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Foreword 
 

The urgent need for action in the area of sustainability applies equally to research as a sub-sec-
tor of society. An awareness of this is already widespread among most actors in the research 
system. However, the profound, ongoing shift towards resource conservation and emission-re-
ducing practices in research requires broad-based and far-reaching support. As part of its re-
sponsibility toward research funding and helping to shape overall conditions in the research sys-
tem, the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) seeks to an-
chor a framework for sustainability in its funding activities. 

The DFG Sustainability Commission, established by the Executive Committee of the DFG in No-
vember 2021, drew up recommendations to this effect. At its meeting on 24 March 2023, these 
were unanimously adopted by the DFG Senate after considerable deliberation. The Senate af-
firmed that the Commission’s suggestion to introduce mandatory considerations on environmen-
tal sustainalility at proposal level has considerable potential to stimulate and utilise the creativity 
of the individuals and organisations involved. In doing so, the process of change will be driven 
from within the research system itself. It was emphasised that considerations of climate protec-
tion, environmental compatibility, and resource conservation at project level should not be an ob-
stacle to scientific knowledge advancement. Addressing concerns expressed in the research 
community regarding potentially excessive requirements in this regard, the Senate proposed 
that applicants’ plans for sustainability in project proposals should be concise; rather than being 
subject to a discipline-specific assessment as part of the evaluation process, however, this as-
pect of the proposal will undergo a plausibility check. 

The Senate agreed that an accompanying communication concept, consisting of an interdiscipli-
nary catalogue of guiding questions (sustainability guide) combined with a an online subject-spe-
cific collection of examples, would provide valuable orientation. The catalogue and examples are 
in the process of being created and further developed in collaboration with the research commu-
nity. 

The updates should be successfully incorporated in the proposal templates and guidelines and 
the catalogue of guiding questions and website published by 2024.The experience gained by as-
sessing sustainability at proposal level is then to be reported to the Senate after a period of 
three years.  

At its meeting on 27 June 2023, the Joint Committee of the DFG also unanimously approved the 
recommendations and the catalogue of guiding questions, highlighting the potential of the DFG 
initiative to produce more sustainable processes throughout the entire research system. Here it 
was emphasized that applicants’ statements on sustainability aspects in the implementation of 
research projects need to be considered in the context of existing conditions on site, for which 
the respective institution is responsible. In terms of concrete implementation of sustainability 
measures in research activity, it must be ensured that the expectations regarding contributions  
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Foreword 
 

The urgent need for action in the area of sustainability applies equally to research as a sub-sec-
tor of society. An awareness of this is already widespread among most actors in the research 
system. However, the profound, ongoing shift towards resource conservation and emission-re-
ducing practices in research requires broad-based and far-reaching support. As part of its re-
sponsibility towards research funding and helping to shape overall conditions in the research 
system, the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) seeks to 
anchor a framework for sustainability in its funding activities. 

The DFG Sustainability Commission, established by the Executive Committee of the DFG in No-
vember 2021, drew up recommendations to this effect. At its meeting on 24 March 2023, these 
were unanimously adopted by the DFG Senate after considerable deliberation. The Senate af-
firmed that the Commission’s suggestion to introduce mandatory considerations on environmen-
tal sustainalility at the proposal level has considerable potential to stimulate and utilise the crea-
tivity of the individuals and organisations involved. In doing so, the process of change will be 
driven from within the research system itself. It was emphasised that considerations of climate 
protection, environmental compatibility and resource conservation at the project level should not 
be an obstacle to scientific knowledge advancement. Addressing concerns expressed in the re-
search community regarding potentially excessive requirements in this regard, the Senate pro-
posed that applicants’ plans for sustainability in project proposals should be concise; rather than 
being subject to a discipline-specific assessment as part of the evaluation process, however, this 
aspect of the proposal will undergo a plausibility check. 

The Senate agreed that an accompanying communication concept, consisting of an interdiscipli-
nary catalogue of guiding questions (sustainability guide) combined with an online collection of 
subject-specific examples, would provide valuable orientation. The catalogue and examples are 
in the process of being created and further developed in collaboration with the research commu-
nity. 

