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Positions in academia are often short-
term, leaving mobile researchers in 
a precarious situation with reduced 

research productivity while they move to 
a new institution. The average age for suc-
cessful tenure in the US is under thirty, yet 
in some European countries researchers can 
be well into their forties before they achieve 
a stable position. The lack of a reliable and 
stable career path means that some pre-
fer to relocate their scientific activities to 
the United States or to leave research al-
together.

Providing an early signal
Increased European funding for scien-

tists, such as ERC grants, which provided 
€7.5 billion for 3,400 projects from 2007 to 
2013, helped to attract talent back to Eu-
rope. While the percentage of tenure track 
appointments has been gradually declin-
ing in the US over the past 30 
years, the tenure track model 
became established in Europe 
only during the last decade. 
“By providing initial funding, 
lab space and job security, we 
can attract the best research-
ers, help them maximise their 
productivity and get the ball 
rolling to bring in additional 
funding of their own,” stated 
Patrick Aebischer, President of 
the Swiss École Polytechnique 
Fédéral de Lausanne (EPFL), at 
a meeting of the EuroTech Uni-
versities Alliance in Brussels. 

LERU recently published an advice pa-
per on tenure track as a “model for attrac-
tive research careers” in Europe. “In light 
of Europe’s demographic development and 
the undeniable need to keep the advantage 
over international competitors, it is abso-
lutely imperative that research-intensive 
universities, such as the LERU members 

and others, pay special atten-
tion to the careers of the most 
promising excellent post-doc-
toral researchers,” the paper 
states. “One of the advantag-
es of the tenure-track system 
is the possibility of providing 
an early signal to scholars who 
wish to stay in academia.” 

Most LERU universities are 
only just trialling the new sys-
tem but benefits and amenities 
are already beginning to show. 
We asked around at German, 
Finnish and Dutch universities to obtain 
some first-hand reports from scientists on 
the tenure track. 

Permanent position by master plan
While in Germany the habilitation sys-

tem is still prevalent, it is now increasing-
ly being replaced by equiv-
alent achievements. Tech-
nische Universität München 
(TUM) established a tenure 
track career path in 2012 
with the aim of staffing 100 
new professorships through 
this process by 2020. Qual-
ified candidates with inter-
national expe-
rience are ap-
pointed as Assis-
tant Professors 
(W2) with pros-
pects for perfor-
mance-based ad-

vancement to a permanent pro-
fessorship as Associate Profes-
sor (W3). The tenure evalua-
tion usually takes place in the 
sixth year following the initial 
appointment. Where excep-
tional achievement is reward-
ed, for example with an ERC 

grant, early tenure evalua-
tion can be initiated at the 
earliest in the fourth year. 
Further promotion to a chair 
(Full Professor, W3) is pos-
sible. The Munich Dual Ca-
reer Office even supports 
partners of newly appointed 
professors to find a position 
in the region. 

“The tenure track system 
creates excellent opportuni-
ties for young academics to 
establish a fully independent 

research profile and to build up a research 
group at an early career stage. It bridges 
a gap that currently exists in many coun-
tries between advanced postdocs and ten-
ured professors,” said Ville Kaila, a special-
ist in computational biocatalysis and Assis-
tant Professor at TUM since 2013. “The ca-
reer scheme gives me excellent visibility as 
a group leader and has already allowed me 
to establish new, exciting collaborations. 
Because of a reduced teaching load rela-
tive to a Full Professor, I can focus more 
on research.” Before he joined TUM, Kaila 
worked as a Researcher at the National In-
stitutes of Health in Bethesda, Maryland, 
USA.

Academic freedom
“My position is part of 

the Rudolf Mößbauer Ten-
ure Track Professorship pro-
gramme of the TUM Insti-
tute for Advanced Study,” 
explained Björn Menze, As-
sistant Professor since 2013. 
“It allows me to freely choose 
my field of research, which is 
ideal for my type of interdis-
ciplinary work.” Menze de-
velops algorithms to analyse 
biomedical images with a fo-
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Postdoctoral researchers in Europe are burdened by high demands and 
a fragile professional future. For a happy few, tenure track provides a reli-

able route to a permanent professorship.

