
Dealing with scientific misconduct in Germany –

Perspectives from the German Research Ombudsman

Dr. Hjördis Czesnick

German Research Ombudsman,

Head of Office

!

German Research Ombudsman, 2022

www.ofdw.de



“Safeguarding Good Scientific Practice” !

• National Guidelines from 1999 - 2019

• Published by German Research Foundation (DFG)

• 17 Recommendations as National Code of Conduct

1999, revised in 2013
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Recommendation 3: Organization

„Universities, as corporate institutions, and independent research
institutes by analogy, must guarantee working conditions that allow
all their members to observe the norms of good scientific practice.“

Recommendation 8: Procedure when Scientific 
Misconduct is Suspected

„Universities and research institutes shall establish procedures for
dealing with allegations of scientific misconduct.”



“Safeguarding Good Scientific Practice” !

1999, revised in 2013

Recommendation 16: A national committee 

“The DFG should appoint an independent authority in the form of an
Ombudsman (or a small committee). Its mandate should be to
advise and assist scientists and scholars in questions of good
scientific practice and its impairment through scientific dishonesty,
and to give an annual public report on its work.”

Recommendation 5: Local ombudspersons

“Universities and research institutes shall appoint independent
mediators (ombudspersons) to whom their members may turn with
questions concerning good scientific practice and in cases of
suspected scientific misconduct.”

German Research Ombudsman, 2022



DFG Code of Conduct „Guidelines for 
Safeguarding Good Research Practice”

• 2019: Revision of Code - 19 Guidelines and detailed comments

• „Third level“ of the Code: Online portal „Research Integrity“

• Implementation into institutional guidelines until 2023

!

DFG 2019

Guideline 6: Ombudspersons

“HEIs and non-HEI research institutions appoint at least one independent
ombudsperson to whom their members and employees can turn with
questions relating to good research practice and in cases of suspected
misconduct.”

“The German Research Ombudsman is an independent body that
provides advice and support on issues relating to good research practice
and allegations of inappropriate conduct.”

https://wissenschaftliche-integritaet.de/en/
German Research Ombudsman, 2022



• Four committee members, appointed by the DFG

• Four-year terms (re-election possible)

• Volunteer-based members

• Regular meetings, daily communication 

• Supported by an office based in Berlin 

!The German Research Ombudsman

Prof. Dr. Eric Steinhauer (Spokesman)
Law and Library Law 
Director of the University Library
University of Hagen

Prof. Dr. Daniela N. Männel
Immunology, 
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Technical Chemistry,
University of Leipzig

Prof. Dr. Renate Scheibe
Faculty of Biology and Chemistry, 
University of Osnabrück

Fanny Oehme
(M.Sc.)

Dr. Hjördis Czesnick
(Head of Office)
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(M.A.)

Sophia May
(M.A.)
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 Main task: advice/consulting on RI and conflict mediation

 Principles: strictly confidential, impartial, fair

 Acting based on evidence

 On the phone or via e-mail/letter (hearings optional)

!The German Research Ombudsman

 The German Research Ombudsman is not a legal entity, no sanctions can be imposed

German Research Ombudsman, 2022



!

„The heads of HEIs and non-HEI research institutions create the basic framework for research. They

are responsible for ensuring adherence to and the promotion of good practice, and for appropriate

career support for all researchers. The heads of research institutions guarantee the necessary

conditions to enable researchers to comply with legal and ethical standards.“

Self-regulation of Research in Germany

 Universities and non-university research institutions are supposed to:

• develop RI guidelines and compliance structures.

• deal with cases of research misconduct professionally and transparently.

• regularly deliberate and improve their local system. 

 There is no central investigative body dealing with cases of scientific fraud in Germany. 

