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1.  Introduction and Background 

Most of us in academia will have had their fair share of bureaucratic adventures 

throughout their research careers. Those among us with a more long-running track 

record might perhaps still remember the old days, when there was not a special ad-

ministrative or financial form in need of filling out and someone’s preapproval for 

every step along the way of doing research. For my own part, I have no such mem-

ories. I belong to an academic generation that has been bred to regard such bureau-

cracy as given and as a crucial part of daily academic business. In that sense I might 

probably not even be fully equipped to question its meaningfulness – and so I won’t. 

However, with regards to its reasonability, alike any other fellow researcher, I am 

surely competent enough to question it. Moreover, as a criminologist and in case I 

have good reason to suspect such bureaucracy might be displaying harmful behav-

iour, I am essentially predestined to critically investigate it. The paper at hand is the 

result of such a criminological investigation and presents first findings on the phe-

nomenology and aetiology of (cyber) bullying by faceless bureaucracy in the domain 

of public research funding.     

In terms of transparently providing for the background of our case study, three deci-

sive factors need to be addressed. The first of these factors relates to the crucial im-

pact the Croatian Science Foundation (CSF) has had on our study. Without the dili-

gent work of CSF’s unnamed administrators or the dedicated activities of around a 

dozen renowned Croatian academics engaged in CSF’s main bodies, we probably 

never would have come up with the idea of conducting a victimisation survey on 

cyberbullying in Croatia. Regardless of how distressful the whole CSF bureaucratic 

(cyber) bullying experience has been, it has already proven to be an academic eye-

opener and a brilliant opportunity for successful science popularisation, as well as 

for testing the concept of science activism. The second factor comes down to the 

                                                            
1  The research for this publication has been conducted as part of the CroViMo project, jointly 

funded by the Croatian Science Foundation and University of Zagreb’s Faculty of Law (www.vi-

olence-lab.eu). The publication has partly (Sect. 3.2 and 3.3) also been prepared within the 

framework of Balkan Criminology, funded by the Global Initiative Against Transnational Or-

ganised Crime’s Resilience Fund (www.balkan-criminology.eu). A slightly shortened version of 

this paper, lacking the extensive case study descriptives in Sect. 2.2, has been accepted for pub-

lication in the Festschrift für Hans-Jörg Albrecht and is forthcoming in 2021.   

Getoš Kalac, A.M. (forthcoming 2021): (Cyber) Bullying by Faceless Bureaucracy in Research Funding: 

A Case Study from the Balkans (extended version). Per reviewed and accepted for publication in Fest-

schrift für Hans-Jörg Albrecht, Duncker & Humblodt: Berlin, s.p.  
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pure necessity of having to design and conduct a meaningful study on cyber harass-

ment in Croatia within three months, including the publication of its findings.2 Last 

but not least, the third factor relates to my own professional experience and a some-

what specific academic background.3 Having had the opportunity to autonomously 

lead and manage several large research projects and two own research groups during 

the past 15 years and (up to now) never having had any difficulties with diverse 

funding agencies, I permit myself a certain level of expertise in recognising the dif-

ferences between ordinary public project administration and excessive faceless bu-

reaucracy or its systemic dysfunctionalities. In addition to that and academically 

speaking, I basically grew up motherless and as a lonely child, self-raised on the 

streets of criminology-land, somewhere in between Germany and Croatia. No one 

ever took me motherly by the hand or offered to lead me through the great pains of 

criminology-land. In that sense, I might probably appear to be some sort of unfortu-

nate academic orphan, perhaps even the sad result of lacking care or grooming of the 

academic offspring. Such perception would, however, largely disregard that in the 

realm of academia grooming as well as mothering have a well-known tendency of 

getting confused with smothering, which clearly undermines any notion of freedom 

or autonomy – the very foundations academia builds upon, and which we commonly 

take for granted – until compromised.  

But how can one be expected to recognise these very foundations have been com-

promised, if one was not ‘misfortunate’ enough to grow up by truly living them? In 

that sense, my patron raised me well by supporting and protecting me whenever 

needed, while essentially letting me enjoy all the benefits and challenges of a truly 

free and autonomous academic childhood. Now, academically grown up, I can actu-

ally recognise when academic freedom and autonomy are compromised, just as I am 

competent to recognise criminologically relevant harmful behaviour when I see it. 

This brings me to the paper’s broader subject and its specific research question.  

The broader research subject my question is imbedded in is manifold and complex. 

At its very core it deals with potential misconducts of the (faceless) bureaucracy 

which has meanwhile inflated academia, research and its funding.4 Such inflation 

has long reached the point where it seems compelling to take a closer look at the 

porous line that separates mere bureaucracy form (cyber) bullying and (cyber) har-

assment, administrative censorship and the infringement of academic freedom as a 

                                                            
2  The almost impossible timeframe is the result of CSF denying our project adjustment request 

which asked for a minor substantial change in the workplan, by replacing an add-on cyber har-

assment-component with a new component on preschool violence. Since the replacement com-

ponent on preschool violence had already been long approved, we were completely taken by 

surprise. Notification on CSF’s unreasoned denial was received on November 18th 2019, whereas 

the adjustment request dates back almost a year prior to that (December 5th 2018). This left us 

with three months before for delivering the project’s cyber-component.  
3  For more details, see www.violence-lab.eu/teams/anna-maria-getos-kalac [04.02.2020]. 
4  For example, see Martin 2016; Nehring 2016; Glaser 2015. 
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fundamental human right.5 This issue inevitably touches upon the ongoing discus-

sion on academic capitalism globally,6 but even more in transitional societies, like 

those found in the Balkans.7 Here, in the Balkans, where corruption meets criminal 

state capture and dictates daily public and private business,8 one must seriously doubt 

that the sector of public9 research funding might somehow miraculously prove to be 

immune to its (criminal) tycoonisation10. Such immunity appears to be as likely as 

bureaucrats’ or academics’ overall immunity to deviant behaviour, misconduct, cor-

ruption, or, for that matter, any kind of criminal behaviour at all.   