A Brighter Outlook 
for Top Scientists

Career strategies for young European scientists (LI)

Ville Kaila: “I can focus 
more on research”
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Björn Menze: “It allows me 
to freely choose my field”

Franz Hagn: “Tenure is 
good for both sides”
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cus on applications in clinical neuroimag-
ing and the modelling of tumour growth. 
“With its concentrated expertise in biomed-
ical and medical research as well as in com-
puter science, TUM is the perfect place for 
me.” The scientist moved to TUM from ETH 
Zürich, Switzerland, where he held the po-
sition of senior researcher and lecturer.

“The tenure option is very motivating 
and a good thing for both sides,” comment-
ed Franz Hagn, a newly appointed Rudolf 
Mößbauer Tenure Track Assistant Profes-
sor. The specialist in NMR-based structur-
al biology is currently setting up his lab 
of Structural Mem-
brane Biochemis-
try at TUM’s Depart-
ment of Chemistry. 
He moved to Mu-
nich from Harvard 
Medical School in 
Boston, USA, where 
he had worked as 
a Postdoctoral As-
sociate. “Addition-
al grants for tenure 
track appointees to hire more co-workers 
and to purchase equipment would be ben-
eficial,” Hagn suggested. “Currently, ERC 
grants offer the best funding opportunity 
for this career stage but these grants are 
harder to get every year.” 

“Only by offering career prospects like 
these will Europe be able to survive the 
tough global competition it is facing. Giv-
en the reputational advantage that many 
Anglo-American universities have over us 
and the massive scale of investment pour-
ing into Asian universities, this is vital to the 
future of the European science system,” said 
TUM President Wolfgang A. Herrmann. So 
far, 31 Assistant Professors of 13 national-
ities with an average age of 35 have been 
appointed. The majority of them come di-
rectly from renowned institutions abroad. 
Recently, the Max Planck Society and TUM 
launched a joint career programme. The 
two institutions are recruiting outstanding 
young researchers with international expe-
rience to head Max Planck Research Groups 
and take up Assistant Professorships simul-
taneously. Subject to positive evaluation, 
after six years they will move up to a per-
manent post as Associate Professor at TUM.

Career security promotes productivity
Sanna Lehtonen, a tenure track Assis-

tant Professor with the Department of Pa-
thology at the Finnish University of Helsin-
ki, is investigating the pathophysiological 
mechanisms involved in the early stages of 

diabetic nephropathy. “Tenure 
track means more stability for 
my research group and secu-
rity for my career. I had a five-
year Academy Research Fel-
low position, which ended this 
year. Without the tenure track 
position or some other position 
at the University of Helsinki, I 
could not have continued my 
work here, though I still do 
have research money for my 
group members,” reported 
the recipient of an ERC Start-

ing Grant. 
Lehtonen said 
she would appreciate more 
proactive mentoring by the 
university, which would 
improve the chances to 
succeed even more.

“Tenure track gives 
me enough time to make 
a substantial contribution 
to the university’s research 
and teaching, to give the 

university something in return,” comment-
ed Vincenzo Cerullo, tenure track Assis-
tant Professor with the Centre for Drug Re-

search at the University of 
Helsinki. The scientist is de-
veloping novel oncolytic vi-
ruses, which can induce tu-
mour-specific immunity. He 
advocates more initial fund-
ing for Principal Investiga-
tors to ensure better produc-
tivity from the start.

