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Preliminary remark

UniWinD e. V., the University Association for the Qualification of Early-Career Researchers in 
Germany published recommendations for doctorates at German universities in 2011.1 Many of 
these have since been implemented and become standard practice (e. g. the introduction of su-
pervision agreements). In view of current developments and challenges, UniWinD aims to make 
new recommendations for the further improvement of doctoral conditions in Germany. In doing 
so, we draw on the experience of the graduate centres at our member universities. They act as 
contact points for doctoral candidates and those interested in doing a doctorate, and also are 
involved in shaping the doctoral process within their institutions.2

The UniWinD recommendations 2025 complement similar positions such as those of the Ger-
man Council of Science and Humanities (Wissenschaftsrat 2023) and are aimed at all univer-
sities and higher education institutions, faculties/departments and graduate centres as well as 
non-university research and funding organisations, third-party donors and higher education pol-
icy decision-makers.

Key recommendations

Doctoral candidates are researchers in their first career phase. By carrying out independent, 
original research, they generate important scientific knowledge. This is both the core and the 
goal of their own doctorate. Their academic work provides them with specific as well as trans-
ferable skills which they can use in various professional fields after completing their doctorate.

The successful completion of a doctorate – within an appropriate time frame – crucially depends 
on, productive academic supervision, along with a strong research environment or integration 
into a supra-regional network that facilitates academic exchange. Doctoral candidates should 
be specifically supported in their independence, personal responsibility and integration into the 
scientific communities.

In addition to academic supervisors, graduate centres play an important role in supporting doc-
toral candidates, particularly with regard to networking opportunities and interdisciplinary qual-
ifications. At the same time, these institutions play an important role in organising and structur-
ing the doctoral phase and for quality assurance.

UniWinD strongly recommends the implementation of the following key elements:

	� Separation of supervision and assessment with simultaneous abolition of the current grad-
ing practice;

	� Adequate funding of doctoral projects for at least 3 years and at least 65 % of a full-time po-
sition;

	� Ensuring an elected representative body for the effective participation of doctoral candi-
dates in university decision-making bodies;

1	 UniWiND (2011).
2	 The paper was drawn up by a task force convened by the UniWinD Executive Board, in which the majority of 

experts with many years of experience from the graduate centres of the member universities were represented. An 
overview of all members of this task force can be found on the UniWinD website: https://www.uniwind.org/arbeits-
gruppen/task-force-empfehlungen-zur-promotion.

https://www.uniwind.org/arbeitsgruppen/task-force-empfehlungen-zur-promotion
https://www.uniwind.org/arbeitsgruppen/task-force-empfehlungen-zur-promotion
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	� Mandatory introduction to the essential aspects of good scientific practice for all doctoral 
candidates (also with regard to artificial intelligence);

	� Alignment of interdisciplinary qualification offers with the competencies required by the 
non-academic labour market;

	� Increased focus on the special needs of international doctoral candidates, particularly in on-
boarding and offboarding;

	� Openness to the diversity that goes along with cooperative doctoral procedures while en-
suring all critical quality standards.

1	 Supervision and assessment of doctoral theses

Successful supervision and fair and quality-assured assessment are crucial for the quality of the 
content of the dissertation, for the successful completion of the doctorate within a reasonable 
period of time as well as the quality of life and the subsequent career development of doctoral 
candidates.3 Although the majority of doctoral candidates are currently satisfied with their su-
pervision (cf. National Academics Panel Study/Nacaps surveys), we also see the risk of abuse of 
power and misconduct resulting from the considerable imbalance of power between supervi-
sors and doctoral candidates. Supporting doctoral candidates and supervisors in creating a con-
structive supervisory relationship is an important task of graduate centres.

UniWinD recommends, with the aim of high-quality supervision, fair evaluation and 
prevention of the abuse of power:

	� In the course of formal admission as a doctoral candidate, an individual and detailed su-
pervision agreement should be finalised. This document sets out the respective rights and 
obligations of all parties involved in the sense of transparent management of expectations. 
It is also important to define the doctoral candidate’s development steps, which have to be 
regularly reviewed and adjusted. Aspects such as the planned financing of the doctoral pro-
ject, the time available for the dissertation and options to acquire additional qualifications 
should also be part of the supervision agreement. International doctoral candidates and 
other groups of people with diversity characteristics may be supported by further measures. 
The development of model agreements and guidelines is a task of graduate centres.

