysis. In terms 

of carrying out a more in-depth analysis of 

biographies, however only a sample can be 

taken into account due to the amount of 

work this involves.

2. Since the rules for recording data in the 

DFG proposal database have largely re-

mained stable over time, the analysis can 

be repeated at any time and focus on any 

(subsequent) year. Secondly, this means 

the database also fulfils the requirement of 

a monitoring instrument for use on a per-

manent basis.

On the one hand, it is possible to look at 

whether applicants submitted proposals to the 

DFG again after submitting their original pro-

posal, and whether they were invited by the 

DFG to carry out at least one review or par-

ticipate in its decision-making bodies. In addi-

tion to this “DFG activity indicator”, the DFG 

proposal database also yields information on 

whether the academic status of former appli-

cants has changed. Here, reference is made to 

the title rather than the academic degree (in-

cluding doctoral degree). A distinction is drawn 

between professor1, private lecturer (Privat-

dozent) and no professor/private lecturer title. 

All in all, this results in a typology that distin-

guishes four groups: professor, private lecturer, 

DFG-active person (but no professor/private 

lecturer title), and non-DFG-active person. 

In this way, conclusions can be drawn as to 

whether a person is still active in the German 

research system and whether they have since 

taken a career step that can be gleaned from 

their academic title.

2 Data basis and methodology

The starting point for the analysis is provid-

ed by all 32,334 proposals decided on in con-

nection with the DFG funding instruments re-

search fellowship2, Emmy Noether Programme 

and Heisenberg Programme, as well as the 

Temporary Positions for Principal Investiga-

tors module in the years 2007 to 2021. Both 

approved and rejected proposals are included. 

Proposals were submitted by 24,061 persons, 

which means that some researchers applied for 

funding under different programmes or in the 

same programme after being rejected, for ex-

ample, so they are covered more than once in 

the analyses.

The 19,518 proposals in the Temporary Po-

sitions for the Principal Investigators module 

account for the largest share of the data base, 

followed by the research fellowship with 6,440 

proposals, the Emmy Noether Programme 

with 4,011 proposals and the Heisenberg Pro-

gramme (including the Heisenberg professor-

ship and, from 2017, the Heisenberg position 

1 The title of professor does not differentiate between a professorship 
and a junior professorship.

2 The last research fellowship grants were awarded in 2020. The 
Walter Benjamin Programme was introduced in 2019 to replace the 
research fellowship, and proposals were received for it on a larger 
scale for the first time in 2020: this programme is therefore not con-
sidered here because an insufficient period of time has lapsed since 
2019.
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or Heisenberg temporary substitute position for 

clinicians) with 2,365 proposals.

DFG activity and title are examined for all 

those who submitted these proposals. In the 

following analysis, individuals are considered 

to still be DFG-active in 2022 if at least one of 

the following three criteria applied to them in 

2020 and 2021:

1. After the original proposal was submitted, 

decisions were issued on one or more oth-

er DFG proposals submitted by this person 

(either approved or rejected).

2. The person was active in an ongoing fund-

ing programme (various participatory roles 

were included here, as were other pro-

grammes).

3. The person was involved in a review meet-

ing (oral review), submitted a written re-

view or was a member of a DFG statutory 

body (including review boards).

The fact that DFG activity can be regarded 

as a fairly good indicator of whether a person 

remained attached to the research system re-

sults from the considerable breadth and cover-

age of DFG funding. If we compare the number 

of people with the title of professor and a uni-

versity address who were active as applicants 

or reviewers over a five-year period with the 

number of professors reported to the Federal 

Statistical Office for German universities, this 

shows that 82 percent of them are DFG-active 

individuals (DFG, 2022a, p. 5). This focus on 

DFG-active individuals largely excludes those 

working in research abroad, however. At best, 

the latter will include researchers who have 

been requested by the DFG to submit a review.

 The academic title of a researcher is record-

ed in the DFG database so that it can be used 

to send automated letters to the individual in 

question. It is always adapted when a contact 

occurs, e.g. if the person submits a proposal or 

the DFG Head Office requests a review. This 

analysis is based on the status of titles as re-

corded by the DFG in January 2022.

In the 2017 study, the quality of the title data 

recorded in the DFG database was assessed for 

the sample of 1,133 persons searched by CV 

analysis. In terms of those applicants follow-

ing DFG career support programmes whose 

proposal was rejected, the current status in the 

DFG proposal database was under-reported by 

about 20 percent. In the case of persons who 

did receive funding, there was a very high de-

gree of correspondence between the titles listed 

in the DFG database and those that appeared 

in the individuals’ current curricula vitae. This 

difference should be taken into account when 

interpreting the following findings.