Admittedly, my research into (criminal) tycoonisation of public research funding in 

Croatia has been an unexpected by-product of being bureaucratically cyberbullied 

into studying cyber harassment within the framework of a (physical) violence re-

search project. I simply stumbled upon it in the process of conducting our cyberbul-

lying victimisation survey.11 Naturally, the phenomenon caught my full criminolog-

ical attention. Not only is the topic of criminal tycoonisation as such at the very core 

of a longstanding research focus of Balkan Criminology, but it also provides prelim-

inary ideas on the aetiology of (cyber) bullying by faceless bureaucracy in the do-

main of public research funding in Croatia. Thus, the question of (criminal) tycoon-

isation of public research funds has so far received almost no scientific attention in 

                                                            
5  Academic freedom includes “three aspects: (a) Far-reaching individual rights to expressive free-

doms for members of the academic [...]; (b) Collective or institutional autonomy for the academy 

in general and/or subsections thereof [...]. Said autonomy implies that departments, faculties and 

universities as a whole have the right (and obligation) to preserve and promote the principles of 

academic freedom [...]; (c) An obligation for the public authorities to respect and protect aca-

demic freedom and to take measures in order to ensure an effective enjoyment of this right and 

to promote it.” Cit. Vrielinka, Lemmens & Parmentier 2011, p. 117. 
6  For a condensed overview of ‘academic capitalism’ see Münch 2016, or in more detail see, e.g. 

Slaughter & Rhoades 2004. 
7  According to Sundhaussen, one should distinguish a broader concept of Southeast Europe and 

the narrower concept of the Balkans. Southeast Europe ranges from the western part of the for-

mer Kingdom of Hungary, the present Slovakia, over Hungary and the Republic of Moldova to 

approximately Odessa on the Black Sea, and everything that lies below this line is Southeast 

Europe. The Balkan includes Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Mac-

edonia, Bulgaria, the European part of Turkey (Eastern Thrace), Greece, and Albania, as well as 

the corridor between the Lower Danube and the Black Sea. Sundhaussen 2014, p. 8. 
8  “Today, the [Western Balkan] countries show clear elements of state capture, including links 

with organised crime and corruption at all levels of government and administration, as well as a 

strong entanglement of public and private interests”. Cit. European Commission (2018), p. 3. 

See also Pejić 2019 and Perry & Keil 2018 and the 2018 special issue 42/1 of Southeastern 

Europe on criminal state capture, or etiologically very insightful Richter & Wunsch 2020. 
9  Public in relation to research funding indicates that the funding source is the state budget. 
10  The term (criminal) tycoonisation denotes the process of (criminally or mysteriously) acquiring 

exceptional wealth, power and influence by individuals or interest groups. In the Balkans it is 

used with a negative connotation due to the criminal privatisation process and war profiteering 

which have led to an unexplainable accumulation of wealth and influence by entrepreneurs.  
11  First findings on criminal tycoonisation of public research funds were presented at the confer-

ence “Tackling serious and organised crime in the Western Balkans”, organised by the Govern-

ment of the United Kingdom and supported by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.  
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the Balkans, although it concerns the whole academic community and its right to 

access public research funds. In that sense, the broader research subject also portraits 

the overall social and academic context in which our case study is embedded in.                  

The specific research question is in no way less complex or manifold, than its over-

arching research subject. It deals with issues such as:  

• How (un)appropriate are funding priorities, funding rules, reporting and con-

trol mechanisms of public research funding?12  

• At what point, how and why does ordinary public project administration turn 

into faceless bureaucracy?  

• What happens when such faceless bureaucracy starts (cyber) bullying its cli-

ents, the project managers, instead of assisting them in efficiently managing 

public research funds?  

• Would such (cyber) bullying by faceless bureaucracy constitute a unique type 

of (cyber) bullying, and should it therefore be studied as a manifestation of 

(cyber) harassment?  

• If yes, should such manifestation of (cyber) harassment be scientifically in-

vestigated within the framework of criminological violence research? 

After having addressed these questions on a conceptual level (Sect. 2), the paper 

presents a criminological case study on (cyber) bullying by faceless bureaucracy 

from the Balkans13 (Sect. 3). The case study itself follows two lines of research. First, 

it deals with the issue of capturing and measuring cyber bullying by faceless bureau-

cracy in the sector public research funding, termed “bureaucratic cybullying” (Sect. 

3.1), while presenting findings from an exploratory victimisation survey conducted 

among project managers whose research is (co)founded by CSF (Sect. 3.2). Second, 

the case study provides a first analytical overview of the survey’s implications and 

the impact these have so far had on the Croatian and European research community, 

as well as Croatian public research funding (Sect. 3.3). In addition to that, I will 

argue that Croatia’s failure to adopt appropriate legislative, administrative and other 

measures towards the full realisation of academic freedom in the domain of public 

research funding constitutes a breach of its obligation to ensure academic freedom 

by actively creating, establishing and maintain the conditions for its optimal realisa-

tion (Sect. 3.4).14 This will not only be based on an overall analysis of the relevant 

normative, judicial and administrative vacuums in Croatia, but also be discussed 

within the framework of the actual case study. The detected vacuums thus indicate a 

high potential for (criminal) tycoonisation of Croatian public research funds. Since 

                                                            
12  For example, see Graeber 2015. 
13  The term ‘Balkans’ is used broadly in light of the Croatian case study, since Croatia is in fact 

located in Southeast Europe. However, due to the embeddedness of the research question in the 

broader subject of Balkan-specific crime phenomena, an exception in this regard is justified. 
14  Vrielinka, Lemmens & Parmentier 2011, p. 138. Croatia’s obligation to respect and protect aca-

demic freedom also arises from article 69 of the Croatian constitution. 
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many of the survey’s implications are currently still evolving, the findings are pre-

liminary. Finally, besides simply concluding the paper by summarising key findings 

and providing for seemingly appropriate solutions to the detected problems, I will 

also try to make the case for science activism. This is as much self-critique, self-

motivation and self-justification, as it is a plead for science activism to the (crimino-

logical) academic community in Croatia, the Balkans and world-wide.      

2.  Conceptualising Cyber Harassment in the Context of Crim-

inological Violence Research 

The necessity of literally spelling out this section title as it is, arises out of the fact 

that in Croatia there seems to be some kind of doubt about the nonsynonymous mean-

ing of the words ‘topic’ and ‘title’ of a paper.15 Otherwise this section’s title, had I 

been at liberty to pick it myself and in accordance with our project team’s most recent 

research findings, would have been “Conceptual and Terminological Cyber-Misfits 

and Current Violence Research”. Be that as it may, this section aims to provide con-

ceptual clarification so as to why cyber harassment should not be mistaken for cyber 

violence with the consequence of studying it within violence research. Conceptually 

and terminologically the section also deals with (cyber) bullying by faceless bureau-

cracy as a type of (cyber) harassment.     

