It is not #safetospeak in Norweglan academia

Open letter to all employees in Norwegian academia 23 June 2026
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should be scary! Yes to a compassionate academia).

Dear former and current colleagues in Norwegian academia,

You may have heard the whispers in the hallways. The stories told between offices and
conferences, but rarely in plenary. Stories of researchers who lost their authorship, their
dissertations, their research funding. Those who almost lost or lost their academic future, not
because they are not original thinkers, but because they became victims of power abuse. We have
observed an academia where we are encouraged to think outside the box, but quickly encounter
strict rules and sharp elbows, which limit creativity. This can lead to researchers reproducing the
established system, abandoning it in search of something more meaningful, or taking up the fight
against it. We long for an academia where we can truly flourish, where ideas are given space to
develop and where we can envision an enriching career. That is why in the autumn of 2025 we
tried to make the whispers loud through the #safetospeak campaign.

Surprisingly difficult to collect the stories

In the Norwegian #safetospeak campaign, we collected around 30 anonymous stories of
intellectual harassment. The most striking thing was not the number itself — but how difficult it
was to collect the stories. Many who contacted us ultimately chose not to share. The reasons
were:

e fear of losing their doctorate or position



e fear of being labeled as “difficult” or “problematic”
e fear of reprisals — subtle or direct
* lack of emotional capacity to share anonymously

One person put it this way:

“I can’t write my story to you, since I'm still in the final stages of my doctorate after all these years, and I can’t end
the process now. This shows how diffienlt it is for doctoral students to get help, because I'm afraid of further
bullying. The fear of losing the chance to get my degree.”

This is the core of what #safetospeak points out: Silence is not neutral. Silence shifts the burden
from the system to the individual.

Our point of departure is simple: We want all employees — regardless of position — to use their
power to break the silence and at the same time build a compassionate academia where creativity
and integrity are valued more than sharp elbows.

#safetospeak in Norway and Denmark

The #safetospeak campaign in Norway was carried out in the autumn of 2025 by the Movement
for a Free Academia Norway and the Association of Doctoral Organizations in Norway (SiN), in
collaboration with the Danish Forskerbevagelsen. In Denmark, the Research Movement
documented, among other things, the stories of researchers who experience fear and reprisals for
doing their job: https://www.forskerbevaegelsen.dk/safetospeak. In Norway, we chose to focus
the spotlight on intellectual harassment — the negative consequences of power hierarchies in
academia. We have longed for a Norwegian variant of the Danish #pleasedontstealmywork
campaign from 2022, where especially fellows shared experiences with research theft:
https://forbetterscience.com/2023/08/28 / please-dont-steal-my-work-by-maria-toft/

During the period from August 19 to December 31, 2025:

* the campaign (https://lnkd.in/dRbaw7FX) was shared in the networks of SiN and Movement
for a Free Academia Norway

* we created a LinkedIn page to share information and anonymized quotes from people who
wanted to shate: http://linkedin.com/company/movement-for-a-free-academia-norway

* around 30 people shared their stories anonymously, without personally identifying information

A little over half were PhD candidates. In addition, students, research assistants, postdoctoral
fellows, associate professors, researchers and senior lecturers shared their experiences. The
stories ranged from very recent events to experiences more than a decade ago, from small and
large institutions all over the country.

We know that these 30 stories are just the tip of the iceberg.

We attach the stories of six people we were in contact with, and who agreed to share their
anonymized stories. In the following, we provide a summary of all the stories that were
submitted to the campaign, the quotes come from the six people who agreed to share. The
stories were shared in Norwegian and English, we have translated the quotes into both
languages.



