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Supporting researchers at risk is essential for democracy. This brief illustrates how programmes 
supporting researchers at risk are necessary to defend and strengthen democracy. 
 
In times of crisis, whether caused by conflict, authoritarianism, or democratic backsliding, researchers are 
often among the first to be silenced. Building solidarity with researchers in these situations is vital for 
maintaining a strong international scientific research community. However, building solidarity is not just 
an academic imperative; it is a democratic necessity. Researchers support the pursuit of truth and the 
broad dissemination of knowledge. Their work informs public debate. Their presence indicates a society’s 
commitment to evidence-based opinions, reason, and open discourse. Supporting them to continue their 
work preserves the fundamental conditions that allow democracy to flourish, namely, freedom of 
thought, freedom of expression, academic freedom, and access to knowledge. One practical way in 
which higher education and research institutions in Europe are fostering this solidarity is through 
programmes that offer at-risk researchers safe academic and research placements. These placements 
support them to continue their work until it is safe for them to return home, ensuring expertise is not lost 
to censorship, exile, imprisonment, or worse.  
 
Why are researchers threatened? 

At-risk researchers include scholars, researchers and scientists at all stages of their careers who are 
experiencing threats to their life, liberty, or research career, and those who are forced to flee or have been 
displaced because of such threats. The global Scholars at Risk Network (SAR) identifies three broad 
categories of risk that face researchers: (i) Risk due to the content of a scholar’s work, research, or teaching 
being perceived as threatening by authorities or other groups. When the development of ideas, exchange 
of information, and expression of new opinions are considered threatening, individual scholars/researchers 
are particularly vulnerable. (ii) Risk because of the individual’s status as an academic or researcher. 
Because of the often public-facing, international nature of their work, scholars and researchers can become 
attractive targets for authoritarians seeking to send a message meant to silence others, inside as well as 
outside the academic community. (iii) Risk as a result of their peaceful exercise of basic human rights, in 
particular, the right to freedom of expression or freedom of association.  

Hosting at-risk researchers on campuses supports democracy in tangible ways.  
 
● Strengthens Democratic Values and Human Rights: By offering sanctuary and support, higher 

education and research institutions show that academic freedom is a universal value shared worldwide, 
not a privilege limited to a single country or culture. This sends a strong message that these institutions 
strengthen democratic values and human rights, enhancing their public credibility and moral 
leadership.  
 

● Preserves and Supports Dissemination of Knowledge: Knowledge supports democratic processes and 
builds its resilience against malign influence and manipulation. Through these programmes, at-risk 
researchers can continue to advance in their fields, which can include documenting and preserving 
local knowledge and culture, as well as generating and disseminating new knowledge.  
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● Fosters Diverse Dialogue: At-risk researchers strengthen democracy by supporting intellectual 
diversity, offering unique insights into social, cultural, and political issues, and drawing on their 
experience in addressing global challenges. They can also act as catalysts on campus for difficult yet 
necessary debates about authoritarianism, nationalism, and political polarisation that are occurring both 
abroad and domestically. 

 
● Supports Civic and Scholarly Engagement: Even from exile, many at-risk researchers continue to 

advocate for reform, human rights, and democracy in their home countries. They often participate in 
public programmes, human rights education, and joint initiatives that promote democratic values. Their 
efforts and presence can inspire students, faculty, staff, and alumni to become more active in civic 
pursuits, research, and international solidarity. 

 
Key Challenges & Developments  

As the Inspireurope mapping reports (2024, 2021) show, excellent work is underway and growing across 
Europe to support researchers at risk, particularly at the institutional level of higher education, as well as 
in partnership with NGOs. Programmes have been established to provide safe academic placements, 
financial support, and institutional protection, enabling at-risk researchers to continue their work until it is 
safe for them to return home and contribute to rebuilding better and safer societies. These initiatives, such 
as Germany’s Philipp Schwartz Initiative, France’s PAUSE programme, and newer initiatives such as 
MSCA4Ukraine and the pilot SAFE programme, amongst others, demonstrate a concrete commitment to 
the defence of academic freedom and the values underpinning democratic societies. By integrating 
displaced researchers into universities and research institutions, these programmes not only 
preserve vital scientific expertise but also reaffirm the democratic ideal that knowledge should not 
be controlled by violence, censorship, or fear.  

