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Same society, different rules
PhD students at the 80 Max Planck Institutes in Germany
often feel torn between two masters. On the one hand,
they fall directly under the jurisdiction of the director of
their respective institute, which means that factors such
as teaching loads and funding type vary from place to
place. On the other hand, they are all overseen by the Max
Planck Society, which funds each of the institutes and sets
general policies.

To help them to navigate between these two centres of
control — and to try to end pay and workload disparities
between institutes — the PhD students joined forces a few
years ago under the umbrella of PhDnet.

To illustrate their woes, the students this year did a
survey, which produced some uncomfortable results. 
They found that it takes an average of 3.6 years for a 
Max Planck graduate student to secure a PhD, which is
potentially problematic as the society provides funds for
only three years. It also revealed that the students are
getting funds from a wide range of sources: some rely on
stipends, others on salaries, and some dip into their own
resources. And the funding amounts and sources seem 

to vary widely between Germans and non-Germans.
The students presented their results to Max Planck

president Peter Gruss at their annual meeting in Göttingen
last month. But after the meeting Gruss said that decisions
on workloads, pay and funding types are best left to
individual institute directors, which somewhat blunts the
strength of PhDnet’s collective bargaining.

So what will happen now? If Gruss is unable — or
unwilling — to dictate such policies for the institutes, all he
can do is pass on the students’ data and leave it up to the
directors whether or not to take action. The survey results
might, of course, prove more useful to future students, who
will be able to compare the institutes and apply to those
that have a good track record of giving fair contracts and
reasonable teaching loads.

Paul Smaglik, Naturejobs editor
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