	� UniWinD generally recommends the supervision and support of doctoral projects by 
at least two people or by thesis committees consisting of several members, with the 
roles of the members clearly defined in the supervision agreement. In addition to supervi-
sors, mentors can give professional or personal advice.

	� In view of current international practice, fair and unbiased assessment and as part of the 
prevention of power abuse, the supervision of dissertations should also be separated 
from their assessment in Germany in the future.4

3	 For further recommendations and examples of implementation to support doctoral supervision, see UniWiND publi-
cations vol. 4 (Carmesin et al. 2014) and LERU’s view on holistic doctoral supervision, Hillenbrand et al. (2023).

4	 Cf. Wissenschaftsrat (2023) on the separation of supervision and assessment p. 39. The prevention of abuse of 
power must be supplemented by further measures. Cf. also section 4 of this paper “Scientific integrity of doctor-
ates”.
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	� In order to achieve this goal, the current grading practice for dissertations and disputa-
tions should be replaced by a system that only awards honours to outstanding disserta-
tions (e. g. the best 5 to 10 %) and otherwise distinguishes between “pass” and “fail”.

	� Post-doctoral researchers who fulfil the criterion of scientific independence (R3)5 should 
be able to act as supervisors, reviewers and jury members for doctorates. The conditions 
are to be specified in the respective doctoral degree regulations. This also supports the goal 
of ensuring a quantitatively appropriate number of total doctoral theses supervised per per-
son.

	� Doctoral degree regulations should contain provisions to ensure that the dissertation is 
published within a reasonable period of time after the defence. Delays to the detriment of 
the doctoral candidate should be avoided.

	� Good supervision should be recognised and made visible to the outside world, e. g. 
through a university prize (Supervisor Award), usually organised by the graduate centres.

	� Graduate centres should provide qualification programmes for supervisors (supervisor 
training), if necessary in coordination with the university’s human resources department or 
personnel development department. These programmes should be mandatory for newly ap-
pointed professors.

2	 Funding and duration of the doctorate

Funding of the entire doctorate should be fully clarified at the beginning and included in the su-
pervision agreement. The available data on doctoral funding shows that adequate and reliable 
funding is often not consistently available and that doctoral candidates have to draw on various 
sources of funding over the course of their doctorate.6 Universities and funding bodies have a 
joint responsibility to secure funding for the duration of the doctorate.

UniWinD recommends the following standards for the scope, duration and design of 
employment contracts for doctoral candidates in order to promote adequate employment 
relationships, increase the rate of completed doctorates and ensure non-discriminatory employ-
ment conditions:

	� The minimum duration of doctoral funding (initial contract) is 3 years. Extensions of 
funding through follow-up contracts should each be for at least one year.

	� Part-time contracts should equal at least 65 % of a full-time position.7 To ensure that the 
increase of payment does not lead to a reduction in positions for doctoral candidates, this 
must be accompanied by a corresponding increase in university funding. In the medium 
term, university funding should be adjusted so that all doctoral candidates who do not wish 
to reduce their scope of employment for personal reasons can be offered full-time employ-
ment.

5	 For example, by working on their own research topics with their own budget and leading their own working group. 
This corresponds to group R3 in the European reference framework.

6	 In addition to the information from the cited literature, we based the following on the microdata set of the Nacaps 
survey of the German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies for the 2017/18 and 2019/20 
cohorts, in each case by main source of income. https://nacaps-datenportal.de/.

7	 According to the Nacaps results, funding of less than 65 % is not considered sufficient by doctoral students. See 
Berroth et al. (2022) p. 7.

https://nacaps-datenportal.de/


RECOMMENDATIONS FOR A FUTURE-ORIENTED QUALIFCATION OF DOCTORAL CANDIDATES IN GERMANY6

	� As part of the doctorate, a sufficient proportion of paid working hours must be availa-
ble for independent research. This ensures that doctoral candidates have sufficient time 
for academic qualification and can successfully complete their doctorate within an appro-
priate time frame. This proportion of time is specified in the supervision agreement at the 
beginning.