From the beginning of 2024 onwards, the updates should be successively incorporated in the 
proposal templates and guidelines; in addition the catalogue of guiding questions and website 
should be published then. The experience gained by assessing sustainability at the proposal 
level is then to be reported to the Senate after a period of three years.  

At its meeting on 27 June 2023, the Joint Committee of the DFG also unanimously approved the 
recommendations and the catalogue of guiding questions, highlighting the potential of the DFG 
initiative to produce more sustainable processes throughout the entire research system. Here it 
was emphasised that applicants’ statements on sustainability aspects in the implementation of 
research projects need to be considered in the context of existing conditions on site, for which 
the respective institution is responsible. In terms of concrete implementation of sustainability 
measures in research activity, it must be ensured that the expectations regarding contributions 
to climate protection and environmental compatibility to be made by individual researchers on 
the one hand, and by institutions on the other, are balanced.  

Furthermore, close dialogue between actors in the research system will be important, and DFG 
statutory bodies and other actors involved will need to be regularly updated on the experience 
with regard to the newly introduced considerations on sustainability at the proposal level. The 
Joint Committee also stated that it would be vital to ensure that details of this experience were 
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made publicly accessible, especially subject-specific examples. It is important for people to learn 
from each other in this area, given that it is new to everyone involved, with a view to ensuring an 
overarching and creative competition of ideas. 

The DFG General Assembly acknowledged the recommendations and the catalogue of guiding 
questions on 28 June 2023. 

The almost two-year discussion and development process was driven by a positive, research-led 
spirit and involved a large number of experts as well as members of DFG statutory bodies (re-
view boards, Senate Committees, the Senate, the Joint Committee and the Executive Commit-
tee). The result is a well-balanced package of measures that addresses the breadth of the re-
search community and stimulates the creativity of researchers with regard to sustainable re-
search processes, best-practice models and subject-specific standards. 

I would like to express my sincere thanks to all those who have contributed to this process of an-
choring considerations on sustainability in DFG funding activities. 

 

Bonn, June 2023 

 

Professor Dr. Katja Becker 
President of the DFG 
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I Background and objective of the Commission  
 

Climate protection, environmental compatibility and resource conservation are existential re-
quirements that extend into all sectors of society, including research. Together with the other 
members of the Alliance of Science Organisations in Germany, the DFG acknowledges its re-
sponsibility1/2/3 to promote better sustainability in research processes, both in its funding activi-
ties and its involvement in shaping the framework conditions for research. 

For a long time now, the DFG has funded numerous research projects that address the full 
range of sustainability issues. Though their relevance in terms of climate protection, environmen-
tal compatibility and resource conservation is never a foregone conclusion, basic research taken 
as a whole forms a repository of knowledge that makes it possible to address issues in the field 
of sustainability and to make informed decisions. At the institutional level, the DFG supported the 
networking of researchers working on sustainability in Germany in a wide range of research ar-
eas by establishing and funding the German Committee for Sustainability Research (DKN). In 
addition, several DFG Senate Commissions address4 issues of sustainability from various disci-
plinary perspectives.  

In November 2021, the Executive Committee of the DFG established the Commission on Sus-
tainability with the goal of developing an appropriate, interdisciplinary and legally secure ap-
proach to the fundamental notion of sustainability across all DFG funding activities. This followed 
intensive work on the subject by the Senate Commission on Earth System Research, the DFG 
Executive Committee and the DFG Senate in the course of the preceding year.  

The focus of the DFG Sustainability Commission is to systematically integrate sustainability con-
siderations and raise awareness of the potential impact of research processes on the environ-
ment and natural resources. The Commission’s brief is not to encourage contributions to sus-
tainability research.  

The 20-member Commission is made up of representatives of DFG statutory bodies from the 
various scientific disciplines, experts in sustainability research, experts in constitutional law, and 
ethics specialists. 

