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Recent research shows a decline of academic freedom in the Netherlands. Academic freedom
can be broadly defined as the right of scholars within universities to independently (i) teach
without undue interference (ii) pursue research and (ii) communicate findings. Noting this trend,
the Utrecht Young Academy (UYA) conducted a survey among Utrecht University staff to assess
how they perceive the situation over three domains of academic work: (i) teaching, (ii) research,
and (iii) dissemination activities. We carried out the survey in 2023 and in 2025, to test whether
we could discern any developments on the issue over a two-year period.

The results: in a nutshell

e Academic freedom is highly valued among UU staff, with a small statistically
significant increase in perceived importance between 2023 and 2025.

e UU staff are moderately satisfied with the academic freedom they experience,
and their perceptions are fairly stable. However, there is much room for
improvement, and there has been a minor decline in the perceived academic
freedom in all three domains (teaching, research and dissemination).

e Academicfreedom seems to be comparatively vulnerable in contexts of research
dissemination to a wide audience. UU staff feel most free to discuss socially or
politically sensitive research findings with colleagues and superiors, and least free
when engaging with modern mass media and social media.

e Non-Dutch and junior staff perceive lower levels of academic freedom.

e Less favourable scores can also be observed in the Humanities.

Recommendations

e Stay alert to early signs of deterioration. Rising threats across the Netherlands
highlight the importance of monitoring academic freedom closely.

e Carry out more discussions of academic freedom at faculty and departmental
level, with a focus on (i) research (ii) teaching and (iii) publishing, providing
space for staff members to share experiences, concerns, and reflections.

e Provide support for those concerned about sharing research findings or
opinions.

¢ Invest in quantitative and qualitative research to gain a more detailed
assessment of actual impediments to academic freedom and to identify
population categories among UU staff that are particularly vulnerable.



Introduction

Academic freedom is widely seen as a cornerstone of higher education and research, forming the
basis for both scientific progress and a democratic society. It is deemed essential for scholars to
be able to do their job and it is important for advancing knowledge in ways that benefit society
both locally and globally (KNAW, 2025). Although acknowledged as a key democratic value which
is generally preserved better in Europe than in many global regions, the state of academic
freedom in the EU is reported to have been in decline in recent years (EPRS, 2025).

The Concept of Academic Freedom

Although there is some debate about its exact definition, in principle, academic freedom refers
to the right of scholars within universities to independently (i) pursue research (ii) communicate
findings, and (iii) teach without undue interference. More specifically, academic freedom
encompasses the ability of scholars to select research topics and the approaches in which they
explore them; communicate research findings, structure academic programs, access information
and collaborate within and outside the university (KNAW, 2025).

The Current State of Academic Freedom in the Netherlands

Academic freedom in the Netherlands has received growing attention over the past years as
socio-political changes have reshaped the academic landscape. Currently, academic freedom in
the Netherlands has been argued to be in a particularly vulnerable position as it is largely
dependent on self-regulation within the universities (Said, 2025). Growing pressures and threats
to scholars’ freedom to autonomously choose or carry out research topics and approaches
continues to drive discussion and debate (KNAW, 2025). These have been found to be driven by
many different factors, including the funding and management of research and teaching,
intimidation of researchers and policies relating to collaboration with parties e.g. specific
industries and tensions within the academic community (KNAW, 2025).

In global comparisons, the Netherlands currently falls in the top 30-40% of nations with regard
to safeguarding academic freedom (Kinzelbach et al., 2024). However, the level of academic
freedom in the Netherlands is very low compared to that of other EU states according to reports
conducted by the European Parliament. In fact, only three other countries in the EU, namely
Hungary, Poland, and Greece score lower in academic freedom than the Netherlands in large-
scale international polls (Said, 2025). Also, the Netherlands is the only EU member state that
showed a significant deterioration of academic freedom between 1973-2023 (EPRS, 2024).



Summary of Challenges to Academic Freedom Specific to the Netherlands (KNAW,
2025)

1. Increasing External Influence on Academic Freedom

e Political developments and financial pressures have increasingly put pressure on
academic freedom in science.

» Research agendas are being steered more often by external demands from
politicians or funding bodies.