2.1  Unravelling the Conceptual Chaos of Cyber Violence  

Back in early 2017, within a project application for a research grant of the CSF, I 

argued: “One of the greatest challenges in current violence research is the lack of a 

commonly accepted definition of the core subject itself: violence (Heitmeyer & Ha-

                                                            
15  Unfortunately our CSF co-funded project workplan foresees as one of its results “D.2.1.5. 1 

journal article submitted for publishing (topic: conceptualising cyber harassment in context of 

delinquent violence)”. Now, obviously this paper’s topic is cyber harassment, as its subject is 

cyber bullying, whereas it is clearly embedded in the broader discussion of (delinquent) violence. 

Yet, based on last year’s annual project evaluation, we know that CSF’s anonymous domestic 

evaluators are of the opinion that the word topic is a synonym for title, since they argued a paper 

on “Substantive Normative Aspects of the Criminal Offence of Rape in Croatian Judicial Prac-

tice” does not fall under the topic “phenomenology of delinquent violence and/or cyber harass-

ment in Croatia”. Therefore the paper should not be acknowledged as a project result, although 

in terms of content it provides rich insights into the modus operandi of rape in Croatia and is 

based on court file analysis, as well as relevant crime statistics, whereas it also discusses these 

issue from a normative perspective (in line with the authors’ legal background). By spelling out 

the contracted project result’s topic as a section title I hope to have ensured that CSF’s evaluators 

will tick the corresponding box (next to result D.2.1.5.) in the evaluation form. Needless to say 

that when designing the project application and its work plan I really had in mind the designation 

of broad topics for all the project publications, not a defining of exact titles, up to seven years in 

advance, and thereby obliging all future authors to use my topics as their papers’ titles. 
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gan 2002; Imbusch 2002). Violence and the scientific, as well as the general percep-

tion of what violence actually is, have obviously changed over time (Aebi & Linde 

2016). Although the undisputed core of violence is the intentional infliction of phys-

ical harm upon another person (Popitz 1992; Nadelmann 1997), new dimensions 

such as psychological, verbal, economic, structural, symbolic, medial, object-related, 

or institutional and many other, have blurred the picture and vastly broadened the 

subject scope of violence research. There is a clear trend towards indefinitely stretch-

ing the term violence, up to the point where almost everything is labelled as violence 

and therefore in the end almost nothing presents itself as violence any more (Meyer 

2002). Since meaningful impact research on this broadening of violence research’s 

subject scope is lacking, it is impossible to determine its effects and assess whether 

they are positive or negative. It is however possible to question and criticise the ter-

minological diffusion this (d)evolution has created and to refocus violence research 

towards its core subject: the study of physical violence”. This still very much reflects 

my scientific position on the matter of a consensually acceptable subject and scope 

of violence research – anything beyond, though fully legit, cannot build upon the 

idea of a broad scientific consensus.16  

However, being aware of all the divergent positions on the topic and wanting to as-

semble a truly transdisciplinarity project team, flexibility was needed and compro-

mises had to be made. The most far-reaching compromise relates to the new dimen-

sion of cyber that has entered the area of violence research in many disciplines, and 

that was of particular interest to two of our prospective project team members. Per-

sonally, back in 2017, I was not convinced that a broadening of the project applica-

tion’s subject and scope is scientifically justified. However, due to the aspired trans-

disciplinarity and out of plain curiosity, I half-heartedly, yet obviously very convinc-

ingly argued: “Currently there seems to be only one justifiable exception in the con-

text of broadening violence research’s core subject: cyber violence, or to be termi-

nologically more precise, cyber harassment, if we acknowledge the fact that violence 

is to be understood strictly in relation to physical harm. The virtual environment of 

cyber space has undoubtedly created new forms of threats, danger and human suf-

fering that are by far more harmful than the mere use of a computer as modus op-

erandi or the internet as locus operandi. Cyber harassment is in its quality a much 

more severe form of harassment than the conventional one. Its ease of infliction, 

anonymity, accessibility and opportunity, apparent virtual distance and simultaneous 

intimacy with the victim, and the potential spread of its hurtful consequences, to-

gether with cyber space’s stampeding invasion of our everyday reality, justify the 

study of cyber harassment in the context of delinquent violence (UN Broadband 

Commission 2015; Greenfield 2010; Tokunaga 2010; Corcoran et al. 2015; 

Vejmelka et al. 2017). This does not mean that research into other dimensions of 

                                                            
16  Clearly, violence research’s subject and scope, in terms of effect(s) and impact(s) of such a un-

derstanding of violence as physical, includes the study of victims’ psychological, economic and 

social, as well as physical harm. 
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violence or harassment is irrelevant, but simply argues that violence research has a 

consensually accepted ‘core business’”. I was awarded the project grant and a year 

later we started working on our first task – the operationalisation of our project’s 

research subject and scope. Little did I know back then that even minor adjustments 

or updates to the initial project workplan, esp. if scientifically justified, would com-

pletely run against CSF’s bureaucracy.      

The subject and scope of our violence research project was operationalised based on 

a consensual working definition that understands violence as “any intentional phys-

ical harming or killing of another person”. Conceptually, that obviously excludes 

cyber harassment as a research subject. Instead of merely focusing on assaults and 

homicides, as initially envisaged, we quickly realised that in terms of normative and 

empirical operationalisation, as well as out of methodological considerations, vio-

lence research needs to grasp violence far beyond the scope of crimes against life 

and limb. Eventually, by the end of the project’s 1st year we conceptually ended up 

covering a total of 88 criminal offences (approx. 30% of all offences), included in as 

many as 19 different chapters of the Croatian criminal code’s special part, thus 6 

misdemeanours from 2 different codes. In terms of practical implementation of the 

survey, we had to limit ourselves to 74 criminal offences and 1 misdemeanour on a 

nationwide sample, targeting a total of approx. 8,000-10,000 case file analysis.  

Clearly, by finetuning the subject and scope of our study, on a conceptual level, we 

discovered that cyber harassment does no longer correspond to our project’s overall 

purpose, nor to our understanding of violence. So, we tried to replace the add-on 

cyber-component with a new component on (physical) violence in the preschool con-

text, which would be in line with the project’s purpose and overall conceptualisation 

of violence (and cyber harassment). Whereas the adding of the preschool-component 

was accepted by CSF as a new project component, our simultaneous request for 

thereby replacing the cyber-component was first denied and postponed, then ignored, 

and finally denied (again).17 After a whole year of back and forth with CSF’s faceless 

bureaucracy on the matter of excluding the project’s cyber-component, at the end of 

last year I basically caved in light of the approaching annual evaluation and we 

quickly started working on a cyber harassment survey for Croatia (Sect. 3.2).  