	� Funding should be settled before the start of the doctorate and set out in the supervi-
sion agreement. When accepting a doctorate, the responsible committees should check 
whether the funding arrangement allows the doctorate to be completed within a 
realistic time frame.

	� Doctoral candidates with care responsibilities should be provided with flexible transi-
tional funding in addition to the statutory (e. g. in the WissZeitVG) and scholarship guide-
lines options for extending contracts (e. g. due to parental leave).

	� Doctorates within the framework of an employment contract with less than 65 % 
full-time equivalent or without academic employment should only be possible if doc-
toral candidates voluntarily and consciously choose this option and have an alternative 
funding source (e. g. scholarship from the Begabtenförderungswerke, or funding within a 
part-time model, for example due to care responsibilities). Financing and working condi-
tions comparable to those of an employment contract should be guaranteed.

	� In the context of third-party funding for doctorates, the minimum standards mentioned 
here should be integrated into the funding conditions of third-party funding providers. In 
UniWinD’s view, third-party funders, in addition to the supervisors and the universities as 
employers, also have a responsibility to critically examine whether the doctorates associ-
ated with the respective project can be carried out appropriately.

3	 Access, selection, onboarding and status of doctoral candidates

A doctorate in Germany can be done in many different ways. UniWinD welcomes the diversity 
of pathways to a doctorate. However, this diversity means that entry options and selection pro-
cesses are often poorly systematised and difficult to understand, especially for certain target 
groups (e. g. international doctoral candidates or doctoral candidates from non-academic back-
grounds). The different institutional settings of doctorates contribute to the fact that the partici-
pation of doctoral candidates in institutional decision-making processes and effective representa-
tion of their interests is not guaranteed in all cases.

UniWinD therefore recommends with regard to access to the doctorate, the selection 
and status of doctoral candidates:

	� Doctoral positions are awarded transparently through national or international calls 
for applications. Specific needs of doctoral candidates, such as those arising from the 
aspects of gender equality, diversity, internationality and/or non-academic background, are 
taken into consideration when awarding positions.8

	� Regardless of funding and the type of doctorate, doctoral candidates are always selected 
according to the principle of selecting the best candidates and on the basis of trans-
parent criteria. The corresponding supervision capacities must be available.

8	 UniWinD has published its own publication on the topic of “Diversity and equal opportunities in graduate funding”. 
See UniWiND publications volume 14 (Bauer et al. 2023)
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	� Access to the doctorate for particularly qualified students with a Bachelor’s de-
gree (“fast-track doctorate”) contributes to the diversity of doctoral programmes and 
should be maintained.9 The strategic motivation here is primarily to attract and promote par-
ticularly talented Bachelor’s graduates with an affinity for research. International research 
talents in particular are thus made an attractive offer.10 Fast-track doctorates should be 
linked to the award of a Master’s degree as long as German collective bargaining law is not 
reformed in such a way that doctoral graduates without a Master’s degree do not suffer any 
financial disadvantages.

	� Organised onboarding of doctoral candidates should be established. In the interests of 
the target group and also the quality assurance of doctorates, new doctoral candidates 
should be offered regular welcome days to inform them about the local conditions and 
provide them with networking opportunities.

	� The statistical recording of all doctoral candidates, which universities have been legally 
obliged to do since 2017, is an essential prerequisite for data-supported quality manage-
ment of doctorates. In addition to the legal requirements, UniWinD also recommends re-
cording and analysing the progress and retention of doctoral candidates.

	� It is important for doctoral candidates to be represented on the relevant university deci-
sion-making bodies. Admission as a doctoral candidate at a faculty or other institution 
with the right to award doctorates is decisive for their status as a doctoral candidate. 
UniWinD is in favour of the creation of a separate representative body for doctoral can-
didates, whose elected members are effectively involved in university committees in a per-
manent position with voting rights. If doctoral candidates formally belong to several status 
groups due to their employment contract or enrolment, there should be a choice.