2. Internationalisation in Balance Act (Wet Internationalisering in Balans, WIB)

e This proposed legislation would give the government authority over the
languages used in higher education.

eFramed as a way to manage international student numbers and protect Dutch as
an academic language, this level of government control risks undermining
academic freedom and weakening the Netherlands’ international position in
research and education.

3. Knowledge Security Screening Bill

e Another proposal that introduces strict controls on academic activities and
collaborations.

eThere is a concern that this bill would limit academic freedom and reduce the
Netherlands’ innovative capacity.

4. Intimidation and Threats
e Academics are not adequately protected from intimidation and threats
5. Tensions among the academic community

eRising tensions on sensitive topics leads to students or academic staff self-
censoring, due to pressures from both outside the university and within the
university



Academic Freedom at UU

In recent years, institutions sounding the alarm on the rising threats to academic freedom have
caused different universities to reflect on how they can deal with these challenges. To address
ongoing questions about the issues at Utrecht University, the Institutions for Open Societies (10S)
strategic theme launched a new research platform. Titled “Openness Challenged: the university
at risk?”, the platform has been holding a series of dialogues since September 2022 to address
questions from different disciplines and perspectives. Its programme of work has revolved
around one overarching question: How can the university, its institutional autonomy and
associated duty to protect academic freedom, be upheld and enhanced in a world in which
openness is being challenged, and the core values of an open society are under siege? The
Contesting Governance Platform (which is also part of 10S) has also run a workshop series called
‘Contesting Academia’ offering a space for the discussion of topics like academic freedom,
science scepticism and activism, shrinking spaces for scientific inquiry and dissent, threats to
internationalisation and institutional autonomy, and protests by university students and staff,
the role of the university in society. The Platform has also run a film series called Re-Imagining
the University.

In May 2025, rectors of Dutch universities released a joint statement on academic

freedom — noting not only growing external pressures, but also referring to pressures on research,
dialogue, and the open exchange of views coming from within the university itself. In the
statement, they emphasised the need to maintain openness and to continue national
conversations on the topic. Overall, they highlighted that academic freedom is not merely an
internal university concern, but a societal value that requires collective protection.

But how do people working at Utrecht University experience these pressures and this
freedom? To find out, we conducted a survey study among staff at Utrecht University on some
of the issues identified above to see how academic freedom over three domains is experienced:
(i) research (ii) education and (iii) dissemination of research. We ran the same survey in 2023 and
in 2025 with open-ended and closed questions to see whether perceptions of academic freedom
had shifted during this period. All study materials can be found on the Open Science Framework.

Survey participants
In 2023: total sample of N = 287 staff members

In 2025: total sample of N = 129 staff members



https://www.uu.nl/en/opinion/statement-on-academic-freedom
https://www.uu.nl/en/opinion/statement-on-academic-freedom
https://osf.io/8dtfu/overview?view_only=8d80e26f923c43a5b80a04fa17a19359

Demographic Overview: 2023

Job Function

. Assis. prof. (32%)
. Assoc. prof. (16%)
Full prof. (14%)
Non-academic (1%)
Other (5%)
PhD (23%)
PNTS (1%)
. Post-doc (3%)

Faculty

y

FSW (10%)
Geosciences (4%)
Humanities (22%)
Medicine (0%)
PNTS (1%)

REBO (25%)
Science (31%)

Veterinary Medicine (5%)
. Teaching staff (5%) Nationality
. Female (42%)

Dutch (67%)

Male (51%)

Non-binary / Not Dutch (30%)

third gender (1%) Prefer not to say (3%)

PNTS (6%)

Demographic Overview: 2025
Job Function B assis prot. 27%) Faculty

FSW (15%)

B Aassoc. prof. (19%)
Full prof. (19%)
Non-academic (2%)
Other (4%)

PhD (16%)
PNTS (3%)
. Post-doc (4%)
- Teaching staff (6%)

Gender

. Female (49%)

Male (46%)

Non-binary /
third gender (1%)

PNTS (5%)

Nationality

Geosciences (5%)
Humanities (17%)
Medicine (3%)

PNTS (3%)

REBO (50%)