When the supervisory-relationship becomes a power relationship

that harms, and the system does not keep up

Many of the stories were about the supervision relationship, and confirm the findings in the
report When supervision fails: PhD candidates' experiences with supetrvisor change:

https:/ /www.forskerforbundet.no/dokumenter/skriftserien/2025-5_Veilederbytte.pdf

In #safetospeak, the stories describe, among other things:

* supervisors who demand unjustified co-authorship for themselves or collaborators

* supervisors who present the PhD candidates’ work without crediting the PhD

* PhDs who have to change their academic direction to fit into the supervisor's project

e international PhD who do extra work for free or fear not having their visa extended

* controlling supervisors who make it difficult to develop an independent research project
e attempts to remove the PhD as first author during periods of sick leave

A PhD candidate described how the person eventually withdrew from both the research group
and the academic community:

"I don't attend meetings with my supervisor, and I have withdrawn from the research group with key researchers in
my field. I am not yet strong enongh to attend these meetings, last time it didn't go so well, the supervisor leads the
meetings. 1 still struggle to go to the office.”

The report on supervisor change shows that changing supervisors can be a necessary and healthy
turning point, with increased motivation and better academic support. But changing supervisors
does not solve everything. Previous supervisors can still have considerable power, including as

pfO]CCt managers:

“T have changed supervisors, and the new supervisor is very nice. The problem is that the previous supervisor is still
the project manager. The supervisor still has a lot of power over me.”

When the system does not detect such situations, doctoral education becomes a high-risk zone —
academically, socially and health-wise.

The bystander effect: When an academic community turns its back
Three people who shared their stories of intellectual harassment never completed their
doctorates. In these stories, we saw, among other things:

* supervisors, with whom there has been a reported conflict, being allowed to propose an
evaluation committee

* theses being rejected before the public defense

* the professional community rallying behind the supervisor, not the vulnerable candidate

One of the persons changed supervisors and wrote:

“And now suddenly the entire department’s attitude was that there was something wrong with my project and nry
abilities to do research. No one questioned my supervisor. I asked to extend my PhD position based on the fact
that 1 had not received supervision. 1 was refused. I experienced that the seniors at the department suddenly turned
against me. I realized that I conld not continue with my doctorate when a united professional community said that
the research had no value.”



This is not just the story of one doctorate that was lost. This is an example of the bystander
effect: Many people see someone being treated badly, but few, or none, intervene. Responsibility
is pulverized, and the person who is alone in the conflict bears the entire burden.

The bystander effect is not an individual characteristic. It is a result of culture, structure and
power relations. When it is unsafe to support the vulnerable, most people will try to protect
themselves. In this way, we lose not only individuals, but also research fields, new ideas and
socially useful knowledge.

This is not just about the supervision relationship or about "a few

weak ones" - but about a systemic problem

NIFU's study on mental health in academia from January 2026

(https:/ /nva.sikt.no/registration/019bald476d2-297d2c94-9150-40£5-8453-8bc0b3ff94fc) states
that mental ill health is not an individual exception, but a systematic problem. One PhD
candidate described it this way:

"Many people say I'm strong for standing up for myself and continuing my PhD. But 1've woken up at night with
anxciety and tremors. The doctor explained that it was PTSD. Great, what did you get ont of the PhD? PTSD."

The stories in #safetospeak are not just about the supervisory relationship, but about a larger
system, in the stories we saw this:

* complaint systems that do not work, where whistleblowers become the problem

¢ leaders (not just supervisors) who minimize serious incidents or change the order of co-
authorship

* temporary employees who have professional disagreements used against them in professional
conflicts

* senior researchers who are banned from research applications in their own field

» researchers who are punished for communicating in the media

* a whistleblower who lost their job for challenging management

Several also pointed out that:

* we like to tell ourselves that it is ‘typically Norwegian to be good’ — but not when it comes to
whistleblowing

¢ intellectual harassment can be extra visible and vulnerable in small institutions, not just at large
universities

These experiences mirror the findings in the report “The Medal also has a downside’

(https:/ /nva.sikt.no/registration/019913cbfcff-649d5edf-d31£-4daf-980d-cedc8f2¢276b), where
academics — especially senior researchers — describe a working day characterized by distrust,
competition and publication pressure. Although most of the stories in #safetospeak came from
PhDs, both Norwegian and international, we have also heard from senior researchers (postdocs,
associate professors, professors and people in research positions). When the system rewards high
publication rates and prestige, it becomes easier to push the boundaries of research ethics,
authorship and collegiality — and harder to speak up without risk.