4	 Scientific integrity of doctorates

Good scientific practice is not limited to preventing misconduct such as plagiarism, theft of ideas, 
data falsification and data fabrication. Rather, it is about an overarching culture of honesty in sci-
entific work, which encompasses not only the entire research process but also the environment 
and, in particular, supervisory relationships:11 This includes, e. g., organisational measures against 
abuse of power, a transparent research design as well as the creation of public access to re-
search results. Embedding the doctorate in such a culture and communicating the corresponding 
standards are indispensable. The extensive use of AI tools is also leading to a profound change 
in scientific work, which will have a decisive influence on the scientific integrity of doctorates.12

UniWiND recommends with a view to ensuring the scientific integrity of doctorates:

	� Universities must ensure that all doctoral candidates receive an introduction to the key 
aspects of good scientific practice, particularly through their graduate centres. The needs of 
international doctoral candidates must be taken into account in terms of both language and 
content.

9	 For further recommendations, see UniWiND Publications Volume 2 (Hillenbach et al. 2014), Chapter 5.
10	 Internationally, integrated Master’s/PhD programmes are widespread. The requirement of a Master’s degree for a 

doctorate is therefore unusual for many international applicants.
11	 Cf. introduction by Miller et al. (2022).
12	 Cf. statement by the DFG Executive Committee on the influence of generative models for text and image creation 

on the sciences and the DFG’s funding activities (DFG 2023), SCIENCE Special Issue (2023) pp. 136-37 and OECD 
(2023).
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	� Universities must establish rules for dealing with conflicts between supervisors and doc-
toral candidates and communicate these transparently. In addition to central mediators or 
ombudspersons, graduate centres can act as a low-threshold contact point for those seek-
ing advice. The staff of these centres should be trained accordingly.

	� Supervision agreements and doctoral regulations should contain provisions for the im-
plementation of open science principles.13 Graduate centres should, if necessary to-
gether with libraries or media centres, provide corresponding qualification offers for doc-
toral candidates.

	� Universities should include new requirements for the use of AI tools in qualification pro-
grammes for doctoral candidates and promote the ability to use AI critically and responsibly 
in the research process.

5	 Interdisciplinary qualification and career development during the 
doctorate

Interdisciplinary qualification of doctoral candidates will become even more important in the fu-
ture, particularly in view of the current major transformation processes and the associated dy-
namic requirements of labour market inside and outside academia. Most universities have now 
established graduate centres for doctoral candidates, which organise an interdisciplinary qualifi-
cation programme and provide advisory services. The qualification programme, which is usually 
optional and, in some cases, also curricular, takes into account the requirements of the diverse 
career options of doctorate holders within and outside academia and supports career transitions.

UniWinD recommends a future-orientated career development during the doctorate:

	� The fact that over 75 % of doctorate holders work outside of universities after completing 
their doctorate14 should be reflected in the multi-perspectivity of competence objectives, 
workshop programmes and coaching content. Counsellors at graduate centres should be 
familiar with the requirements of the non-academic labour market and be in regular contact 
with representatives from professional practice.15

	� Existing national and international competence reference frameworks for the various ca-
reer paths should be used in the design of existing and new programmes.16

	� New teaching and learning formats in the context of the digitalisation of higher educa-
tion should be reflected in the portfolio of courses offered by universities and graduate cen-
tres, consisting of virtual, hybrid, analogue, synchronous and asynchronous courses.

	� Graduate centres should develop a strategy for dealing with commercial and AI-based 
qualification programmes. This includes quality assurance mechanisms as well as mak-
ing decisions on which qualification programmes should remain within the core area of re-
sponsibility of the universities in the future.

13	 UniWinD has published a website in 2024 that provides an introduction to the topic of Open Science: https://www.
openscience.uniwind.org/.