Science (5%)

Veterinary Medicine (1%)

Dutch (71%)
Not Dutch (26%)
Prefer not to say (3%)




For consideration

It is important to note that despite the survey being widely circulated, with UYA members being
asked to place it on faculty and department noticeboards and in newsletters, only around half as
many participants took part in the survey in 2025 compared to 2023. It is also not known whether
the same participants filled out the survey in 2023 and 2025. However, although this constitutes
something to bear in mind when studying the results, it does not detract from the ability of the
results to demonstrate trends and patterns in the manner in which academic freedom is
experienced. In the following sections, we walk through a breakdown of the questions that were
asked in the survey and share some of the opinions that were expressed.

Definitions of Academic Freedom

We first asked participants to provide their definition of Academic Freedom. Here is a selection
of responses:

4 )

"The freedom to set up, conduct, and communicate about research without

external socio-cultural and/or political pressure. "

- Survey respondent, associate professor, 2023

N /

K "The freedom to pursue lines of inquiry as one sees fit; to challenge \
established positions and received knowledge. The freedom to think freely,

and the right and freedom to pursue those lines of thinking, regardless of
whether they are fashionable, fundable, aligned with the zeitgeist, or liable
to cause offense."

- Survey respondent, post-doctoral researcher, 2025

o J

/ "Being able to freely express your academic views on a chosen topic. Being \

able to personally develop (within boundaries) your own (research and
education) profile."

- Survey respondent, assistant professor, 2023

- J




K”As the freedom that academics have to establish the topic of their research, \
the methodology to carry out their research; the freedom to travel, establish
contacts and share their knowledge in the best possible way, always

considering their responsibility as scientists to abide by the code of conduct

for academic institutions.”

- Survey respondent, full professor, 2025 J

We observed some trends relating to the frequency in which participants mentioned specific

themes in their definitions across the two years. Specifically, some common themes mentioned
were related to external power and political pressure, autonomy and protection, core academic
practices, ethics and responsibilities, and institutional/structural conditions that shape or enable
freedom. The most compelling differences were the relative higher frequencies in which themes
of external power and political pressure; core academic practices or what academics are free to
do, and ethics and responsibilities were mentioned in 2025. It is hard to draw inferences from
these differences, but it may indicate that the concept of academic freedom is gaining salience
among researchers, understood not only as individual scholarly autonomy, but also in relation to
broader societal and institutional conditions.

~
Themes of external power and political pressure (+12%), core academic
practices (+17%), and ethics and responsibilities (+9%) were mentioned
more frequently in 2025 than 2023

4

Upon analyzing the content of the definitions provided by participants, we saw that participants
broadly understand the concept of academic freedom in the same way as it has been defined by
the KNAW i.e. the principle that employees at scientific institutions can freely conduct their
scientific research, publish their findings and teach, though not every element was mentioned in
every answer (KNAW, 2021).



Analysis of Quantitative Questions

We tested our observations using two complementary statistical approaches to strengthen the
reliability of our findings: the frequentist approach, which uses p-values to assess if an effect is
statistically significant, and the Bayesian approach, which uses the Bayes Factor to measure the
strength of evidence for two competing hypotheses, and quantify how much more likely the data
are under one hypothesis than the other.

To support interpretation of these analyses, the results are visualised using bar graphs, in which
each colored bar (column) represents the year of data collection. On top of the bars, you will see
black error bars which vary in length and represent the standard error (se). The standard error
(SE) indicates how precise the estimate is: shorter error bars mean greater precision, while longer
ones indicate more uncertainty.

The decision to use this type of plot was made to improve accessibility for readers, while
recognising that other types of visualisations may better capture all nuances in the data. To
address this limitation, additional plots are included in the supplementary materials available on
the Open Science Framework.