3 Findings

3.1 Integration in the German research 
system by the year in which a decision 
was issued

The extent to which DFG applicants for whose 

original proposal a decision was issued in the 

years 2007 to 2021 are currently integrated in 

the German research system depends primarily 

on the time that has lapsed since the submis-

sion of the proposal. If, for example, a person 

only obtained a research fellowship or funding 

under the Walter Benjamin Programme a few 

years ago, it is unlikely that they will have at-

tained a professorship, simply because it will 

not have been possible in that time to gain the 

research experience usually required for such 

an appointment. A breakdown of applicant ca-

reer status by the year in which the decision on 

their original proposal was issued is shown for 

the research fellowship programme in Figure 1. 

In distinguishing between approved and re-

jected research fellowship proposals, this fig-

ure shows how the shares of the four different 

groups shift with the time lapse since the origi-

nal funding decision.

What is striking is the drop in DFG activity 

among applicants whose funding decision was 

issued about two to three years ago – a period 

of time that corresponds to the duration of the 

research fellowship. This sudden decline indi-

cates that many research fellowship holders are 
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Figure 1: Title or DFG activity in 2022 of applicants of proposals approved under the research fellowship programme based on 
the time lapse since the original funding decision (2007 to 2020)

Figure 2: Title or DFG activity in 2022 of applicants whose proposals were rejected under the research fellowship programme 
by time lapse since original funding decision (2007 to 2020)
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no longer or will no longer be active in the DFG 

once their funding expires. This applies even 

more clearly to applicants whose proposal was 

rejected. For them, DFG activity is reduced at 

an earlier stage.

Looking at the other end of these two graphs, 

we see that over a quarter of those with ap-

proved research fellowships from the earliest 

years, 2007 to 2009, are listed by the DFG as 

holding a professorship. The fact that the share 

of proposals with the longest time lapse since 

fellowship funding does not increase further in-

dicates that the maximum level may have been 

reached.

A comparison shows that the greater the time 

lapse since the funding decision, the greater the 

share of professors among the rejected fellow-

ship proposals. Here, an increase to a level of 

over 10 percent only follows for the cohorts of 

2008 (15 percent) and 2007 (18 percent). On 

the other hand, the share of private lecturers is 

somewhat higher among these individuals. For 

persons with approved fellowships, the share 

of private lecturers levels off at 5 to 7 percent 

from the decision year 2012 onwards, and at 6 

to 8 percent for rejected fellowships from the 

decision year 2010 onwards. Finally, for be-

tween 57 and 65 percent of all applicants from 

2007 to 2011, the status remains “without DFG  

activity”. This figure is significantly higher for 

rejected fellowships in the same cohorts, at 71 

to 86 percent.

3.2 Integration in the German research 
system by programme and funding 
decision 

In order to compare the level of attachment 

to the research system between applicants to 

different career development programmes, the 

following analyses offer a summary for those 

who originally submitted proposals in the years 

2007 to 2011. In the case of these cohorts, pro-

posals were submitted at least ten years ago, 

so the analysis reflects longer-term attachment 

and career status.

The summary analysis shown in Figure 2 

compares the shares of the groups defined 

above according to the four programmes, 

distinguishing between approved and reject-

ed proposals. There are differences between 

the programmes that can be accounted for by 

the logic of the programmes themselves: for 

those who applied for research fellowships, 

the share of professorships achieved 11 to 15 

years later is the lowest among those fund-

ed, at 24 percent, followed by 28 percent in 

the Temporary Positions for Principal Inves-

tigators module. The percentages are signifi-

cantly higher for funding recipients under the 

Emmy Noether and Heisenberg Programmes, 

where 73 and 85 percent, respectively, are 

documented in the DFG database as hold-

ing a professorship after receiving their DFG 

funding. For all four programmes, this title 

is recorded significantly less frequently in the 

case of those whose proposals were rejected. 

This pattern is consistent with the findings of 

the 2017 study.

One interesting detail emerges with regard 

to the status group of private lecturers. While 

their share in most of the comparison groups 

shown in Figure 2 ranges in a relatively nar-

row corridor of between 3 and 15 percent, the 

group of applicants with rejected proposals un-

der the Heisenberg Programme stands out in 

particular: of these, 38 percent still belong to 

the group of private lecturers 11 to 15 years 

after receiving funding, so their status is pre-

sumably the same as it was for the majority of 

the researchers at the time of submitting their 

Heisenberg proposal.

