
The legal basis is a special law that only applies to  

academic employees: the Wissenschaftszeitvertragsgesetz  

(WissZeitVG), which makes temporary employment the 

norm for non-professorial teaching staff. The law is due 

to be amended this year, and ver.di, together with many 

others, is fighting for a fundamental reform of its con- 

tent – because we believe that employees at universities 

should also have a right to security and long-term  

prospects. 

But is this even possible? Or are universities »destroyed«  

by such permanent contracts, as the German Association 

of Universities (Deutscher Hochschulverband) claimed  

in a position paper published in 2020? Let’s take a closer  

look at the main arguments used to justify the current 

situation.

PERMANENT POSITIONS FOR PERMANENT TASKS     
ARGUMENTS FOR ABOLISHING FIXED-TERM  
ACADEMIC CONTRACTS 

#IchBinHanna was the hashtag used in June 2021 to express people’s outrage at 

the fixed-term employment system at German universities. In more than 134,000 

tweets, employees described their precarious situation and criticised the extent to 

which people are employed on this basis: according to a 2021 government report, 

92 percent of non-professorial academic staff under the age of 45 have fixed-term 

contracts. The fixed-term employment rate in administrative-technical jobs is also 

far above the average for other sectors. 
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Darmstadt Technical University employees  
are demanding more permanent positions,  
citing the Berlin Higher Education Act, with  
its permanent prospects for postdocs.



FACT CHECK:     NINE CLAIMS – NINE RESPONSES  
»Ongoing staff renewal is the driving force behind 

academic life. The best way to destroy univer-
sities, is to offer permanent employment to all 
academics, from acquisition of their doctorate 
right up to the age of retirement«

 No-one is calling for all academic positions to be per- 

manent and for no further qualifications to be made  

possible. But there is no justification for fixed-term  

employment rates of 90 per cent.

»Core tasks of universities, such as teaching, are 
primarily carried out by professors – and they 
have permanent contracts «    
The structure of university staff has changed considerably 

over the decades. Most teaching is now no longer  

carried out by professors, but rather by research asso-

ciates or teaching assistants. Because they work on the 

basis of (chains of) short-term contracts, there is a lack 

of continuity in supervision, curriculum development and 

examination standards. The quality of higher education 

suffers as a result of this constant turnover of staff. There 

are also fewer incentives for such temporary employees 

to undertake any further training to improve the quality 

of their teaching. From a career point of view, investing  

a lot of energy into supervising students is counter- 

productive, because it does not bring them any closer  

to their academic qualification goals. This is why it  

would also be in the interests of students for there to  

be more permanent employment in non-professorial 

academic positions.

»Universities and research institutions are not  
permitted to hire staff for an indefinite period«

The WissZeitVG does not stipulate that only temporary 

staff may be employed, but it does limit the maximum 

duration of fixed-term contracts for academic staff. The 

law explicitly states: »The right of the higher education 

institutions to also employ [academic and artistic] staff  

on a permanent basis remains unaffected«. The same 

applies to research institutions.

»Non-professorial positions are for upgrading quali- 
fications and should therefore be fixed-term«

The purpose of research and teaching is not just to upgrade 

qualification – they are also fundamental ongoing tasks for 

higher education institutions. The fact that they are increa-

singly being transferred to people on fixed-term contracts is 

not conducive to an individual improving their qualifications. 

While the number of such contracts has roughly doubled 

since the 1990s, the number of doctorates and post-docto-

ral theses completed has virtually stagnated. In other words, 

more academic training places do not mean more qualifica-

tions – especially as it is often unclear for postdocs (given 

the very few professorships available) what the point of 

further qualification is and what form it should take (post-

doctoral thesis, publications or other?).

In future, permanent tasks should be performed by 

permanently employed staff. In a survey on the reevaluati-

on of the WissZeitVG, more than 80 percent of academics 

were in favour of permanent employment being the norm 

– at the latest following completion of a doctorate.

CLAIM 1 

CLAIM 4 

CLAIM 2 

CLAIM 3 

»The reason for the many fixed-term contracts is 
third-party funding « 

 Four-fifths of regular, state-financed positions at universi-

ties are temporary – and in the case of third-party funded 

project work, although there are also opportunities to 

create permanent employment, these are hardly ever 

used. Applying for and administrating third-party funded 

projects has become an ongoing task that is best car-

ried out by highly experienced, permanent employees. 

In many commercial contexts it is completely normal for 

employees to work on a succession of different projects 

– on the basis of permanent employment contracts – and 

this would also be possible much more frequently in the 

academic world.

In any case, the lion’s share of so-called third-party 

funding actually comes from public sources. By far the 

most important providers of funding are the German 

government and the German Research Foundation (DFG), 

which is also financed almost exclusively from taxpayers‘ 

money. With the current system of university funding, 

the state is effectively promoting precarious employment. 

ver.di is campaigning for better basic funding for universi-

ties and research institutions that should be linked to the 

creation of regular, full time jobs.

CLAIM 5 
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»Freedom of academic research calls for flexibility 
and time limits«

 The uncertainty associated with fixed-term contracts does 

not benefit scientific research – on the contrary, it harms 

it. Academics who struggle from project to project not 

only have to expend a lot of energy on drafting project 

proposals when they should be doing research – they 

also have to avoid failure in their research projects, and 

are therefore loath to take risks. 