Results of the Survey

Importance of Academic Freedom

Participants were asked “How important is academic freedom to you?” and “How important is
it for you to experience academic freedom?”. We analyzed the two items separately and also
created a composite score to assess them as a single measure. For the composite scores in this
section, the mean perceived importance of academic freedom was M = 6.33, SD = 0.90 in 2023
and M =6.57, SD = 0.65 in 2025. We found that both individually and as a combined composite
the two items showed a statistically significant difference between 2023 and 2025, such that
academic freedom was perceived as more important in 2025 compared to 2023, t(336) = -3.13,
p = .002. Additional Bayesian analyses (BFio = 4.52) confirmed a small to moderate amount of
evidence in favour of a change between 2023 and 2025.


https://osf.io/8dtfu/overview?view_only=8d80e26f923c43a5b80a04fa17a19359

Figure 1. Perceived importance of academic freedom at UU
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Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = not at all important and 7 = extremely important.
General Perceptions of Academic Freedom at UU

Participants were asked about their general perceptions of academic freedom at Utrecht
University, regarding freedom to teach, research, and publish.

Figure 2. General perceptions of academic freedom at UU
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freedom at UU.
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We found that perceived freedom for researching and publishing showed a statistically significant
difference between 2023 and 2025, such that academic freedom was perceived as lower in 2025
versus 2023 for researching, t(384) = 2.91, p = .004, and for publishing, t(379) = 2.55, p = .011.
We did not find this difference for academic freedom to teach, p = .174. Additional Bayesian
analyses confirmed moderate evidence was found for a decline over time in perceived freedom
in research (BFio = 6.86), while only anecdotal evidence supported a decrease in perceived
freedom in publishing (BFio = 2.69. In both 2023 and 2025, there was strong evidence that
perceived academic freedom in teaching was rated lower than perceived academic freedom in
research or publishing.

Within the 2023 cohort, we found a statistically significant difference between the items in this
section. A repeated measures ANOVA revealed a statistically significant difference across the
three domains, F(2, 500) = 17.38, p < .001. Post hoc comparisons indicated that teaching was
significantly lower than both researching, p < .001, and publishing, p < .001. However, the
difference between researching and publishing was not significant, p = .054.

This pattern was further supported by Bayesian analysis, which provided extreme evidence in
favour of a difference between the items compared to no difference (BFio = 1.67 x 10°). Pairwise
Bayesian comparisons indicated strong evidence for differences between teaching and both
researching (BFio = 1.05 x 10?) and publishing (BFio = 2.76 x 10%), while evidence favoured no
meaningful difference between researching and publishing (BFc = 0.45).

For the 2025 cohort, a repeated measures ANOVA again showed a statistically significant
difference across the three domains, F(2, 224) = 4.86, p = .009. However, this time, post hoc
comparisons revealed that only the difference between researching and publishing was
significant, p = .025, whereas no significant differences were found between teaching and
researching, p = .137, or between researching and publishing, p = .089. This pattern was
supported by Bayesian analysis, which provided weak evidence in favour of a difference between
the items compared to no difference (BFio = 2.58). At the pairwise level, Bayesian post hoc
comparisons indicated anecdotal evidence for a difference between teaching and publishing
(BF1o = 3.17), while the remaining comparisons showed evidence in favour of the null or only
weak evidence for differences (teaching vs researching: BFio = 0.31; researching vs publishing:
BFi0 = 0.76).
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The Role of Utrecht University in Protecting Academic Freedom

Participants were asked, about the extent to which they feel that Utrecht University actively
facilitates a safe environment for discussing sensitive topics; whether their opinions and beliefs
align with those of other Utrecht University staff members; whether as a scholar, they can
conduct research without fear of negative consequences, even if the results are politically or
socially controversial; whether they have the freedom to ask critical questions within Utrecht
University; whether there is freedom to express controversial opinions without facing negative
social or professional consequences; whether they feel undue pressure to align their research
with the university’s strategic themes or research agendas developed by other Utrecht University
research groups to which they may belong.

Trends were generally similar between years across all items with no statistically significant
differences according to statistical tests comparing averages between years.

Figure 3. Feelings about academic freedom at UU

UU facilitates a safe environment
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Can research without fear
Year
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Freedom to ask critical questions
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opinions
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Mean

o
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-

Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = not at all and 7 = completely.

