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Recognising power – taking responsibility: For respectful cooperation at the 

UFZ 

Why is this topic relevant? 
An appreciative and trusting working environment is the basis for excellent, creative research. Abuse 
of power can destroy trust, cause psychological stress and hinder scientific progress. It contradicts 
the ethical principles of science and the guidelines of good scientific practice. 

What do we mean by abuse of power? 
Abuse of power, i.e. the exploitation of hierarchical or professional positions to control, disadvantage 
or harm others, can take various forms – often subtle, sometimes overt. It usually occurs in the 
context of asymmetrical power and dependency relationships, such as in hierarchical structures or 
care situations. Examples include:  

• Unfair workload, unjustified behaviour, or inappropriate instructions 
• Discrimination, exclusion, or disparagement 
• Appropriation or concealment of others' scientific achievements 
• Bullying, bossing (systematic disparagement by superiors), boundary violations, or sexualised 

violence 1 

Mental health and time pressure  
Mental stress and work overload can encourage abuse of power on several levels – both for those 
affected and for those responsible. 
A healthy work organisation that clearly defines responsibilities and roles, ensures realistic 
expectations and allows for sufficient recovery time and clear boundaries between work and rest 
periods. This not only protects mental health, but also reduces the risk of conflicts, misconduct and 
structural abuse of power. 

What can we all do? Recommendations for respectful behaviour 

Communication and cooperation 

• Respectful interaction, fairness and openness 
within the team 

• Mindful communication on an equal footing 

• Constructive error and feedback culture 

Structures and Processes 

• Clear, transparent regulations regarding tasks, 
responsibilities and expectations 

• Comprehensible processes for career decisions 
and assessments 

• Multi-perspective support (e.g. tandem models, 
various committees) 

Schutz und Prävention 

• Low-barrier access to internal conflict resolution 
points and digital reporting options (e.g. 
anonymous contact form for the equal 
opportunities officer) 

• Ensuring confidentiality and protection from 
reprisals for those who report incidents 

• Promoting an open and inclusive research 
environment 

Handling cases of suspected abuse of power 
If you feel that boundaries are being crossed, whether 
with you or others, trust your instincts: 

• Document incidents with dates and specific 
details. Seek out confidential contacts (e.g. 
managers, internal conflict resolution points, 
external support organisations). 

• Support those affected and promote a culture of 
responsibility. 

• Even if you are unsure, seek advice early on – no 
one should have to deal with doubts alone. 

 
Contact: Equal Opportunities Officer | www.ufz.de/equality  
WAY TO UFZ Project I www.ufz.de/wayto 

                                                           
1 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2405844023067439?utm_source=chatgpt.com  
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