In brief, on a conceptual level, the phenomenon of cyber harassment, understood as 

any “harassment by means of email, text (or online) messages or the internet”18 is 

                                                            
17  The project’s budget foresees no funding whatsoever for the cyber-component. It also needs to 

be stressed that during the project’s inception phase one of the two cyber-experts was on mater-

nity leave, whereas the other one turned out to be justifiably unavailable for the whole duration 

of the project. Considering these factors in context of our striking scientific argumentation, one 

would have expected at least some kind of reasoning from CSF when dismissing us repeatedly. 

This was however not the case and up to this day we lack any kind of explanation on why our 

request has been denied, coercing the whole project team into studying this cyber add-on topic.  
18  Cit. European Institute for Gender Equality, cyber harassment definition, https://eige.eu-

ropa.eu/thesaurus/terms/1486 [01.12.2019]. Alternatively, cyber harassment in the context of 
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unreconcilable with a study of violence, that is based on the understanding of vio-

lence as any intentional physical harming or killing of another person. However, this 

by no means implies that cyber harassment, compared to any given type of (physical) 

violence, is less harmful or might not even be more painful for its victims, or that it 

eventually might not escalate towards (physical) violence. It simply acknowledges 

that apples are not oranges. To use criminological terminology: violence and cyber 

harassment are phenomenologically on too many levels far too different, for it to 

make much scientific sense to study them jointly – as physical and cyber violence.  

Graphic 1:  Types of cyberviolence as used by the Council of Europe’s Cyber-

crime Convention Committee (2018), p. 6. 

 

If one conceptually and terminologically constructs violence as a generic term which 

as two subtypes covers physical and cyber violence, then the question arises what 

the overarching understanding of violence should be? Most of the relevant literature 

                                                            
cyber violence, may also be understood as “a persistent and repeated course of conduct targeted 

at a specific person that is designed to and that causes severe emotional distress and often the 

fear of physical harm”. Cit. Cybercrime Convention Committee 2018, p. 6.  
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on cyber violence skips to address, let alone solve, this generic problem.19 Instead of 

further trying to unravel the conceptual and terminological chaos created by the idea 

of cyber violence, an example shall demonstrate the diffusion (see Graphic 1).  

If cyber violence is to be considered violence, and cybercrime a type of cyber vio-

lence, then data interference or computer-related forgery, logically, are a form of 

violence. Basically, such conceptualisation and terminology completely disregard 

the nonsynonymous meaning of the words crime and violence, just as CSF disregards 

the nonsynonymous meaning of the words topic and title. How such conceptual, ter-

minological and logical incoherence might advance our understanding of (cyber) vi-

olence remains unclear.20  

There are no correct or wrong concepts and definitions – their quality arises out of 

their ability to capture a phenomenon either well, or poorly. In that sense the above 

example might be considered a rather poor attempt to capture the phenomena of 

cyber violence and cyber harassment in relation to their overarching embeddedness 

in a coherent concept or terminology of violence or crime. To violence research, just 

as to our project, cyber harassment has become an add-on topic, although it would 

deserve to be studied in its own realm, together with closely related phenomena and 

within a sensible framework. Looking at both phenomena, there are significant dif-

ferences in perpetrator and victim profiles, criminogenic, victimogenic and contex-

tual factors, their modus operandi, the legal framework that deals with them, or the 

criminal justice responses applied to them.  

The most significant difference arises out of their unique intentionality on the side 

of the perpetrator and the decisiveness of perception on the side of the victim. Alt-

hough exotic exceptions might come into mind, in general, (physical) violence is 

rather straight forward when it comes to its perpetrator’s intendedness and its vic-

tim’s perception as physical harm or death. Cyber harassment, however, commonly 

struggles with clear harassment-intent on the side of the perpetrator, and with a cor-

responding interpretation as harassment on the side of the victim – due to the cyber-

nature of their interaction. This is an essential qualitative difference for which’s re-

butting empirical evidence would be needed. Yet, as I will show throughout the next 

sections, practically, it is possible to fit the study of cyber harassment into (physical) 

violence research, to gain valuable insights on its unique nature, and do all this in-

spite the above detected lack of any logic. 

                                                            
19  Due to the possibility of having missed a source that might have provided for a conceptually or 

terminologically coherent framework on the matter, I refer to ‘most of the relevant literature’.  
20  The troubles with cyber violence become even clearer when looking at proposed definitions: 

“Cyberviolence is the use of computer systems to cause, facilitate, or threaten violence against 

individuals that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual, psychological or economic 

harm or suffering and may include the exploitation of the individual’s circumstances, character-

istics or vulnerabilities. [...] Common to all of these definitions is that “violence” is not limited 

to physical harm.”. Cit. Cybercrime Convention Committee 2018, p. 5. 
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2.2  “Bureaucratic Cybullying” as a Unique Type of Cyber Har-

assment  

After having argued that cyber harassment does neither conceptually nor termino-

logically fit into (physical) violence research, the question remains where and how 

it should be allocated? I propose to position it within the realm of harmful behaviour 

(see Graphic 2), since it clearly is a type of behaviour that results in harm, and as 

such is the subject of criminology, as well as numerous other disciplines such as 

psychology, sociology, social work, psychiatry, law, communicology, and educa-

tional studies, to mention but a few.  

Graphic 2:  (Cyber) harassment, (cyber) bullying and bureaucratic (cy)bullying 

as a type of harmful behaviour 

 

The proposed concept allows for endless stretching of the generic term of harmful 

behaviour and its continuous adjustment to the changing world around us, in line 

with our constantly evolving perception of its harmfulness. Harmful behaviour in-

deed must include not only physical harm, but also psychological, social, economic, 

ecologic etc. The notion of cyber within such conceptual approach to the phenome-

non of harassment simply indicates that it is being realised by means of email, text 

(or online) messages or the internet. Clearly, the cyber dimension in relation to har-

assment, as well as bullying, should not be understood merely in terms of modus 

operandi or locus operandi. The cyber dimension significantly changes the nature 

and scope of any harmful behaviour, mainly due to ease of access and the disinhibi-

tion effect of cyberspace.21 

                                                            
21  See, e.g. Suler 2004 or 2016. Suler explores the causes of the “online disinhibition effect” and 

analyses several factors that might help explain “why people say and do things in cyberspace 

that they wouldn’t ordinarily say or do in the face-to-face world”: dissociative anonymity; invis-

ibility; asynchronicity; solipsistic introjection; dissociative imagination; minimizing authority; 
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Now, coming back to the paper’s specific research question, it is first necessary to 

provide an explanation for focusing on (cyber) bullying in the domain of public re-

search funding, and thus to further define the basic terms. As noted earlier, the Vio-

lence Research Lab has been established within the framework of a CSF co-funded 

research project. Although our research agenda focuses on studying (physical) vio-

lence in Croatia via court and prosecution case file analysis (approx. 8,000-10,000), 

as an add-on component our Lab also covers the topic of cyber harassment in Croatia. 