  

                                                

1 Press release 25 September 2020. 
2 Press release – CO2 compensation. 
3 Statement on the contribution to climate neutrality 13 September 2021. 
4 Senate Commission on Earth System Research, Permanent Senate Commission on Fundamental Issues of Biologi-

cal Diversity and Permanent Senate Commission on Animal Protection and Experimentation. 

https://www.dfg.de/en/service/press/press_releases/2020/press_release_no_38/index.html
https://www.dfg.de/en/service/press/press_releases/2020/press_release_no_59/index.html
https://www.nachhaltigkeitsnetzwerk.mpg.de/93641/MPSN_NHK-Allianzorganisationen-ClimateNeutrality-2021-12-13.pdf
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II Points of departure and framework conditions 
 

A number of scientific concepts of sustainability are currently being discussed, each of which in-
volves varying emphases and breadth in terms of the environmental, social and economic di-
mensions involved. For example, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) formulated by 
the United Nations go far beyond climate and environmental protection, as they also define a 
number of social and economic aspects as being relevant to sustainability. In anchoring the con-
siderations on sustainability in DFG funding activities, the Commission is initially focusing on en-
vironmental sustainability. On the one hand, this focus is derived from the fact that freedom of 
research (Article 5 (3) of the Grundgesetz [Basic Law]), as an unconditional right of freedom, can 
only be restricted by conflicting constitutional law, which in this case can be the state aim of pro-
tecting natural resources (Article 20a of the Grundgesetz). On the other hand, it does not seem 
feasible to take into account the entire spectrum of sustainability in all its complexity in the 
DFG’s funding process at this point in time. Nonetheless, interdependencies with some sustaina-
bility aspects should explicitly be taken into account. With regard to the social dimension of sus-
tainability and research, the DFG is particularly committed to gender equality and the promotion 
of diversity – in other words, fair participation. This is similarly called for in the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

In the research process there are various levels of responsibility for taking sustainability aspects 
into account, in the sense of avoiding emissions (not only of greenhouse gases) and conserving 
resources. Each level has its own specific framework for action. First there is the level of the in-
dividual researcher or applicant institution in connection with the research project, and second 
the level of those involved in research assessment and funding decisions. Third, at the institu-
tional level, research institutions establish the framework conditions for research activity be-
cause they are responsible for implementing legal requirements and operating central research 
infrastructures. Fourth, regulatory competence lies with the federal government and the federal 
states.  

The objective is to ensure close coordination between actors at the various levels of responsibil-
ity in the research system so as to cluster efforts to make research activity more environmentally 
friendly and tap into synergies. With regard to the institutional level of responsibility, the obvious 
option is to cooperate with the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK), since it is also developing 
approaches to the transformation of the governance and structures of higher education institu-
tions in the form of a sustainability audit. Here it will be particularly important for the sustainability 
audit to make concrete reference to research activities and research infrastructures to ensure 
that DFG and HRK activities are mutually beneficial.  

As a research funding institution, the DFG primarily targets its members and funding recipients, 
higher education institutions and research institutions, as well as individual researchers and the 
reviewers and statutory body members who carry out the evaluation process. In view of this, the 
Commission recommends the following approach to developing standards and structures in the 
context of DFG research funding.  
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III Anchoring considerations on environmental sustainabil-
ity in DFG funding activities 

 

In line with its role as a driving force in the German research system, the DFG should strengthen 
the framework conditions in the research system regarding the importance of and need for re-
source-saving and environmentally friendly research processes.  

In the spirit of the freedom of research (Article 5 (3) of the Grundgesetz), it is essential and in 
line with the DFG’s fundamental principles to ensure that research projects are not limited in 
subject matter and that freedom in the choice of methods and materials is maintained. Consider-
ation of sustainability aspects should not lead to a reduction in the quality of the research. 