However, as illustrated by the Academic Freedom Index and SAR’s Free to Think reporting series, 
academic freedom and research autonomy are under pressure worldwide. These trends, combined with 
overlapping international crises, mean the number of researchers facing repression and risk in their home 
countries, as well as the number of these researchers applying for support opportunities in Europe, is 
escalating rapidly. Despite the efforts of European support organisations, higher education institutions, and 
European and national policymakers, demand from at-risk researchers for support continues to outstrip the 
supply substantially. Therefore, more investment is needed at the national and European levels to support 
researchers at risk if the desire for solidarity is to be translated into concrete action on a larger scale. 

Policy Recommendations for Further Action  
 
● Any initiative aiming to strengthen democracy in Europe or beyond, particularly those that intersect 

with the university and research space, should highlight and support programmes for at-risk researchers 
as a practical tool to foster democratic values.  

o The European Strategy for Universities committed, at para. 4.3, to create guiding principles on 
protecting fundamental academic values. Any such guidance should include reference to the 
output of the Inspireurope project, as well as existing protection programmes. 

o The new Democracy Action Shield should explicitly recognise academic freedom and the 
protection of researchers as core pillars of democratic resilience. 

o The Choose Europe for Science program should include dedicated support mechanisms for 
researchers of all nationalities who are fleeing war or persecution from any source.  
 

● Establish a permanent European fellowship scheme for researchers at risk, which is long-term and 
country-agnostic. This can build upon the Inspireurope+ Recommendations as well as the concrete 

https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/k6_AvH_Inspireurope_A4_1-2023_FINAL.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Researchers-at-Risk-National-level-Actions-in-Europe.pdf
https://www.humboldt-foundation.de/en/apply/sponsorship-programmes/philipp-schwartz-initiative
https://www.programmepause.fr/en/
https://sareurope.eu/msca4ukraine/
https://saferesearchers.eu/
https://academic-freedom-index.net/
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/free-to-think-reports/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52022DC0016
https://www.eua.eu/publications/reports/expanding-opportunities-in-europe-for-researchers-at-risk.html
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experience of MSCA4Ukraine and SAFE, and the work of the European Commission’s MSCA Unit, 
which has produced strong evidence for the feasibility, positive impacts, and European added value of 
fellowship programmes and European coordination of support for at-risk researchers.   

● Create national support programmes for researchers at risk. National-level programmes should be 
supported alongside an EU scheme, and useful lessons can be drawn from the few existing national 
initiatives (See Inspireurope+ 2024 update on national-level actions). The high level of demand 
indicates there is still a strong need for national schemes, as well as for coordinating insights from 
existing and new schemes. For example, a positive development in this direction is a new national 
funding scheme in Greece that is currently underway. Inspireurope projects played a key role in 
providing support and valuable experience and, most importantly, in forging collaboration between 
Aristotle University of Thessaloniki (AUTh) and SAR Greece with IIE-Scholar Rescue Fund to co-
fund this scheme (See Inspireurope+ Policy Paper: April 2025) 
 

● Strengthen support structures across the EU for at-risk researchers: The EU-funded Initiative to 
Support, Promote, and Integrate Researchers at Risk in Europe (Inspireurope, 2019-2022 and 
Inspireurope+, 2022-2025, hereinafter referred to as the Inspireurope project) facilitated transnational 
cooperation and coordination across Europe to strengthen support for researchers at risk. Its funding 
will end in August 2025. Further actions and projects in this vein must be funded to continue providing 
adequate support for at-risk researchers throughout Europe. Dedicated funding can enable a broader 
and more diverse range of organisations and initiatives to connect, thereby improving information 
exchange, resource sharing, and capacity building. It can also enhance coordination, collaboration, and 
peer learning among stakeholders, while increasing awareness and understanding of researchers at risk 
and emphasising the importance of academic freedom. 