Now, through managing the CSF co-funded project I detected what first appeared to 

me as some sort of excessive bureaucracy combined with systemic dysfunctionalities 

and lack of any insight into how research works on the side of CSF.22, 23 As exposure 

to the noted challenges occurred repeatedly and went on over a long period of time, 

I started feeling agitated, helpless, frustrated and unnecessarily exposed to nonsense 

whenever corresponding with CSF. With no means of effective protection or de-

fence, in a context of clear imbalance of power and complete anonymity on the side 

of CSF, these feelings turned chronical. Little did I know (until recently) how well 

this describes the phenomenon of (cyber) bullying and harassment.24  

Similar experiences and reactions were confirmed by fellow project team members 

and faculty colleagues who (had) managed their own CSF projects. The most com-

mon ‘complaints’ with regards to their project related CSF relationship may be sum-

marised by the following six characteristics: (1) excessive bureaucracy, (2) cyber 

correspondence, (3) facelessness, (4) transparent arbitrariness, (5) absolute authority, 

and (6) nonsense. These characteristics essentially describe what I termed “bureau-

cratic cybullying” and what we consequently explored in the domain of Croatian 

                                                            
personality variables; personal and cultural values. Cit. Suler available online http://truecenter-

publishing.com/psycyber/disinhibit.html [01.12.2019]. 
22  This was most noticeable when unsuccessfully trying to adjust 3 words in my project’s title or 

while unsuccessfully trying to replace the project’s cyber-component with another, scientifically 

much more meaningful component on preschool (physical) violence. 
23  In early 2019 I did some desk research on the matter and found a very insightful study on the 

question ‘where the Croatian scientific research system might be heading to’. It appeared to be 

of track and lost somewhere in between rational reform and entropy with systemic failure. The 

study, among other things, highlighted serious concerns about CSF’s work, including incompe-

tence as well as corruption (p. 49). Based on the presumption that the quality of CSF’s work is 

inextricably connected to the quality of scientific research work, since the acting principles of 

CSF reflect on the functioning of the whole Croatian scientific community, the study surveyed 

researchers’ attitudes towards CSF’s work. The results were devastating, as CSF had failed to 

positively impact any of the aspects of upgrading Croatian scientific research activity (1. upgrad-

ing the quality of research projects; 2. upgrading of scientific excellence; 3. upgrading evaluation 

methods; 4. limiting the influence of interest groups on scientific activity - corruption). As much 

as 73% of surveyed researchers stated that CSF has not contributed to limit corruption in the 

scientific system (p. 50). See Institut društvenih znanosti Ivo Pilar 2018, p. 49–54.  
24  For a condensed overview of harassment and bullying definitions with relevant references to 

further readings see, e.g. European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2010), p. 20–23. 
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public research funding.25 Besides briefly describing each of the bureaucratic cybull-

ing characteristics, I will provide for real-life examples, based on own experience, 

as well as examples provided by fellow project managers through interviews, our 

victimisation survey, as well as e-mails received following our study:   

• excessive bureaucracy, characterised by being coerced into fulfilling trivial 

or unpleasant administrative tasks, being given tasks below one’s compe-

tence, persistent ungrounded criticism of work and effort, and attempts to 

find fault, which results in waste of time for research, feelings of being ex-

posed to work-unrelated bureaucratic nonsense and a presumed culpability 

for an unspecified (potential) misconduct;  

Examples: (1) CSF project applications must be submitted fully bilingually in Croatian and 

in English. (2) The project’s 5-year workplans foresee to embed each project activity or result 

per year and within each year allocated to an exact month (max. 3-month periods). Confer-

ence attendance must be planned up to 7 years ahead, whereas the costs of attendance must 

be calculated exactly. If workplans are not specified enough, project applications are rejected 

as ‘too general’ or ‘not planned thoroughly enough’, but if they are detailed and specific, 

then they lack flexibility, since the procedure for even minor workplan adjustments or up-

dates is complex, lengthy, highly bureaucratic and mainly results in denials, rather than ap-

provals. This is highly problematic, as project managers lack any autonomy in adopting pro-

ject activities or deliverables in line with newest scientific findings, and even in case of mi-

croplanning have no freedom whatsoever. (3) Annual reports are full-fledged final project 

reports and include not only excessive financial documentation, but also proof of all deliv-

erables and activities. (4) The annual evaluation process usually takes 3-4 months, but cases 

have been reported where it took 6 and 7 months. This is particularly troublesome, because 

only after the evaluation is completed, and depending on its outcome (and given that the 

project manager does not object to its findings), the financial plan for the project’s next year 

is contracted. This means that project managers during a 3-7-month evaluation period are in 

an impossible situation, since they must continue implementing the project’s workplan, but 

without receiving any CSF funds and without knowing what their budget will look like in 

the already ongoing new project year. As CSF project contracts are concluded not only be-

tween CSF and the host institution, but also the project managers personally, project manag-

ers face constant fear of being held financially liable and potentially having to pay back the 

allocated funds out of their own pocket, in case the financial plan decreases or is not ap-

proved by CSF at all. (5) Annual reports are submitted by entering all relevant information 

into CSF’s electronic project management system (EPP) by (a) filling in manually the rele-

vant electronic forms in the EPP itself, as well as by (b) filling in the exact same forms in 

word format and then uploading them into the EPP. Only after the electronic EPP form is 

locked, the next step can be taken – in practice this creates huge problems. (6) Annual proof 

of disposal of project funds for staff consists of seven different documents per month. Basi-

cally, it must be documented monthly how the salary calculation has been done, that the staff 

physically received its salary calculation, that the institution transferred the staff’s salary to 

its bank account, that taxes have been transferred to the tax office, that social and health 

insurance has been transferred to the relevant agency etc. In case of staff employed through 

a special CSF funding scheme, in addition to the just mentioned documentation, one must 

each month request the transfer of staff’s salary from CSF and attach to that request further 

                                                            
25  In 2013 CSF became the only source of public research funding in Croatia. Unlike in most other 

countries of the European Union, privately or corporately funded research is almost non-existent 

in Croatia, whereas research funding through Croatia’s Central Finance and Contracting Agency 

(SAFU) is to be considered a European public funding source. Several survey participants high-

lighted that SAFU is even worse in terms of excessive bureaucracy and non-transparency. 
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documentation, consisting of several filled in forms etc. Most of such documentation needs 

to get scanned and uploaded into CSF’s EPP. (7) All CSF correspondence, even in case of 

financial and accounting issues, is sent only to the project manager, who then must act as a 

messenger between CSF and accounting. (8) CSF grants’ values are extremely dispropor-

tionate to the bureaucratic burdens they impose on project managers, whereas the whole 

setup allocates full responsibility on the side of project managers, while clearly undermining 

any notion of their autonomy.               

