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Career strategies for young European scientists (VIII)

German Money
With this article we start the presentation of national junior group programmes 
that anyone from Europe can apply for.  The first contribution subsumes the 
possibilities of getting German money to set up a research group in Germany.

Do you want to set up your own jun-
ior research group in Germany but 
you’re not German? Don’t worry! 

Internationalization is en vogue in German 
research funding and there is plenty of op-
portunity out there for those in the know. 
Most of the major national funding organi-
zations and research institutions offer group 
leader positions, which are 
open to young talent of all 
nations. However, be aware 
that not all jobs advertised 
“for young talented scien-
tists” or “young investiga-
tor groups” are in fact in-
dependent. What you need 
is some lab space at a half-
decent German research in-
stitute and a grant of about 

1.5 million. This will cover 
your own position for the 
next five years, up to three 
additional lab members, 
running costs and a pretty 
lab toy. As in real life, the 
first million is the most dif-
ficult. Once you have se-
cured your initial funding, 
additional money and staff 
from other sources will find 
you with ease. Another bo-
nus is that your position 
might come with a tenure 
option leading to a permanent position af-
ter successful evaluation at the end of your 
five-year contract.

To my knowledge, the Max-Planck So-
ciety was in 1969 the first German funding 
organization to take the risk of endowing a 
couple of young scientists with a five-year 
non-tenured position and sufficient pock-
et money to set up their own independ-
ent group. Most of the other major fund-
ing institutions ignored this development 
for almost 30 years until they started simi-
lar funding schemes. Prominent examples 
include the Volkswagen foundation, who, 
in 1996 launched its “VW junior groups at 
German universities” programme. Each 
group leader was supported for five years 

with a sum of between 0.8 and 1.3 million. 
65 of these VW junior groups were estab-
lished between 1996 and 2004 and eight of 
these groups have had group leaders from 
abroad. Another well-known example was 
the 75 million BioFuture competition run 
by the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research (BMBF). Starting in 1998 this pro-

gramme offered grants of up to 1.5 mil-
lion for a period of five years and triggered 
an unprecedented stampede. More than 
1,400 life scientists applied in six applica-
tion rounds and 51 candidates finally were 
successful (14 were German researchers re-
turning from abroad and six were non-Ger-
man citizens). 

The “Junior Professors”

The BMBF also tried to speed up the in-
troduction of “Junior Professors” at German 
universities, which are known for their re-
sistance to change and their medieval struc-
tures. The BMBF estimated that 6,000 jun-
ior professors will be needed by 2010 and 

announced that the first 3,000 will be sup-
ported by a 80 million programme. So – 
The junior professor gets his position and 
some extra cash from the university agreed 
during his contract negotiations and a one-
off payment from the BMBF. Or, to be more 
precise, the university gets the scientist’s 
money and distributes it according to the re-

quirements of his scientific 
discipline, often arbitrari-
ly. In 2002 BMBF’s contri-
bution was 76,000 and in 
2003 and 2004 60,000 
per junior professor. Ap-
proximately 800 scientists 
at 70 universities cashed in 
on the BMBF money. One 
of the major criticisms of 
this programme is that 
for life scientists especial-
ly, this money is a drop in 
the ocean and that junior 
professors are totally de-
pendent on their universi-
ty or on third party fund-
ing once the welcome gift 
is used up. Moreover, jun-
ior professors starting after 
2004 no longer received 
this BMBF money. About 
400 past and present jun-
ior professors responded 
to a questionnaire distrib-

uted by the CHE (Center for Higher Edu-
cation Development) and the results were 
published in May 2007. About 6 % of all jun-
ior professors were non-German citizens or 
had dual citizenship. In engineering and 
medicine this rate was the highest, at ap-
proximately 10%.

The Pact for
Research & Innovation

More than two years ago, the German 
Federal Government and regional govern-
ments adopted the “Joint Initiative for Re-
search and Innovation”. It was agreed that 
the five major German scientific funding 
and research organizations would receive, 
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over the five years until 2010, a budget in-
crease of at least 3% per annum. In turn, 
the organizations agreed to do their home-
work and committed themselves, amongst 
other things, to installing or further devel-
oping structured support for doctoral stu-
dents and young scientists in general and 
to increase their support for women in sci-
ence and research in particular. For you, 
this means that in the coming years there 
will definitely be additional young investi-
gator groups coming into existence in Ger-
many. Below I will present an overview of 
the status quo and of the organizations’ first 
steps towards fulfilling their contractual ob-
ligations.

Tips for Starters

It is not as easy as it should be to find 
advertisements for independent group lead-
er positions in Germany. Of course, some 
are published in the premier science jour-
nals or major German newspapers. How-
ever, some you may never find, for several 
reasons. One is that these positions are of-
ten used to promote the best local post doc. 
The fewer candidates that apply, the high-
er his odds. Therefore these positions are 
seldom made public and, when they are, 
are published in journals, newspapers and 
on web pages you have never heard of. An-
other trick is to write the job description in 
such a way that only local candidates meet 
all the criteria. Sometimes, job offers are 
not displayed prominently on web pages, 
so you have to wade through several men-
us until you find them. Some organizations 
include a lot of information about research 
funding on their web pages in German, but 
only a small percentage is available in Eng-
lish. Moreover, larger research organiza-
tions at many different institutions often 
have no central portal where young inves-
tigator groups are announced.

If you decide not to try to get funding 
first and use it as bait for employment, lab 
space or additional goodies, you first have 
to find a patron and/or suitable host insti-
tution. This option has several advantages. 
Your patron or your future host institution 
are most likely familiar with the funding op-
tions that apply to you as a foreign scientist, 
and you may receive help in the preparation 
of your funding applications. In addition, 
for many funding institutions the quality of 
your future host institute and how you fit in 
there is one of the major selection criteria. 
On the other hand, by applying for such a 
group together with the institute, you may 
not always be able to transfer your money to 

another institution if things go wrong. You 
may also be unable to ask for extras, which 
could be forthcoming if different employers 
compete for you as a gifted scientist coming 
with cash in hand.

Max-Planck Independent
Junior Research Groups

The Max-Planck society maintains 78 
research institutes in Germany with ap-
proximately 23,400 employees and a year-
ly budget of 1.43 billion. At the moment 
there are 73 independent Max-Planck jun-
ior research groups. One third of these 
groups is supervised by non-German sci-
entists. In biomedical research you usual-
ly have to outplay at least nine competitors 
to get one of these particularly popular po-

sitions. You will then receive a W2 salary 
(equivalent to associate professor), a post 
doc, two PhD students, a full and a part-
time technician, 71,5000 consumables p.a. 
and a one-off payment of  330,000 for ba-
sic lab stuff and further equipment. Initial-
ly, you get a five-year contract, which, upon 
evaluation, might be extended to seven or 
to a maximum of nine years. 

Since 2004 the Max-Planck society has 
also advertised new group leader positions 
that no longer have a thematic focus or are 
restricted to a specific Max-Planck institute. 
These groups are not as well supported as 
the other junior groups, meaning that they 
receive one part-time technician and one 
student less as well as “only” 50,000 con-
sumables p.a. and a 150,000 one-off pay-
ment. The group leader simply applies with 
details of his future project and three names 

Gaia Tasovanis leads a Max Planck indepen-
dent junior research group at the Max Planck 
Insitute for Neurobiology in Munich.
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