(Guideline 3)
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RI across the German research landscape !
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(Numbers according to The Federal Statistical Office, 2022)

• 422 Universities/HEI 

• 324 Non-university/HEI research

institutions

• Individual RI statutes, based on 

national Code of Conduct

(published by DFG)

• Currently > 700 local

ombudspersons appointed

(see list of ombudspersons, 

www.ofdw.de)
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Characteristics of the Academic System in 
Germany

• Decentralization – Federalism  „Command and control“ not realizable

• Länder (16 states): organizing the universities

• The Federation (central state): additional funding of sciences/research

• Universities: strong autonomy → Freedom of sciences and research (Art. 5 

para. 3 of the German Constitution)

!
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!Research Integrity Bodies in Germany

German Research Ombudsman, 2022

 National Committee: German Research Ombudsman (advisory body, mediation, pre-assessment)

 Local level: Ombudspersons and Ombuds Offices at Universities/non-University Research Institutions

+ Investigative Committees, performing formal investigations

 Research associations at local and central level: 

e.g. Max-Planck-Association, Leibniz Association have local Ombudspersons 

and additional central Advisory Office, Ombudspersons + Investigative Committees

 Funding Agencies: 

e.g. Department of Research Integrity at the German Research Foundation (DFG)

+ Committee of Inquiry on Allegations of Scientific Misconduct 



!
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 In some cases, coordination between ombudspersons or commissions of several 

institutions is required (e.g. University + non-University Institution; Univ. + Funder)

Research Integrity Bodies in Germany

 No central collection of numbers of cases/investigations

 No obligation for research institutions to publish research integrity reports 

(the German Research Ombudsman Office/Committee publish annual report)
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Pre-Assessment by Ombudsman committee and office

Concerns regarding a suspected scientific misconduct

Proposal to withdraw the 
accusation

Mediation between 
whistleblower and respondent 

(seeking a compromise)

Case transferred to a commission 
handling alleged research misconduct 

at the institution concerned

The Ombudsman Procedure

Whistleblower informs local ombudsperson or
the committee of the German Research Ombudsman

(Anonymous enquiries are accepted)

Concerns cannot be 
confirmed

Suspicion confirmed, 
misconduct can be corrected

Evidence for a severe 
misconduct (ffp)

!
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!Ombudsman Enquiries 2021  Research Fields 
(N = 202)
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Humanities and Social Sciences (n=49)

Life Sciences (n=65)

Natural Sciences (n=21)

Engineering and Informatics (n=15)

Others and interdisciplinary (n=9)
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!Enquiries according to Status Groups (N = 202)
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20%
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Bachelor/Master students (n=12)

PhD students (n=35)

PostDocs (n=57)

Professors/PD (n=40)
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Ombudspersons/Investigating Commissions (n=38)
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!Ombudsman Enquiries 2021  Topics (N = 202)
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Authorship conflicts  or questions (n=37)

Plagiarism - Allegations or general questions (n=35)

Data manipulation/fabrication (n=5)

Research impediment (n=17)

Data access/data usage (n=16)

Lack of supervision/mentoring (n=18)

Conflict of interest in or criticism of review processes  (n=9)

Complaint about another institution (n=8)

Procedural matters/confidentiality (n=27)

Scientific discourse/Science Communication (n=7)

Miscellaneous/Guidelines (n=9)

Miscellaneous (n=14)



!Means to prevent misconduct:

• Contact bodies to seek confidential advice (also anonymously): 

Local ombudspersons and a national Ombudsman committee 

• Institutional protection of „good faith“ whistleblowers 

 Allow and promote whistleblowing

• Education: RI courses should be mandatory, for researchers of all career stages

 Spread the knowledge that contact bodies exist

 Enhance visibility of guidelines (e.g. websites of funders, universities, research institutions)
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!Other Ombudsman activities

• Symposium for Ombudspersons in Germany 

Last topic: “Research Integrity and Power Structures in Research and Academia”

• Developing RI standards 

• Organization of network meetings and workshops on RI policies

• Since 2020: project “discussion hubs” – developing FAQs on ombuds cases

• National and international networking 

(ENRIO - European Network of Research Integrity Offices,

WCRI - World Conferences on Research Integrity)
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!Contacting the Ombudsman

Office in Berlin 

Dr. Hjördis Czesnick

Michaele Kahlert, M. A.

Sophia May, M. A.

Fanny Oehme, M. Sc.

office@ofdw.de 

+49 030/ 20370 484

www.ofdw.de

www.ombudsman-fuer-die-wissenschaft.de
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