• cyber correspondence, meaning that the only way of ‘communication’ is in 

writing and via e-mail, characterised by what Suler highlights as “asynchro-

nicity”26 and “invisibility”27. This results in feelings of being turned into the 

object or mere addressee of communication, rather than being an active part 

of it, as well as it amplifies misinterpretations due to lack of verbal expression 

(phone) and body language (face-to-face);    

Examples: (1) There is no deadline whatsoever within which CSF must respond to an e-

mail. (2) Even in case of explicit and repeated inquiries for a phone conversation or a per-

sonal meeting, CSF corresponds via e-mail. The only exception is made in the contracting 

phase, before project contracts are signed. (3) Project managers frequently complain of being 

exposed to subordinating or belittling language usage by bureaucrats, e.g. “I feel so poor and 

humiliated when I receive one of CSF’s e-mails with a disciplining tone (discursive slap in 

the face) [...] The tone, the feeling, as well as the reality of the finality of CSF’s decisions 

contribute to the feeling of helplessness.” (4) Feelings of discomfort, stress and anxiety have 

been reported when seeing a CSF e-mail in the inbox, and in this regard, it has been fre-

quently noted that the unpredictability of CSF incoming e-mails in combination with their 

tone and content significantly disrupts ongoing scientific workflows. To this I must add that 

we have on our project for an extended period commonly been receiving such CSF e-mails 

Fridays around 17:00, basically totally ruining our weekend.   

• facelessness,28 meaning that the e-mail correspondence is not attributable to 

any individual ‘real’ person, it is signed as “Croatian Science Foundation”, 

                                                            
26  Suler nicely explains “In real life, it would be like saying something to someone, magically sus-

pending time before that person can reply, and then returning to the conversation when you’re 

willing and able to hear the response.” Cit. Suler available online http://truecenterpublish-

ing.com/psycyber/disinhibit.html [01.12.2019]. Whereas cyber correspondence makes sense if 

the matter relates to submitting a formal request or receiving a decision, where the ‘cyber’ aspect 

basically replaces the ‘postal’ with ‘electronic’ mailing of written correspondence (in the attach-

ment), it is questionable whether an exclusive e-mail ‘communication’ between project managers 

and CSF bureaucrats is appropriate.   
27  Invisibility partly overlaps with anonymity, but “even with everyone’s identity visible, the op-

portunity to be physically invisible amplifies the disinhibition effect”. Cit. Suler available online 

http://truecenterpublishing.com/psycyber/disinhibit.html [01.12.2019].   
28  The term ‘faceless’ in relation to bureaucracy, harassment and bullying has been adopted from 

the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2010), p. 22: “Usually, harassment is con-

sidered to take place between people, but a situation created by ‘faceless bureaucracy’, referring 

to a situation in which an individual feels defenceless against actions of a bureaucratic organisa-

tion, has also been called bullying”. It perfectly describes the CSF, not only due to the anonymity 

of the corresponding bureaucrats, or the foreign and domestic evaluators, but also because the 

vast majority of CSF staff is unidentifiable by name on CSF’s website (except for a few heads 

of departments). In harsh contrast to such ‘facelessness’, the German Science Foundation (DFG) 

for example, provides for a listing of all its staff by name and with e-mail and phone contacts, as 

well as description of responsibilities. See: https://www.dfg.de/en/dfg_profile/head_office/struc-

ture/dfg_contacts/index.jsp [01.12.2019].    
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which is characterised by what Suler denotes “dissociative anonymity”29, and 

imposes the fiction of (corresponding with) an CSF that exists as such in the 

real world (like a person), while creating the perception, as well as self-

presentation of CSF’s bureaucracy as faceless;  

Example: (1) In order upgrade project management and protect my project management 

team and myself from unpredictable CSF cyber bullying, I adopted CSF’s own ‘communi-

cation strategy’. Through CSF’s EPP my request for change in contact e-mail address for 

project related purposes was officially approved and consequently changed. I kindly re-

quested that CSF no longer uses my faculty e-mail address, but rather a special project e-

mail address, to which myself and project staff had access. The idea was to store all project 

related CSF correspondence in one virtual place and to minimise e-mail forwarding, Cc-ing 

and Bcc-ing from my side towards project staff, and the other way around, when correspond-

ence needed to be sent to CSF or was being received. We named this new account ‘project-

managemet@violence-lab.eu’ and generated an automatic signature (Office of the Head of 

Violence Research Lab; CroViMo project (UIP-2017-05-8876); University of Zagreb etc.). 

We used “we” instead of “I” and stopped individually signing our names. We also generated 

an automatic reply that informed the sender of an e-mail that (a) we receive e-mail corre-

spondence Wednesdays and that (b) we are available by phone on workdays between 09:00 

and 17:00 for all matters that need immediate attention. The project management team, con-

sisting of myself, two PhD staff and one project member, also decided to limit itself to 

Wednesdays in terms of project management, accounting, correspondence etc. since ad-hoc 

project management had started to negatively affect scientific workflows and overall moti-

vation and atmosphere in the office. This last protective measure was thus aimed at ending 

the chronic state of alertness that had creeped into the whole office during the prior 3 years, 

due to fear from missing unforeseeable and arbitrary CSF deadlines (e.g. immediately, or 

latest within four hours). As a result, project management was far more efficient, scientific 

work became again our primary occupation and the atmosphere returned to normal. We felt 

less stressed, empowered, relatively relaxed and in control of project management’s bureau-

cracy. However, CSF has meanwhile taken the official position that applying CSF’s own 

communication strategy by project managers constitutes an ethical misconduct and it has 

literary been ruled as “inappropriate communication with CSF employees”. (2) Following 

the start of our on-line survey about cyber bullying by faceless bureaucracy, CSF announced 

on its website that our survey was not part of any CSF funded project (including ours). The 

same anonymous warning was sent by e-mail to all CSF project managers and mentors of 

CSF funded PhD researchers. I was thus anonymously informed about such interpretation, 

but never received any answer on who decided on that matter, nor who decided to publish 

the warning or send it to CSF project managers. My request for information on these issues 

was officially ruled by CSF to constitute a “disrespect of hierarchy” and yet another ethical 

misconduct “that may be termed as inappropriate communication with CSF employees”.                 