3.3 Integration in the German research 
system by gender

As in the present analysis, the DFG study of 

2017 examined gender-specific differences in 

relation to the German research system, how-

ever based on an analysis of curricula vitae. 

There were notable differences only for the 

Temporary Positions for Principal Investigators 
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and the research fellowships (cf. DFG 2017,  

p. 54 – 55), but not for the Emmy Noether 

Programme and funding recipients under the  

Heisenberg Programme.

Figure 4 below compares the results for the 

research fellowship and the Emmy Noether 

Programme3. Once again, this confirms that 

fewer women than men hold the title of pro-

fessor or remain in contact with the DFG fol-

lowing a DFG research fellowship. This differ-

ence is evident for both rejected and approved 

proposals. Female researchers who have ap-

plied for a research fellowship are also more 

likely to leave the (German) research system 

3 In this analysis, 32 percent (men) and 22 percent (women) of fun-
ding recipients with a Temporary Position for Principal Investigators 
attained a professorship by 2022. For the Heisenberg Programme, 
the shares are roughly equal at 85 percent men and 86 percent 
women.

than men. Another partial finding that can be 

highlighted here is that a lower share of fe-

male researchers fall into the category of “pri-

vate lecturer”.

The differences are smaller for Emmy 

Noether funding recipients. Here, 74 per-

cent of men and 70 percent of women whose 

funding proposals were approved between 

2007 and 2011 had obtained a professorship 

by 2022. Among those whose funding pro-

posals were rejected, 39 percent of men and 

34 percent of women still went on to obtain 

the title of professor. The difference is also 

smaller in the “DFG-active” category than for 

the research fellowship. Nonetheless, some 

50 percent of women whose proposals were 

rejected, but only 44 percent of men, are no 

longer registered with the DFG as applicants, 

Figure 3: Title or DFG activity in 2022 among applicants who originally submitted proposals in 2007 to 2011, by programme  
and funding decision
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reviewers or in a committee function 11 to 

15 years after submitting their original pro-

posal.

Researchers of both genders leave the Ger-

man research system even at this advanced 

career stage, especially women. It is not possi-

ble here to determine whether or not they are 

increasingly migrating to foreign research sys-

tems, as was found in the 2017 study.

3.4 Integration in the German research 
system by scientific discipline

The share of researchers who leave the re-

search system after completing their doctorate 

varies considerably from one subject to another. 

There are also varying degrees of competitive 

pressure to obtain a professorship, depending 

on the discipline (Wirth, 2019; Reimer, Witte, 

Lenz & Banschbach, 2019).

Figure 5 shows the extent to which fund-

ing recipients of the cohorts 2007 to 2011 dif-

fer in terms of their attachment to the German 

research system across the four funding pro-

grammes under review here, broken down ac-

cording to the four major scientific disciplines4. 

What is striking here is first of all the slight 

difference in the programmes aimed at re-

searchers in the advanced postdoc phase: in the 

Emmy Noether Programme, the shares of those 

who later receive the title of professor is rough-

ly equal in all four scientific disciplines, with a 

slight decline in the case of the natural sciences. 

4 The scientific disciplines represent the highest level of the DFG 
subject classification system, see: www.dfg.de/en/dfg_profile/ 
statutory_bodies/review_boards/subject_areas

Figure 4: Title or DFG activity in 2022 among applicants who originally submitted proposals in 2007 to 2011, by gender,  
programme and funding decision
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In the Heisenberg Programme, the shares of 

professors in the humanities and social sciences 

are somewhat lower than in the other three sci-

entific disciplines; for the other three there are 

almost no differences.

For the two other programmes, a comparison 

of the four scientific disciplines yields a some-

what more differentiated picture. 

In the case of the research fellowship and the 

Temporary Positions for Principal Investigators, 

the data are similar for the humanities and so-

cial sciences and for the engineering sciences. 

Both have the highest shares of funding recip-

ients who went on to obtain professorships. 

The findings suggest that people who apply for 

postdoctoral funding in this range of subjects 

are more likely than those in the life and natu-

ral sciences to associate this decision with long-

term career prospects in research.

Figure 5: Title or DFG activity in 2022 among applicants who originally submitted proposals in 2007 to 2011, by programme  
and scientific discipline
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3.5 Professor titles: comparison of the  
decision years 2001 to 2015 and 2007 
to 2021

Finally, a question is addressed which we can 

now answer for the first time due to the moni-

toring system presented here: how do the find-

ings change over time? To be specific: are there 

differences to be seen in the shares of those 

who attain a professorship if we compare those 

funding recipients in the cohorts analysed in 

the 2017 DFG study for the first time and those 

in later cohorts?