Why does the whisper concern you?

In psychology, there is the term “The Just World Hypothesis™ The belief that the world is
actually fair, and that people generally get what they deserve. When we hear about someone
being treated badly, we can — often unconsciously — look for explanations that make it possible
to think that ‘they must have done something’ to end up in that situation.


https://nva.sikt.no/registration/019913cbfcff-649d5edf-d31f-4daf-980d-cedc8f2e276b

Because if they haven’t, it could just as easily have happened to us.

A participant in the #safetospeak campaign who never defended their thesis formulated the
unpleasant realization as follows:

“T have had persistent mental health problems and depression. |...] You hear such horror stories when you are a
PhD student, but you wish it wounldn’t happen to us. But it can. It can happen to anyone.”

The person had spent six years on their doctorate, without being able to complete it. No one got
to see the results. Or — someone published on the topic later. A topic the person themself was
told had no value when they applied for an extension to complete their thesis.

When we explain such incidents as ‘isolated incidents’ or ‘misunderstandings’, we are not only
protecting the system — we are protecting ourselves from the realisation that no one is
completely immune.

In her book Complaint! (2021), Sara Ahmed analyses testimonies of harassment and abuse from
staff and students at British universities. She shows how complaining often involves learning
how the institution actually works, rather than getting a solution to what you are complaining
about.

We recognise this in several of the #safetospeak stories from Norway:
* processes that drag on and drain the complainant

* unclear roles and responsibilities

e formal support on paper, but little real protection in practice

Ahmed argues that we need new forms of collectives to carry complaints forward and keep them
alive. The #safetospeak campaign secks to be part of such new collectives: a place where stories
are not left in the drawer, but are placed in a larger context and inspire breaking the silence and
more compassionate research environments.

“We need more research” — but we already know enough to act

We know that researchers are most convinced when there is solid documentation. It is therefore
valuable that we now have these reports:

* When guidance fails

* The medal also has a flip side

* NIFU’s study on mental health in academia

They all point to unique challenges in academia as a workplace.

In #safetospeak, we wanted to collect at least 100 anonymized stories to document a destructive
working environment phenomenon. We did not reach that number in writing — but the
conversations we have had, and the silence we have encountered, make one thing clear: The
stories exist. They are many. And they are serious.

Intellectual harassment is often dismissed as a ‘little thing’, something that only affects a few and
‘part of” being a researcher. We invite you to take a different look:

* What if intellectual harassment is a known but unaddressed ghost in academia?

* What if it's a phenomenon we actually have the power to change — together?



How can we make it #safetospeak?

Culture is not changed by filling out a form alone. Culture is changed through practice, symbols,
language and alliances. We need creativity, curiosity — and more academic rebels (Want to create
a new research culture:

A completely new basic thinking in academia is required).
#safetospeak is one of several attempts to create change outside the usual channels of scientific
publishing. Some concrete ideas we hope you, the reader, will consider:

* Small, visible markings in everyday life

For example, Lego figures with the poster “Yes to a compassionate academial #safetospeak™ in
the cafeteria, library or auditorium. Send us a picture — we will be happy to share on our
LinkedIn profile. (Lego figures were actually used to break down a dictatorship in Serbia, see
Popovic 2015.)

* Thematic markings
Halloween celebration with the message: “No power relations in academia should be scary”.
Roaring meetings about safe supervision.

* Be a “slow professor”
Set limits on pace and publication pressure where you can. Prioritize quality, thoughtfulness, and
academic immersion over quantity.

* Be inspired by the Gothenburg Manifesto: https://www.freeacademia.org/

The Manifesto is a roadmap for an academia built on trust, care, and integrity — and for a
language that makes it possible to talk about vulnerability, joy, and quality without being seen as
‘naive’.

The common denominator is simple: Small, courageous acts that make it clear that it is not the
person speaking out, but unfair practices, that should be ashamed.