• transparent arbitrariness, which arises out of apparent transparency of pro-

cedures combined with unreasoned decision making on all levels, that is thus 

obvious/transparent in its arbitrariness and leads to feelings of demotivation, 

frustration, helplessness or revolt towards one’s own scientific work;  

                                                            
29  Suler explains that due to their anonymity people “don’t have to own their behavior by acknowl-

edging it within the full context of who they “really” are”, whereas such “anonymity works won-

ders for the disinhibition effect”. Cit. Suler available online http://truecenterpublish-

ing.com/psycyber/disinhibit.html [01.12.2019]. In the context of ‘faceless bureaucracy’ this be-

comes even more troublesome, since own behaviour is presented as CSF’s behaviour, just as 

personal responsibility is replaced with institutional responsibility.   
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Examples: (1) The evaluation process of CSF project applications and reports is apparently 

transparent, since it is well described in the relevant CSF manuals, whereas the evaluation 

forms and guidelines are all available on-line. However, nor the procedure or any selection 

criteria for domestic or foreign anonymous evaluators, nor their selecting body are known. 

No one (except for CSF) knows who and how selects the anonymous evaluators, nor is there 

any obtainable official information on the matter. (2) Concerning the just noted non-trans-

parency, project managers who have been or still are members of CSF’s Panels, complain 

that it is unknown to them who and based on which criteria selects the two foreign evalua-

tions of project proposals they must base their (non)funding recommendation on. Project 

applications are said to be sent to six foreign evaluators, but the Panel receives only two 

evaluations, allegedly those that came in first. Panel members complain that this is highly 

problematic and a potential source of abuse of position by those corresponding with foreign 

evaluators and their superiors. They note they have no possibility to check any of these is-

sues. No one knows how many evaluators are in fact being contacted, how many of them 

and in what chronological order provide their evaluations, nor does it make any scientific 

sense to use only the first two evaluations received if more of them come back within the 

deadline, esp. considering CSF’s main proclaimed principle of scientific excellence. Thus, 

the Panel only receives the evaluation with the final grade (A, B, C), not the exact points 

awarded by evaluators for each of the selection criteria. (3) The procedure of requesting 

changes to the project, be it part of the projects name, workplan, team composition etc., is 

fully transparent in terms of forms and basic procedures. It apparently is transparent. Yet, 

CSF decisions are arbitrary, meaning that there are no deadlines, no possibility of contesting 

their correctness, no insight into their reasoning. Basically, the decision’s wording is either 

‘approved’ or ‘denied’. The decision document as such, issued by CSF’s Managing Board, 

is not obtainable, although the ‘information’ letter that gets sent to project managers by 

CSF’s Managing Director explicitly refers to an official decision document number and date. 

If one should actually dare to question such arbitrariness and contest a CSF decision due to 

lack of any reasoning, it is CSF’s position that such plea for transparency in fact constitutes 

a “disrespect of CSF decisions”, which “may constitute inappropriate communication with 

CSF employees”, basically, another ethical misconduct.    

• absolute authority (germ. Machtvollkommenheit), which reflects an extreme 

or excessive imbalance in power, illegitimately or unnecessarily imposed hi-

erarchy or coerced subordination,30 resulting in feelings of helplessness, 

abandonment and ‘malignant vulnerability’31;  

Examples: (1) The three-party project funding contracts, concluded between CSF, host in-

stitutions and project managers, basically proscribe CSF’s absolute authority, lacking any 

CSF responsibility or obligation. Grounds for CSF’s unilateral immediate contract termina-

tion with redemption of all employed project funds, is any kind of noncompliance with any 

kind of CSF instruction, whereby the contract literary refers to “decisions and instructions 

(including electronic messages) by CSF”. The contracts are signed under the CSF motto 

“take it or leave it”. Having in mind that CSF is Croatia’s only public research funding 

agency, and as such the only national source for financing research projects, the question 

arises whether such contracts are in line with article 13 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights 

of the European Union and article 69 of the Croatian constitution. (2) The project managers’ 

fear of constantly being personally liable for the redemption of all employed CSF project 

funds in case of noncompliance with any anonymous e-mail instruction quite clearly serves 

as a leverage for coercing them into total submission to CSF’s absolute authority. This must 

                                                            
30  The phenomenon of bureaucratic cybullying already encompasses a certain level of imbalance 

of power between the bullying faceless bureaucratic body and the victim of such type of cyber 

harassment. In that sense absolute authority is not merely an ordinary or natural imbalance of 

power, but rather an excessiveness or absoluteness for which there are no reasonable grounds.   
31  On academic vulnerability see Jackson 2018 and the following.   
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be assessed together with the complete lack of any administrative, legal, inspectional or con-

trol mechanism over CSF’s decisions and instructions (see Sect. 3.3). (3) At the very start of 

our project I wanted to adjust 3 words in my (own) project’s 23 words long title. A year had 

passed since I had submitted the project proposal and I had meanwhile worked on new ideas 

and scientific branding, with the result that I wanted to name my project Violence Research 

Lab instead of Croatian Violence Monitor. The request was simply denied with the ‘nonrea-

soning’ that the current title better denotes my project. Following explicit CSF instructions, 

we used ‘Violence Research Lab’ as a subtitle next to the official project title, with the result 

that we branded the term Violence Research Lab, not the term Croatian Violence Monitor. 

Interestingly, the annual evaluation explicitly stresses our excellent branding efforts and the 

grand creation of a recognisable corporate scientific identity. In that sense, if the project 

managers are individually accountable for the project’s success or failure, then the question 

arises how this is to be accomplished if he/she is not even permitted to make minor adjust-

ments to his/her own project title? (4) During the phase of so called ‘financial negotiations’ 

budgetary items are simply crossed out of the financial plan, based on calling upon ‘internal 

funding guidelines’, although the project proposal has already been evaluated and accepted 

(including its financial plan) and despite its clear conformity with CSF calls’ financial prop-

ositions. Specifically, our project application had foreseen the employment of 2 PhD re-

searchers (eating up as much as 2/3 of the whole project budget), one with a normative, the 

other with an empirical background. The project was accepted as such, but during ‘financial 

negotiations’ I was informed that we may only budget 1 PhD researcher, meaning I had to 

decide which project component to handicap, or to quit on the whole project (take it or leave 

it).  