14	 BuWiK (2025) p. 156 and Chapter B4 “Career paths of doctoral graduates”.
15	 Cf. the UniWiND special publications “Prospects after the doctorate. Career paths outside academia” (Kauhaus et 

al. 2018 and Löchte; von Schmeling 2018).
16	 Cf. in particular European Commission (2023). ResearchComp. The European Competence Framework for 

Researchers // UniWiND Publications No. 10 (Vurgun et al. 2019) incl. competence toolbox // Ehlers et al. (2024): 
AIComp. future skills for a living and working world influenced by AI.

https://www.openscience.uniwind.org
https://www.openscience.uniwind.org
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	� The crediting of teaching (“Lehrdeputat”) in qualification programmes for doctoral candi-
dates should be made possible in all federal states, at least to a limited extent.17

	� Universities and graduate centres should establish cross-institutional collaborations in or-
der to utilise existing resources more effectively. This can range from opening up existing 
seminars to each other to jointly designed new programmes.

	� In the case of several providers18 of interdisciplinary qualifications at a university, the institu-
tions should ensure that the various programmes are visible and selectable on a common 
platform.

	� Universities should also provide support and counselling services to promote the mental 
health of doctoral candidates.19

6	 Internationalisation of the doctorate

International co-operation is an essential feature of science and therefore also of the doctorate. 
The mobility of doctoral candidates is significantly higher than in undergraduate programmes.20 
“Germany has highly mobile doctoral candidates and is also an attractive research location for 
international doctoral candidates,” summarises the DAAD.21 At the same time, in view of the 
dynamics of the global labour market and the constantly increasing shortage of skilled workers, 
the internationalisation of the doctorate remains an indispensable cross-sectional task that ul-
timately affects all areas of universities. All measures should be embedded in a university-wide 
strategy, the implementation of which is actively supported by the university management.

UniWinD recommends with regard to incoming mobility:

	� Funding opportunities and information on the doctorate in Germany as well as particu-
lar conditions in specific subjects, should be presented on the websites of the universities 
or faculties/departments so that they are easy to find. The graduate centres can provide 
support here (e. g. with process management and standardised online presentation).

	� Universities should ensure that international doctoral candidates are supported in pre-
paring their entry, arrival and accommodation in Germany. This requires close coordination 
between various institutions within the universities (International Offices, HR departments, 
etc.) as well as cooperation with external institutions (e. g. immigration authorities). Central 
contact points (e. g. Welcome Centres) can take over the coordination and act as access 
points for international doctoral candidates.

17	 Cf. UniWiND Publications Volume 4 (Carmesin et al. 2014), pp. 9–10.
18	 In addition to the graduate institutions, these include the personnel departments, personnel development and other 

institutions, e. g. for teaching qualifications.
19	 UniWinD has dedicated a separate publication to this topic: See UniWiND Publications Volume 15 “Mental health 

in the doctoral phase: support services offered by graduate institutions” (Sachmerda-Schulz/ Huthoff 2024).
20	 Just under a third of the German doctoral students surveyed in the National Academics Panel Study were abroad 

for a research stay (outgoing). See Willige; Dölle (2021). Approx. 25 % of all enrolled doctoral students (in some 
subjects the proportion is higher) come to Germany from abroad (incoming). Cf. German Centre for Higher Educa-
tion Research and Science Studies (2022), p. 82–87.

21	 DAAD (2021): DAAD press release on the Nacaps special evaluation.
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	� Graduate centres should contribute to the creation of a welcome culture and a non-dis-
criminatory environment, e. g. by providing contact points in the event of experiences of 
discrimination or conflicts.22

	� Universities should ensure that sufficient workshops in English are available within their 
qualification portfolio. It is also essential that German courses are offered by the relevant 
institutions (language centre or similar). In addition, information and networking opportu-
nities for international doctoral candidates are recommended, for example on the German 
academic system and the non-academic labour market in Germany, in order to facili-
tate the career transition after the doctorate and to keep qualified doctoral graduates in Ger-
many.

	� Graduate centres can support the university in professionalising the selection of inter-
national applicants for a doctorate (e. g. through preliminary talks with prospective doc-
toral candidates at international fairs). Improving the selection processes generally leads to 
more successful doctoral degrees and less drop-outs.

UniWinD recommends with regard to outgoing mobility:

	� Doctoral candidates should be made aware of the opportunities for a research stay abroad 
and encouraged to make one, particularly as part of their supervision agreements. This 
requires low-threshold and at the same time adequately equipped funding instruments in 
order to minimise financial hurdles. For people with caring responsibilities, shorter and pos-
sibly multiple stays abroad should also be eligible for funding, and stays abroad with family 
should be supported. Information on options for independent research stays as well as 
internal and external funding opportunities should be easy to find.