Transparency, Independence and Responsibility

Participants were asked, “To what extent do you feel like Utrecht University upholds the
following principles?” —transparency (e.g., through pre-registration of research and open access
to data), independence from non-scientific considerations (e.g., commercial or political concerns),
and responsibility for good research practices. Trends were generally similar between years
across all items with no statistically significant differences.
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Figure 4. Feelings about upholding principles at UU
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Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = not at all and 7 = completely.

Different Areas of Academic Freedom

Participants were asked “To what extent do you experience academic freedom in the following
areas?” —choosing research topics, choosing research questions and methods, accessing
information, publishing and sharing findings, choosing scientific partners, selecting teaching
content, and formulating, presenting, and defending an evaluative point of view.

Figure 5. Areas of academic freedom at UU
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research
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Mean

Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = minimal academic freedom and 7 = maximal academic
freedom.
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Trends were generally similar between years across all items with no statistically significant
differences.

Freedom to Discuss and Share Findings

Participants were asked “To what extent do you, as a scholar, feel the freedom to share and
discuss scientific findings with the following individuals, even if these findings are politically or
socially sensitive?” —colleagues, superiors, students, (societal) stakeholders, the media (e.g.,
interviews, TV, podcasts, radio), and social media (e.g., LinkedIn, Twitter).

Figure 6. Freedom to discuss and share findings at UU
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Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = minimal academic freedom and 7 = maximal academic
freedom.

Trends in how freely individuals feel they can discuss findings with different audiences were
consistent between 2023 and 2025, indicating overall little change over time. However,
comparing scores across audiences within the two cohorts revealed clear differences in perceived
freedom, providing meaningful insights into which audiences employees feel most or least able
to engage with.

Within the 2023 cohort, a repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant effect of audience
type on perceptions of freedom, F(5, 1105) = 116.80, p < .001. Post hoc comparisons showed that
every audience category differed significantly from the others. Specifically, perceived freedom
was highest for colleagues, followed by superiors, p < .001, and students, p < .001. Perceived
freedom was significantly lower when engaging with societal stakeholders compared to students,
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p < .001. This downward trend continued with the media, where freedom was rated significantly
lower than for stakeholders, p < .001. Finally, social media received the lowest rating of all
categories, differing significantly from traditional media outlets, p = .007.

This pattern was strongly supported by Bayesian analysis, which provided extreme evidence in
favour of differences between items compared to no difference (BFio = 2.96 x 10%). At the
pairwise level, Bayesian comparisons indicated very strong evidence for differences between the
vast majority of audience categories. Full Bayesian post hoc results are provided in the
supplementary materials (OSF).

Within the 2025 cohort, a repeated measures ANOVA revealed a highly significant effect of
audience type on these perceptions of freedom, F(5, 485) = 28.52, p <.001. Post hoc comparisons
showed that while the overall downward trend remained, several audience categories no longer
differed significantly. Perceived freedom was highest for colleagues, which did not differ
significantly from superiors, p = .355. However, freedom was rated significantly lower for
students compared to both colleagues, p <.001, and superiors, p < .001. There was no significant
difference between the perceived freedom to discuss findings with students versus societal
stakeholders, p = .924. Ratings continued to decline significantly for the media, which was rated
lower than stakeholders, p < .001. Finally, while social media received the lowest numerical rating,
it did not differ significantly from traditional media outlets, p =.127.

This pattern was strongly supported by Bayesian analysis, which provided extreme evidence in
favour of differences between items compared to no difference (BFio = 1.76 x 10%2). At the
pairwise level, Bayesian comparisons indicated strong evidence for differences across most
audience categories, broadly aligning with the frequentist results, with only limited exceptions
(e.g., weak or no evidence for differences between certain adjacent categories such as colleagues
vs superiors and media vs social media). Full Bayesian post hoc results are provided in the
supplementary materials (OSF).
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Perceived Pressure to Align Research and Teaching

Participants were asked: “To what extent do you feel pressure to align your research and
teaching with” — specific ideologies or political opinions and wishes of stakeholders, even if
those wishes contradict your ideas about conducting research and teaching. Trends were
generally similar between years across all items with no statistically significant differences.