Taking this into account, the Commission suggests anchoring considerations on sustainability at 
the proposal level. By directly addressing applicants (researchers and institutions) and indirectly 
also project staff, it will be possible to achieve broad inclusion of the research communities. In 
addition, this strengthens the individuals’ and institutional applicants’ own responsibility in 
achieving resource-saving and low-emission research practices. The wide range of addressees 
also opens up a large space in which subject-specific solutions can be developed and standards 
can be established. As an operation method, the Commission suggests that all DFG funding 
programmes require applicants to engage in obligatory considerations on environmentally com-
patible and resource-conserving procedures in the research process; this is then to be included 
as supplementary information with the proposal. 

The term “consideration” here means that applicants are to provide a concise and comprehensi-
ble presentation in their proposal of the project planning deliberations they have made with re-
gard to the sustainability aspects of their research process, such as reduction potential and/or 
alternative methods. In this way, applicants document their engagement with the issue and, if 
necessary, can also point out any unresolved questions in terms of achieving sustainable re-
search processes or having to tackle conflicting objectives. The goal is to stimulate creativity and 
diversity of ideas among applicants and those involved in the evaluation process. In the course 
of processing, reviewing and assessing proposals, it should be possible to ask questions about 
the relevant statements made by applicants in individual cases. Rather than being subjected to a 
discipline-specific assessment, these statements can then be taken into account in each pro-
posal’s evaluation process by way of a plausibility check. This might be the case when an ex-
tremely high level of emissions or high resource consumption is indicated, for example, or when 
the applicant’s explanations are not sufficiently plausible.  

On this basis, the DFG will allocate limited financial resources in an appropriate manner and 
also pursue its statutory purposes in the light of the constitution (especially Article 5 (3) and Arti-
cle 20a of the Grundgesetz), particularly by providing research funding and by helping to shape 
framework conditions conducive to research. It is already possible to apply for increased funding 
where more resource-efficient and emission-reducing approaches are more cost-intensive. 

The idea of integrating these considerations in a bottom-up way is to help support and promote 
a shift towards resource-conserving and emission-reducing research practices. This process 
must be flexible to allow for adaptability in research. All in all, the aim is to adopt an approach 
that avoids excessive regulation and keeps the administrative burden to the parties involved 
within limits. 
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By providing an interdisciplinary catalogue of guiding questions and including exemplary points 
of departure and questions – neither exhaustive nor requiring a full set of responses on the part 
of applicants – the aim is to invite applicants to engage in considerations and to support them, 
which to some extent will involve differentiated weighing up of ambivalent approaches. Such cat-
egories might be: travel, methodology and design, computing, and equipment procurement/oper-
ation.  

 

 

IV DFG support in implementation and raising awareness 
 

For many of those involved in the DFG’s funding programmes, especially applicants, reviewers 
and members of evaluation and decision-making bodies, anchoring sustainability considerations 
in DFG funding activities results in adjustments, additional considerations and possibly changes 
to work processes; at the same time, this is an opportunity to make an active contribution to 
achieving climate protection, environmental compatibility and resource conservation. The inten-
tion here is to start a future-oriented process of change and pursue it on a step-by-step basis, 
allowing sufficient flexibility for ongoing improvement. As a funding organisation, the DFG should 
actively promote approaches to environment-friendly, resource-conserving research practices as 
well as encouraging actors in their efforts and stimulating knowledge sharing in this regard. 

In order to support applicants in their respective considerations in the conceptual phase of pro-
jects, it is helpful for the DFG to initiate and administer an online collection of subject-specific ex-
amples of sustainability aspects drawn from research practice and also best-practice models; 
links to external websites and other references will also be useful. 

In many cases, additional research will be needed to develop alternative, more sustainable ap-
proaches to the research process and to understand how these impact research content and 
quality. Researchers in particular will be invited to address these questions from a scientific per-
spective. The DFG could potentially support this through its funding activities by issuing specific, 
strategic calls for proposals. It also seems productive to build better framework conditions for us-
ing funding to carry out repairs and updates of major scientific instrumentation.  

Together with other actors in the German research system, the DFG should be actively involved 
in shaping and communicating this complex transformation process of society as a whole, in the 
interest of future generations. 