Fixed-term contracts stifle academic debate. People 

employed on this basis are much more likely to refrain 

from voicing criticism in the academic field than those 

with permanent contracts. And in general: this artificially-

induced staff turnover leads to universities permanently 

losing highly-qualified, experienced academics. No self-

respecting business enterprise would behave like this.

»The academic system can only function on the 
basis of a large number of fixed-term contracts«

 The high proportion of fixed-term contracts is the result 

of political decisions. But these can be rectified. A look  

at other countries shows that there is another way.  

Even in neoliberal Anglo-Saxon countries, the proportion 

of permanent employment at universities is significantly 

higher than in this country. In France, only about  

15 percent of academic staff are employed on a tem-

porary basis (including professorships and teaching  

positions) – a fifth of the proportion in Germany.  

Nevertheless – or perhaps because of this – universities  

in France, the UK and the USA are ahead of Germany  

in many respects.

»Funding is uncertain, so universities cannot  
create more permanent positions«

 Permanent tasks call for permanent funding – even  

when they are carried out by a succession of different 

employees. So this argument does not hold water. To 

ensure that universities and research institutions as a 

whole are reliably funded, they could also join forces 

with ver.di and other actors to fight for this objective, 

instead of passing on the uncertainty to their employees. 

In a survey, 38 per cent reported that they had already 

postponed their plans to have children because of their 

work at university. The fact that young academics cannot 

start a family because of precarious employment is soci-

ally unacceptable.

CLAIM 6 
CLAIM 8 

CLAIM 9 

»Universities cease to be innovative when  
academics are comfortably ensconced in  
permanent positions«

 The idea that employees need to be motivated by pressure 

and fear of the future is not only at odds with common 

sense, but also with scientific findings. A survey conducted 

by the German Centre for Higher Education Research and 

Science Studies in 2019/2020 found that fixed-term aca-

demics were significantly less satisfied with their jobs than 

those on permanent contracts – but just as willing to per-

form. As a rule, academics possess particularly high levels 

of intrinsic motivation. Or do all tenured professors just sit 

around doing nothing?

The reverse is also true: successions of fixed-term con-

tracts do not boost innovation, but rather discourage it. 

Constant existential worries sap energy and block creativity. 

At universities, the average duration of researchers‘ con-

tracts is a mere 20 months. About half of them assume they 

will not be able to achieve their qualification goals during 

this time. In most cases, their superiors not only decide 

whether or not to extend their contracts, but also evaluate 

their theses. This double dependency encourages abuses of 

power.

Successive fixed term contracts are like a constantly ex-

tended probationary period. The result? Fixed-term emplo-

yees are more likely to turn up to work even when they are 

sick, more often work inconvenient hours, and put in more 

overtime than their permanent colleagues.

CLAIM 7 

MORE INFO AT: 
befristungen-wissenschaft.verdi.de



Mitgliedwerden.verdi.de
JOIN VERDI 

Health,
Social Services, Education
and Science

Our demands 

Ç	 Permanent employment contracts – whether for academic or administ-

rative-technical employees – should be the norm at universities. Minor 

amendments to the WissZeitVG are not enough. We need a fundamental 

change of course.

Ç		Doctoral candidates need a defined minimum extend of their employment 

contract and a guaranteed minimum duration within which the doctorate 

can actually be completed. This also helps to avoid people dropping out 

of doctoral programmes.

Ç	 Budgeted positions earmarked for post-doctoral researchers must be-

come permanent jobs. At the very least, those concerned should have 

a clear prospect of a permanent job in the form of a binding follow-up 

commitment.

Ç	 Permanent tasks call for permanent positions – even if the funding comes 

from various different projects.

Ç	 Employers insist that they cannot conclude collective agreements for 

more permanent employment, citing the so-called collective bargaining 

ban in the WissZeitVG. This clause must be deleted.

Ç	 Almost a quarter of university employees in administration, technology 

and service positions only have a fixed-term contract. This must end! It is 

time to ban limited contracts unless they can be explicitly justified – and 

even then they should be reduced to a minimum – for example for tem-

porary replacements due to illness or parental leave.

Ç	 Basic university funding must be increased. The use of public funds 

should be linked to minimum standards and reliable employment  

contracts.

#HannaOrganisiertSich
Hanna get’s organized

The intolerable use of fixed-term con-

tracts has been brought to the attention 

of the public through the many activities 

of trade unions, campaigns at universi-

ties and research institutions, on social 

media and in public.

Policymakers are beginning to come un-

der pressure. Berlin was the first federal 

state to pass a law to open up more 

long-term perspectives for university 

employees. And some universities have 

already signed agreements committing 

to targets for the creation of more per-

manent posts. What is more, reform of 

the WissZeitVG is currently under discus-

sion by the German federal government.

All this demonstrates that we can make 

a difference. But it also shows that not 

enough is being done, and change is un-

likely to come about of its own accord.

 Only together will we achieve our goals 

– not on our own. By joining forces we 

can push through our demands. ver.di is 

the trade union for all employees in the 

academic sector. Join us!
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