We hope the first steps of #safetospeak in Norway can contribute to making it:

* possible to question whether today's ARK questions about harassment are sufficient to capture
the cultural and systemic conditions that enable abuse of power

* possible to examine the need for an independent ombudsman for PhD candidates and other
early-career researchers

¢ less stigma associated with changing supervisors — for both candidate and supervisor

* possible to break the silence around intellectual harassment

* possible for individual researchers, colleagues, leaders, authorities, funders and institutions to
use their power to shape a more compassionate academic culture

An invitation — not an accusation
This letter is not written to point out scapegoats. It is written because we see a responsibility we
share — everyone who is part of academia.

Academia is built every day through seemingly small choices:
* who we support in a conflict

* who gets authorship — and why

* who we include in projects and academic communities

* how we meet those who dare to speak out


https://www.khrono.no/vil-skape-en-ny-forskningskultur-det-kreves-en-helt-ny-grunntenkning-i-akademia/851664
https://www.khrono.no/vil-skape-en-ny-forskningskultur-det-kreves-en-helt-ny-grunntenkning-i-akademia/851664

The testimonies from #safetospeak in Norway and Denmark are not just cries for help. They
draw the contours of a different academia — one where free research and psychological safety go
hand in hand.

Academic freedom is under pressure. But by highlighting collaboration, openness and
compassion as core values, we can free ourselves from structures that inhibit the freedom to ask
the uncomfortable questions. And if there is one place where we should be able to dream
differently — also about bullying, harassment and abuse of power — it is precisely in academia.

This is where we live by asking questions where the answers do not yet exist.

You who are reading this have power. Whether you are a PhD candidate, researcher,
administrative employee, manager, examiner, committee member or decision-maker:

* You have the power to believe — or doubt — a colleague’s story.

* You have the power to ask questions when a colleague is alone.

* You have the power to suggest others on a committee when disqualification threatens.
* You have the power to provide support publicly — not just in closed rooms.

#safetospeak encourages employers and leaders in academia to break the pattern where
whistleblowers lose — sometimes with their jobs at stake. It should be safe to share your opinion.
When employers listen and respond faitly to criticism, not only does it increase well-being — it
also strengthens the development of ideas.

Academia cannot sutvive without looking critically at itself (https://www.khrono.no/akademia-
er-mest-verdifullt-nar-det-ser-kritisk-pa-seg-selv/930711). This letter is an invitation to do just

that.

With hope for courage, compassion and new community, and on behalf of the participants in the
Norwegian #safetospeak campaign,

Movement for a Free Academia Norway & Stipendiatorganisasjonene i Norge
Contact: ingvildbergomlunde [at | gmail . com

P.S. If you are in a difficult situation now, you can find resources here:
https://stipendiat.no/useful-information-for-our-members/discrimination-harassment-and-

bullving/v



https://stipendiat.no/useful-information-for-our-members/discrimination-harassment-and-bullying/v
https://stipendiat.no/useful-information-for-our-members/discrimination-harassment-and-bullying/v

Some of the #SAFETOSPEAK-stories
STORY 1

It's been about eight years since I dropped out of my PhD. In a way, my health made the choice
for me. But I remember also thinking that if my health had been good, I felt like it was a bit like
a cult and that my well-being would not have been taken care of. There are very good people and

the best minds in academia, but it's like you're being brainwashed.

My supervisor was also the nicest person in the world with whom I have good chemistry, but
collaborating with them became difficult. I also saw that others found it difficult to work with
them. I was sometimes asked what I thought, but I felt they really needed control, it was the
supetvisor's research funds. Instead of using my ideas, it was the supervisot's research project
that mattered, not my ideas and my PhD. I was told what to think and what were interesting
questions, but I don't need to be told that, it wasn't good. It was as if my task was for the
supetvisor to rise through the ranks themselves. It's an illusionary game. You're an adult when
you get a doctorate, but it's like you have "the adults" holding you down, that they have
responsibility, and decide how much you should have and you're told what's right to do. It's a
terrible game. My main supervisor had a great need for control, and the co-supervisor didn't
quite get space. I sometimes think that if the co-supervisor had been the main supervisor, it
might have been different. It was a bit bad to look at the others who got through, and who got a
little more support. But now I know a lot of researchers, and I can't see that any of them seem
inspired, and they work insanely hard and are open to collaboration 24/7. The Working Act is

thrown out of the window.