Figure 7. Pressure to align research and teaching at UU
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Note. Scores are presented on a 1-7 scale, where 1 = minimal pressure and 7 = maximal pressure.
Group Differences by Nationality, Faculty, Gender, and Job Function

Although the overall pattern of results was broadly similar across groups, some subgroup
differences emerged. These differences most often concerned Nationality, Faculty, and Job
Function. In general, non-Dutch staff reported somewhat lower levels of academic freedom and
a less supportive climate than Dutch staff on several items, particularly in 2025. Differences by
Job Function also suggested that more junior staff, especially post-docs in some analyses, tended
to report lower levels of freedom than more senior staff. Faculty differences were less consistent,
but where they emerged, Humanities staff often reported less favourable scores than some other
faculties, particularly REBO. Gender differences were relatively limited.

When analyzing group differences, we excluded certain categories with minimal
representation—such as non-binary/third-gender participants and specific faculty groups (e.g., n
= 1), from detailed reporting. These small sample sizes do not allow for reliable statistical
inference or the calculation of standard error and could disproportionately influence mean
ratings. Full subgroup analyses are reported on the Open Science Framework.
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Conclusions

The findings make clear that there remains much room for improvement in all three areas i.e.
research, teaching and publishing. That being said, overall the findings suggest a broad degree of
stability in how academic freedom is experienced at Utrecht University between 2023 and 2025,
while also pointing to several meaningful shifts. Across most domains, perceptions remained
relatively unchanged, including perceptions of institutional support, the upholding of academic
principles, and freedom across concrete academic activities such as choosing research topics,
methods, and teaching content. At the same time, academic freedom was rated as significantly
more important in 2025 than in 2023, suggesting that the concept may have gained salience for
staff over time.

This increased salience is also reflected in the qualitative definitions provided by participants. In
2025, definitions more frequently referred to external power and political pressure, core
academic practices, and ethical responsibilities, indicating that academic freedom is increasingly
understood not only as individual scholarly autonomy, but also in relation to broader societal and
institutional conditions.

Although most quantitative indicators remained stable, perceived freedom in research and
publishing declined between 2023 and 2025. Freedom to teach did not change significantly, but
continued to be rated lower than research and publishing, confirming that academic freedom is
experienced differently across domains. Similarly, freedom to discuss and share findings
remained strongly dependent on audience: participants consistently reported feeling most free
with colleagues and superiors, and least free when engaging with media and especially social
media, suggesting that public-facing academic communication is experienced as more
constrained than internal academic exchange.

Subgroup analyses indicate that these patterns are not experienced equally across the university.
Where differences emerged, they most often suggested lower perceived academic freedom
among non-Dutch staff and more junior staff, particularly post-docs, while some less favourable
scores were also observed in Humanities compared with faculties such as REBO. Although gender
differences were limited overall, these subgroup findings suggest that academic freedom may be
experienced less uniformly across institutional positions and backgrounds. More research is
needed to identify groups that are particularly vulnerable, and to assess whether and how
experiences of racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination impede the academic freedom
of specific categories of scholars, for example in discussing socially or politically sensitive research
findings.

Taken together, the findings suggest that academic freedom at Utrecht University remains
broadly intact, but that its perceived importance has increased while concerns around research
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freedom, publishing, and external pressures have become more visible. This points to a more

differentiated and context-dependent experience of academic freedom across domains,
audiences and staff groups, rather than a general decline of academic freedom overall.

Recommendations

Stay alert to early signs of deterioration. Rising threats across the Netherlands highlight
the importance of monitoring academic freedom closely.

Carry out more discussions of academic freedom at faculty and departmental level,
with a focus on (i) research (ii) teaching and (iii) publishing. These discussions should
provide a space for employees to share their experiences, concerns and reflections.

Provide support to employees who are concerned about sharing research findings and
scholarly perspectives in different contexts. This is particularly relevant in light of the UU
transition to Open science. We see a tension between the UU’s growing emphasis on
public engagement and knowledge dissemination to a wide, non-specialist audience,
and our observation that employees feel comparatively vulnerable when engaging with
modern mass media and social media.

Invest in quantitative and qualitative research to gain a more detailed assessment of
actual impediments to academic freedom and to identify population categories among
UU staff that are particularly vulnerable. Repeat research periodically to stay abreast of
trends.
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