 
● Invest in activities to safeguard and promote academic freedom and freedom of scientific research 

within the EU, associated countries, and third countries through regular calls in existing EU funding 
programmes such as Horizon Europe and Erasmus+. For example, activities might include advocacy 
seminars with or by scholars and other public formats (seminars/webinars on issues related to academic 
freedom in universities or the broader public, e.g., Alexander von Humboldt Foundation Fragile 
Freedom talks and podcasts). Such activities would lead to the following outcomes:  
·    New approaches to addressing threats to academic freedom; 
·    Greater understanding of academic freedom and its societal impact (both short- and long-term) 

when it is repressed; 
·    Increased data on threats to academic freedom and improved knowledge and effectiveness of 

existing protections; 
·    Development of policies, procedures, guidelines, toolkits, and methodologies for implementing 

academic freedom in the EU, associated nations, and third countries; and 
·   Strengthening national and EU legislative tools for safeguarding and promoting academic freedom. 

 
Conclusion  
 
By offering sanctuary to researchers facing risk due to the content of their work, their role as public 
intellectuals, or as a result of their peaceful exercise of fundamental human rights, these programmes 
strengthen global solidarity, foster diverse dialogue, and support civic and scholarly engagement. Through 
these programmes, researchers can continue to advance in their fields, generating new knowledge, 
enhancing diversity in science and education, and raising awareness of threats to researchers and academic 
freedom worldwide. Integrating at-risk researchers into higher education and research institutions also 
provides opportunities for students and staff to engage with diverse perspectives, thereby strengthening 
democratic discourse. At a time when conflict, authoritarianism, and democratic backsliding threaten 

https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/k6_AvH_Inspireurope_A4_1-2023_FINAL.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Inspireurope-policy-paper-facilitating-the-reception-of-researchers-at-risk.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Inspireurope-policy-paper-facilitating-the-reception-of-researchers-at-risk.pdf
https://fragile-freiheit.de/en/
https://fragile-freiheit.de/en/
https://fragile-freiheit.de/en/
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intellectual freedom across the globe, programmes that support at-risk researchers should not only 
be seen as a humanitarian response but as a strategic investment in democratic resilience. 
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About Inspireurope+ 
 
Inspireurope+ is an EU-funded project that works to strengthen and coordinate support in Europe for 
researchers at risk. Researchers at risk are scholars, scientists, and researchers who face threats to their 
life, liberty, or research careers, including those who have been displaced because of such threats. Building 
on the work undertaken by Inspireurope (launched under MSCA in 2019), Inspireurope+ proceeds from 
the view that excellence in research depends upon free and open scientific debate and requires a diversity 
of perspectives and methodologies to flourish. The need to expand support for researchers at risk is urgent, 
and the value of a coordinated effort across countries and institutions that is dedicated to providing support 
for researchers at risk has never been clearer.  To join the Inspireurope+ mailing list, sign up here. 
 
If your organisation is interested in establishing new support measures for researchers at risk and seeks 
advice from the Inspireurope+ consortium, please contact us at Inspireurope@mu.ie  

https://sareurope.eu/call-to-europe-to-champion-academic-freedom-and-protect-academics-at-risk/
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Inspireurope-policy-paper-facilitating-the-reception-of-researchers-at-risk.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Inspireurope-policy-paper-facilitating-the-reception-of-researchers-at-risk.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Inspireurope-policy-paper-facilitating-the-reception-of-researchers-at-risk.pdf
https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/about-msca/guidelines-for-inclusion-of-researchers-at-risk
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/k6_AvH_Inspireurope_A4_1-2023_FINAL.pdf
https://sareurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Inspireurope-Recommendations-Expanding-Opportunities-in-Europe-for-Researchers-at-Risk.pdf
https://www.cara.ngo/downloads/supporting-persecuted-academics-2009-cara-booklet.pdf
https://www.scholarsatrisk.org/resources/how-to-host-handbook/
https://unesco.org.uk/news/guidelines-for-universities-hosting-human-rights-defenders-2025-published
https://sareurope.eu/inspireurope/frequently-asked-questions/
https://sareurope.eu/inspireurope/inspireurope-resources/
https://sareurope.eu/inspireurope/
https://sareurope.eu/contact/
mailto:Inspireurope@mu.ie