Interrupting my doctorate is one of the worst things I've ever done in my life, it was devastating
to my identity and self-confidence. I thought, "If I can't get a PhD, what am I going to do?" I
had been in academia for so long, for six years. I came out and was completely damaged. And I
just had to rebuild myself. It was absolutely terrible. To get a job, I had to play down the fact that
I had a PhD, I emphasized that I only had a master's degree and got sick. I've spent six years of
my life, I've wasted so many years on something that no one needs and that is worthless in
reality. It took two years before I got back into something where I could use what I can do, and 1
had to go way down all the career ladders. It's terrible when you've spent so much time, energy

and years, and worked hard and also know a lot.

Over the last eight years, I've felt a bit like I'm a drug addict, and I've thought, "Maybe I should
try again?" I've been a bit tempted to go back, and I regulatly get offers to come back. But to me
it does not make sense in how it adds up with health, academia is completely screwed up. 1

wouldn't have tolerated being treated that way again.



STORY 2

I have been on extended sick leave. I know that a change of supervisor is what I need, but the

department is not helping me. I don't know how to handle the situation.
STORY 3

1) Management can be artistic in their summaries of meetings, they protect the permanent
employee. I raised my concerns early on about the data analysis that was done, and I experienced
that they thought I was inexperienced and they knew better than me. Management and
supervisor called it a professional disagreement, but I said "no, that's kind of wrong". I asked too
many questions. Professional disagreement is important, but this is about using professional

disagreement as a cover-up.

2) I had a parttime sick leave because of my supervisor. I didn't work more than I should, but my
supervisor wrote to the manager that I had been in the office almost all day and that I needed to
work less. My supervisor wrote in the email as if it was to be kind to me so that I would get well,

but it was to remove me as the first author on my article.

3) The supervisor suggested that I had cheated on my sick leave. This is serious. I did not cheat.
During that period, I applied for Norwegian citizenship. Their claims may have lead the
management to think that I had lied. I do not think the management believed their claims. But

can you imagine how vulnerable I was, and what consequences her claims could have?

4) Many people say that I am strong for standing up for myself and continuing my PhD. But I
have woken up at night with anxiety. The doctor explained that it was PTSD. Great, what did
you get out of the PhD? PTSD.

5) I have changed supervisors, and the new supervisor is very nice. We must remember that. The
problem is that the previous supervisor is still the PI, the supervisor should get a co-PI. The
supervisor still has a lot of power over me.

6) I have submitted all the documentation of what has happened to me, but I don't think
management is taking it seriously. We have had meetings. I will probably get a slight extension to
my contract, but I have been waiting for over a year for a proper answer. The extension will not

be long enough for me anyway.

7) My former supervisor has treated other PhD fellows badly. Many have distanced themselves

from the supervisor.

8) I do not attend meetings with my former supervisor, and I have withdrawn from the research
group with key researchers in my field. I am not yet strong enough to attend those meetings, last
time it did not go so well, the supervisor leads the meetings. I still struggle to go to the office. 1
like the social aspect, but if I hear my former supervisors’ footsteps, I feel nauseous.

9) The best thing for me would have been to leave it alone, that is what work unions and others I
spoke to recommended, you will not get anywhere. But I said I wanted to anyway, because it's a
matter of principle, and I decided to fight. It has ripple effects for the family. I had to tell my



child that someone is not being nice to me at work. Imagine if I had fewer friends or family so
that they couldn't support me. I went through this system, the whistleblowing system doesn't
work properly. HR tries to hide it, embellishes the minutes from meetings. Some managers
would rather not get the documents. It's just a facade. The unions have a lot to do, because I'm
not the only one. It's set up in such a way that it doesn't work, only in a very few cases. Those
who warned me against fighting were probably right, I've lost more. But I think it's bigger than
just me. I'd rather be last on the list.