Mentoring crucial
At the Finnish universi-

ty, the first tenure track As-
sistant Professors were ap-
pointed in 2012. The au-
thority for establishing a 

tenure track position lies with the rector, 
who receives the faculty’s proposal to fill va-
cancies either by advertising full professor-
ships directly via appointment or by means 
of tenure track. Tenure track candidates are 
given a fixed-term contract of three to five 
years as Assistant Professor. Successful as-
pirants are promoted to Associate Professor 
for a further three to five years. A final pos-
itive evaluation leads to a permanent Full 
Professorship for the candidate. Currently, 
the University of Helsinki employs 32 ten-
ure track Assistant Professors and eight As-
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One Name, Several Career Paths

Tenure track at European universities complements existing career paths to a profes-
sorship. In a currently published advice paper, the League of European Research Universi-
ties (LERU) defined tenure track as a fixed-term contract advertised with the perspective of 
a permanent position at a higher level. Promotion is dependent on positive evaluation; no 
renewed advertising and application are required. 

Three models are currently in use at LERU universities. The first tenure track model al-
lows promotion of successful candidates from fixed-term Assistant Professor to permanent 
Associate Professor. A second model implies performance-dependent promotion from 
fixed-term Assistant Professor to permanent Full Professor. Within the framework of a third 
model, candidates are appointed as permanent Full Professor after having successfully 
completed fixed-term positions as Assistant and Associate Professor. All universities chose 
an up-or-out system. Either candidates meet the expectations related to the tenure track 
position, or they are asked to leave. The programmes are in the early trial or implementa-
tion stage. 

The UK, France and Spain do not have tenure track systems. However, many universi-
ties and funders in the UK offer career paths for researchers, with five year ‘academic 
fellowships’ providing an anticipated, but not guaranteed, route to a higher academic 
position. In France, the “legal framework dictates unbiased competition for all positions 
without exception,” leaving no room for the implementation of tenure track. “To date, 
tenure track is seen more as a barely beneficial temptation than as an opportunity,” the 
LERU advice paper states. In Spain, postdoctoral researchers can apply for the fixed-term 
Ramón y Cajal qualification programme for an academic career. However, after positive 
evaluation, a permanent position is not guaranteed. Control over positions, evaluation and 
the accreditation of academics lies in the hands of the national and local governments, 
not in the hands of academic institutions.

Sanna Lehtonen: “Tenure track means 
more stability for my research group”
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Vincent Cerullo: “I can give 
the university something 

in return”
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sociate Professors. One of the latter was di-
rectly hired as an Associate Professor be-
cause of excellent qualifications. 

At the Dutch University of Leiden, the 
Faculty of Science has offered a tenure 
track system since 2007. 
The career system has a 
strong focus on coach-
ing, training and eval-
uations. External can-
didates with considera-
ble postdoctoral experi-
ence and outstanding re-
search records are hired 
on a temporary basis as 
Assistant Professors for 
a period of six years. Ac-
cording to a final evalua-
tion after five years, suc-
cessful candidates will 
be promoted to Associ-
ate Professor. As a rule, 
this position leads to an 
appointment as Full Professor three to five 
years later. 

“The greatest assets of my tenure track 
position are growing independence and the 
dramatic increase in output. My reputation 
in the field has risen in the last four years 
and this has opened even more doors,” said 
Assistant Professor Dennis Claessen. At the 
Institute of Biology, Leiden, the scientist is 
investigating morphogenesis of strepto-
mycetes. These microorganisms colonise 
dead and living organic material and are 
proficient producers of enzymes and anti-
biotics. “My strategy is to focus on one ma-
jor achievement each year. In the first two 
years of the tenure track, I concentrated on 
setting up my lectures, a very time-consum-
ing task. Subsequently, I increased my pub-
lication output, which is an important as-
sessment factor and which helped me to get 
a major grant the following year,” Claessen 
explained. He considered guidance by an 
experienced member of staff a key 
success factor. “I had such a men-
tor. This was very helpful.” 

Better working conditions
Ludwig-Maximilians-Uni-

versität (LMU) in Munich, Ger-
many, launched its tenure track 
model in the year 2000. The ten-
ure track starts at the level of a 
fixed-term Associate Professor-
ship (W2). During a time period 
of three to maximally six years, 
tenure can be granted by offer-
ing a permanent Associate Pro-
fessorship. Evaluation criteria are 

research performance on the basis of pub-
lications, the amount of external funding 
raised for research projects, awards, promo-
tion of young scientists, supervision of doc-
toral candidates and teaching performance. 