	� For people who are unable to spend time abroad for various reasons, sufficient opportuni-
ties should be made available to experience international research networking on cam-
pus, e. g. through virtual collaboration.

UniWinD recommends with regard to strategic internationalisation:

	� Short formats such as international summer schools or fellow programmes should be 
used as an instrument of internationalisation, as such formats are more accessible to inter-
national doctoral candidates than self-organised research stays.

	� International marketing and recruitment measures to attract international doctoral 
candidates should be backed up with personnel capacity. Targeted recruitment is particu-
larly useful in areas where a shortage of skilled labour already exists or is expected.

	� Joint doctoral programmes with international partner universities should receive more at-
tention. (Funding) formats such as the European Joint Doctorates, the European University 
Alliances or established regulations such as cotutelle procedures offer starting points for 
this. At the same time, it must be examined how these existing formats can be made less 
bureaucratic and simplified.

22	 Cf. UniWiND Publications Volume 14 “Diversity and equal opportunities in graduate funding” (Bauer, J. F. et al. 
2023).
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7	 Doctoral qualification with partner institutions

UniWinD expressly welcomes the fact that doctorates in Germany are carried out by universities 
in cooperation with other universities, non-university research institutions, industry and other 
non-academic partner institutions. These cooperations contribute to an expansion of the poten-
tial range of topics and scientific cultures, open up perspectives for gaining scientific knowledge, 
allow for other discourses and work contexts and enable extensive career prospects.

A statement by the UniWinD Executive Board 201923 provides recommendations on typical ex-
amples of such cooperative doctorates:

	� Doctorates in cooperation with non-university research institutions

	� Cooperative doctorates with universities of applied sciences (UAS)

	� Doctorates in cooperation with partners from industry, public institutions and non-govern-
mental organisations

Overall, it can be seen that there has been an increasing professionalisation in the aforemen-
tioned types of cooperation in the sense of a qualitative and quantitative expansion of the coop-
eratively supervised procedures.Prospective doctoral candidates will find different access routes 
and an infrastructure for academic qualifications at the respective non-university institutions. 
UniWiND assumes that cooperative doctoral procedures between universities and UAS in Ger-
many will remain relevant, even if UAS already have independent rights to conduct doctorates 
in most federal states.24

UniWiND considers it a prerequisite that the same academic quality standards apply in all these 
doctoral procedures and that the framework conditions, as mentioned in the previous chapters, 
must also be ensured.

UniWinD recommends:

	� Co-operative procedures, especially those with UAS and commercial/industrial companies, 
should be strategically integrated into the doctoral culture and third-party funding plan-
ning at universities.

	� Procedural regulations should be laid down in cooperation agreements or other agree-
ments between the university and the partner institution.

	� Promoting practice- and application-orientated doctorates is also promising for the 
permeability and transfer between science, business and other areas of society. This applies 
in particular to graduates of UAS who are interested in doing a doctorate, to people who 
are doing a doctorate at UAS and to those who are doing a doctorate while working.

	� In the case of doctorates that are carried out in cooperation with commercial enter-
prises, i. e. where employees of companies are doing their doctorate as part of their em-
ployment relationship (“industrial doctorates”), funding should be ensured that corre-
sponds to the length of the doctorate.

23	 UniWiND (2019) “Vielfalt durch Kooperation – Empfehlungen des UniWiND-Vorstands zu Promotionsverfahren mit 
Partnereinrichtungen”.

24	 12 out of 16 federal states will have an independent right to award doctorates for UASs by the end of 2024 (as part 
of a state-wide doctoral college or for individual UASs). The current CHE publication “CHECK Promotionsrecht für 
HAW in Deutschland” provides an overview of the regulations in the individual federal states. Cf. Müller (2025).
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	� Universities should proactively present the various access routes to cooperative doctor-
ates with institutional partners and thus establish a welcome culture for all doctoral candi-
dates.
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