STORY 4

I can’t write my story to you, since I’'m still in the final stages of my doctorate after all these
years, and I can’t end the process now. This shows how difficult it is for doctoral students to get
help, because I'm afraid of further bullying. The fear of losing the chance to get my degree.

STORY 5

https:/ /artikulert.no/2025/01 /23 /varsling-og-vtringsfrihet-i-forskning

STORY 6

I was so happy to get a PhD position! It was a dream come true! I started in the position and
received good feedback. The head of department wrote as a comment on the progress reports
that I worked hard! I received verbal feedback that what I was researching was interesting,

correct and good from the academic community, including in the PhD-courses.

I didn't know how much supetvision it was common to get. I didn't know in what way it was
common to get supervision. I sat in an office with several other PhD students, but we all worked
alone, and I guess I thought that doctoral work should be more independent than a master's. I
completed all the courses. I sent texts to my supervisor for feedback. I thought I had a
supetvisor who was doing their job. I just had to "keep going"! I thought it was going very well.

But when the funding was about to expire, and I realized that there was still a lot of work to do
and I didn't think the feedback from my supervisor was of any substance, I added small
comments to the texts I sent to my supervisor. "Call me if you read this." I never got a phone
call. I realized that my supervisor didn't read my texts. I asked to change supervisors when I was
in my third year. When I changed supervisors, I was told that the department wanted me to have
a trial dissertation, to check whether I had had sufficient quality and progress in my project.
Suddenly, everyone's eyes were on me. I submitted all my work, and the committee rejected it
before I got to the trial dissertation. I was told that my project and research were not good
enough and my topic was uninteresting. This happened when there were 6 months left in my
PhD period. If this had been true, is it strange that no one had discovered it before? I gradually
realized that I had not received any valuable supervision whatsoever. I had received blank replies

to emails from my former supervisor.

The supervisor-candidate relationship is private. It was difficult for me as a research fellow to
know what it should have been like. No one else has access to the relationship or


https://artikulert.no/2025/01/23/varsling-og-ytringsfrihet-i-forskning/

communication, and there was no supervisor training. And now suddenly the entire department's
attitude was that there was something wrong with my project and my research abilities. No one
questioned my supervisor. I asked to extend my research position based on the fact that I had
not received supervision. I was refused. I experienced that the seniors at the department
suddenly turned against me. I realized that I could not continue with my doctorate when a
collective academic community said that the research had no value. When the contract expired, I

was naturally dependent on income. I started working outside academia.

This was more than 10 years ago. If I had had proper supervision, I would have finished, maybe
not on time, but in my academic environment it is common to go over time. If someone had
read my texts, discussed with me, and given me feedback, I would have finished. And that would
have been research of value to society! About six months after I left my fellowship, I saw some
other researchers publishing on the same topic that I was researching in a top journal. The topic
was clearly interesting after all. I wish the head of department had called me when the article on

the same topic as mine was published.

After I started my new job, I sent the trial dissertation documents to the biggest academic rock
star in my professional environment, and I got a response that I could come and finish. The rock
star was supposed to take care of the practicalities, but I was too tired of the people at the
department after the process I had been through. The offer was still a recognition that I have
taken with me.

In academia, you clearly need to be taken under someone's wing. Knowledge, good grades,
academic excellence, and curiosity are not enough. Someone has to hold your hand. I love my
subject, and would have liked to stay in academia, but my experiences in the environment and
with the people mean that I can't take it. I have suffered from persistent mental health problems
and depression as a result. I use a lot of my knowledge of my field in my job, which means that I
often think about what could have been. Being a research fellow was four years of my life that
teel completely wasted. No one asked questions about where my supervisor had been. There was
just something wrong with me and my project. You hear such horror stories when you are a
PhD, but we think that it won't happen to us. But it can. It can happen to anyone. I am glad that

this campaign can highlight the injustice that is being committed in academia.