Since 2013, it has also been possible 
to reach the level of a Full Professor-
ship (W3).

Physicist Matthias 
Kling, a specialist for ul-
trafast nanophotonics, has 
been a W2 professor at 
LMU Munich since 2013. 
In the same year, he was 
awarded an ERC Starting 
Grant of over €1.5 million. 
He is investigating how the 
movement of electrons can 
be controlled by light puls-
es. “My tenure track posi-
tion gives me the opportu-
nity to focus on long-term 
projects. I can devote my 

time to research and to student training, 
because I do not have to plan where to ap-
ply next,” he said. “With a permanent po-
sition in prospect, it is easier for me to get 
funding and to attract PhD students.” More-
over, he noted, because the university’s sup-
port was self-evident, it was easier 
to become a coordinator of larger 
research projects.

A more peaceful private life
“The tenure track allows me to 

realise my scientific visions at my 
own pace without limitations,” ob-
served Bettina Lotsch, since 2009 
a W2-tt Professor at LMU’s Depart-
ment of Chemistry. A few months 
ago, her position became perma-
nent. “The possibility to devise and 
engage in independent research 
projects, supported by adequate 
infrastructure, start-up funding 

and resources, 
has been very beneficial 
in terms of scientific out-
put,” said the specialist 
for functional nanostruc-
tures. Lotsch appreciates 
being involved in facul-
ty affairs and in the de-
cision-making processes 
of the department. The 
chemist moved to Munich 
from the University of To-
ronto, Canada, where she 
had been a postdoctoral 
fellow. Since 2011, Lotsch 
has also led the Nano-

chemistry group at the Max Planck Insti-
tute for Solid State Research in Stuttgart, 
Germany.

Hard work still necessary
“Being hired to fill a tenure track posi-

tion intended to employ a researcher long-
term, I get a real  sense 
that the university is in-
terested in seeing me suc-
ceed,” commented Jan 
Lipfert, since 2013 W2 
professor at LMU’s De-
partment of Biophysics 
and Molecular Materials. 
“While success certain-
ly still requires hard work 
and is not automatic, hav-
ing a long-term perspec-
tive is very different from 
being a postdoc, which can 
certainly be a very produc-
tive period, but is intrinsi-

cally limited in perspective and time hori-
zon.” The physicist is investigating how bio-
logical macromolecules adopt their three-
dimensional shapes and make specific in-
teractions, how they deform under exter-
nal forces and torques, and how they under-

go conformational transi-
tions to carry out their bio-
logical functions. 

“It is important also 
to bear in mind the non-
science factors of life. Af-
ter completing a PhD and 
postdoctoral training, 
people are often at an age 
where they are in a long-
term relationship and have 
children. Having a clear 
career path and longer-
term perspective at that 
stage is very helpful,” Lip-
fert added. The scientist 
came to Munich from the 

Delft University of Technology, The Neth-
erlands, where he had been a postdoc. He 
had already obtained his PhD from Stan-
ford University.

In a few years, we will know wheth-
er these scientists were on the right track. 
LERU, in the meantime, will follow their 
paths attentively: “For most universities the 
tenure tracks are still in a relatively early tri-
al stage (…) 2014 and the following years 
(…) promise to yield significant data on the 
success rate of tenure track and the social 
consequences for those, who are not suc-
cessful on the tenure track.”

Bettina Dupont
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Dennis Claessen: “My 
strategy is to focus on one 

achievement each year”

Matthias Kling: “It’s easier 
to get funding and attract 

PhD students”

Jan Lipfert: “I get a sense 
the university is interest-
ed in seeing me succeed”

Bettina Lotsch: “I can real-
ise my scientific visions at 

my own pace”
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