Figures 6 to 9 provide an answer to this ques-

tion. The share of those who are registered with 

the DFG with the title of professor is compared 

based on an equal time lapse since the year in 

which the decision on the proposal was sub-

mitted under these programmes. The blue col-

umns indicate the percentage of professors at 

the beginning of 2022 in the applicant years 

2007 to 2021. The red columns contrast the 

comparative figure six years ago (titles as of the 

beginning of 2016 for the decision years 2001 

to 2015). Here is an example to illustrate how 

this works: of the former Emmy Noether fund-

ing recipients in 2007, 60.5 percent were listed 

as holding the title of professor in the DFG da-

tabase nine years later (2016). For the former 

funding recipients of the year 2013, given the 

same time lapse since the funding (after nine 

years, i.e. in 2022), the share of those who 

hold such a title is 61.2 percent. Even though 

the pillars show differing characteristics in in-

dividual years, there is a very high degree of 

correspondence overall. No clearly discernible 

shortening of the columns is to be discerned in 

later years. For the research fellowship there is 

a higher share of professors than there was in 

the comparative analysis six years earlier, espe-

cially for applicants in the decision years 13 to 

15 years ago. In the case of the Temporary Po-

sitions for Principal Investigators, on the other 

hand, a higher share of applicants from the de-

cision years 2011 to 2015 hold the title of pro-

fessor (Figure 7) than from the decision years 

2017 to 2021 in 2022. In the Emmy Noether 

Programme, the columns for the cohort of 11 

to 15 years ago are somewhat shorter today. In 

the Heisenberg Programme, more people in the 

most recent cohorts in 2020 and 2021 hold the 

title of professor than was the case in earlier co-

horts two years after the funding decision was 

made (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: Title of professor in 2022 or 2016 among applicants whose proposals were approved under the Research Fellowship 
programme by time lapse since the funding decision (2007 to 2021 / 2001 to 2015)

Figure 7: Title of professor in 2022 or 2016 among applicants whose proposals were approved for Temporary Positions  
for Principal Investigators by time lapse since the funding decision (2007 to 2021 / 2001 to 2015)
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Figure 8: Title of professor in 2022 or 2016 among applicants whose proposals were approved under the Emmy Noether 
Programme by time lapse since the funding decision (2007 to 2021 / 2001 to 2015)

Figure 9: Title of professor in 2022 or 2016 among applicants whose proposals were approved under the Heisenberg 
Programme by time lapse since the funding decision (2007 to 2021 / 2001 to 2015)
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4 Conclusion and  
future perspectives

The available data was used to look at how 

applicants under the four programmes men-

tioned showed changes in terms of their status 

within the German research system. This was 

measured based on DFG activity as well as on 

whether or not they hold an academic title of 

professor or private lecturer.

When compared to the findings of the 2017 

study, where the far more complex method of 

CV analysis was used, a largely consistent pat-

tern emerges:

• those whose proposals are rejected leave 

the German research system earlier and in 

larger numbers.

• Female researchers are less involved in 

the German research system than male re-

searchers, regardless of whether their pro-

posals are approved or rejected.

• In the humanities and social sciences, as 

well as in the engineering sciences, funding 

under the research fellowship programme 

is more strongly associated with an orien-

tation towards a research career in Germa-

ny than is the case in the life and natural 

sciences. A share of 40 percent (human-

ities and social sciences) and 37 percent 

(engineering sciences) of those who re-

ceived funding under this programme hold 

the title of professor 11 to 15 years after re-

ceiving funding. A comparable pattern can 

be discerned in the case of the Temporary 

Positions for Principal Investigators.

• When compared directly, the career pros-

pects of former recipients of funding un-

der the Emmy Noether and Heisenberg 

Programmes have remained largely stable. 

Among those who formerly received fund-

ing, many go on to obtain professorships, 

but many also remain in the German re-

search system in general and continue to 

be involved with the DFG.

The DFG will continue to monitor to what 

extent funding recipients remain in the Ger-

man research system in the long term. One 

question to look at might be whether the 

changes caused by the coronavirus pandemic 

(DFG, 2022b) have had an impact on research 

careers. For those who completed their doctor-

ate right in the middle or at the beginning of 

the pandemic, as well as for funding recipients 

under the Walter Benjamin Programme, it will 

only be visible in a few years from now wheth-

er they have remained in the research system. 

Similarly, the success of efforts to retain doc-

toral researchers in academia in the long term 

can only be answered over time. The present 

monitoring system creates the basis to further 

investigate these issues in the future.
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