• nonsense (germ. Blödsinn; cro. budalaštine), characterised by inquiries, re-

sponses, requests, instructions or decisions that lack any logic, meaningful 

purpose, are impossible to comply with, or do not correspond to the issue at 

stake, resulting in feelings of offendedness, helplessness, frustration, revolt 

and inexplicableness. 

Examples: (1) CSF’s rules stipulate that a CSF funded PhD researcher must enrol in a doc-

toral program by the end of the winter semester. Now, in Croatia, doctoral study programs 

do not follow the academic calendar in terms of winter and summer semester, making such 

a deadline useless. After over a month of correspondence with CSF (and up to today) we still 

don’t know what this deadline in terms of an exact date is. The answer we kept receiving 

over and over and over again was a copy-paste of the respective call’s section that defined 

the deadline as ‘by the end of the winter semester’. (2) Project managers repeatedly report 

on such incidents where as a response to a question about the meaning of a certain section 

of unclear rules or guidelines or instructions, CSF’s faceless bureaucracy simply answers 

with a copy-paste of the section in question. Basically, this is like being told “you’re stupid 

– read the relevant section!”. (3) CSF publicly states that our project’s survey on bureaucratic 

cybullying is not part of our project since it is not as such included in the project application’s 

summary, and even though cyber harassment (and as such cyber bullying) has been contrac-

tually agreed in 7 components of the project’s workplan and is mentioned in more that 20 

instances in the project application. Following such CSF non-logic, anything that has been 

contracted within the project’s workplan, but is not explicitly mentioned in the 250-words 

summary is not part of our project. Clearly, that is utterly nonsense. (4) I was personally 

coerced into responding to a request that is pure nonsense: Please state whether your want to 

exclude the project team member, which request for exclusion is part of the request for pro-

ject adjustments that has hereby been denied. And no, this does not indicate any kind of 

appeal process, nor has the member meanwhile been excluded, or for that matter anything 

been decided at all. After having pointed out that the CSF request lacks logic and is impos-

sible to answer, I was reminded of the ticking clock on the 5-day response deadline and my 

obligation to comply with all CSF instructions. (5) CSF project proposal rules (for research-
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ers with internationally recognized achievements and proven history of successful mentor-

ship of young researchers!) stipulate that the project applicant must provide for a track record 

covering the last 5 years. That is unquestionably reasonable. However, then CSF sets a 1-

page limitation and thus defines formatting rules of OpenSans or Arial, minimum font size 

10, margins (right and left margins 2.0, bottom margin 1.5), single line spacing. In a next 

step the CSF requests applicants to include all the following information (on 1 page!): 1. 

Five publications: papers in peer reviewed scientific journals with the corresponding link to 

the peer review journal process, book chapters, conference papers, monographs, etc.; 2. List 

of projects (please state the source of funding, role within the project (Principal Investiga-

tor/Team member), requested or received funds, title of the project. Please provide links to 

the websites of the funded projects; 3. Previous participation in HRZZ projects (state your 

role in the project (Principal Investigator/team member), most important publications result-

ing from this project and most important results); 4. Guest lectures at international confer-

ences and/or summer schools; 5. Other significant academic achievements: organisation of 

scientific meetings (201? name of the event and your role /type of event/number of partici-

pants/country), international awards, editorial board memberships, longer periods of training 

courses, international peer review, training courses at international institutions, the most sig-

nificant scientific collaborations (names of collaborators, topics, organisation, city, country; 

results application). Basically, this is asking an internationally accomplished academic to 

provide his/her full recent professional CV on 1 page – that is complete nonsense, esp. since 

there is no detectable reasonable purpose for limiting applicants to 1 page, instead of 2 or 3 

pages. (6) Applicants must provide their full CV on max. 2 pages (same formatting re-

strictions apply) – again, complete nonsense, basically impossible to comply with, and no 

meaningful purpose detectable. Since all applications are submitted only electronically, not 

even ecological reasoning applies. (7) CSF funding contracts foresee that project managers 

must immediately report to CSF even the slightest change in any project relevant circum-

stances and submit a formal request for project adjustment. Then, however, CSF restricts the 

number of permitted project adjustment requests to one per quartal, whereas it considers a 

‘high number’ of such adjustment requests as an indication that project management is not 

being handled properly (though it is unspecified what a ‘normal’ number would be). With 

this CSF basically says – report to me on everything and do nothing without my prior ap-

proval, but if you bother me more than XY you will get sanctioned for poorly handling the 

management of your project. Again, utterly bureaucratic nonsense and practically impossible 

to comply with. Project managers must decide whether it is better to be in constant breach 

of contract, or to be sanctioned for poor project management. 

Clearly, there are varying severity degrees of the just presented bureaucratic cybull-

ing characteristics, just as there are different combinations of various two up to all 

six characteristics. And just as with bullying in general, it is always a case-by-case 

assessment of whether a specific harmful behaviour is to be classified as bureaucratic 

cybulling or not. Two decisive criteria are the repeating or chronic nature of such 

incidents, as well as the absoluteness of authority on the side of faceless bureaucracy. 

The more extreme the absoluteness of authority, the lower the severity of single in-

cidents must be in order to be considered bureaucratic cybullying, just like the rise 

in frequency and presence of all six characteristics with a high severity allows for 

lower levels of absolute authority. The exact base-line distinguishing such bullying 

from being exposed to (unwanted) unpleasant behaviour is generally unknown, but 

in the context of work-related bullying the bar must be set much higher, as here there 

is basically little if any voluntariness on the side of exposing oneself to bullying in 

work-related and contractually binding relationships. This brings us to the issue of 
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vulnerability and the question of whether CSF (co)funded project managers (in Cro-

atia), or more broadly (Croatian) academics, might be considered a (particularly) 

vulnerable group of victims.32 

The issue of academic vulnerability is closely related to the different policy ap-

proaches in public funding of science, research and higher education. In that respect, 

the level of academic capitalism, as well academia’s particular vulnerability “to po-

litical and other pressures which undermine academic freedom”33, are two decisive 

factors that need to be considered when assessing whether a certain academic com-

munity in a particular state or domain should be considered (particularly) vulnerable. 

The notion of ‘particularly’ indicates a higher level of vulnerability than should be 

expected considering the normative and actual conditions for realisation of funda-

mental human rights and academic freedom in a specific country and its regional 

context. Since all the Balkan states, as well as Croatia, are bound to the Charter of 

Fundamental Rights of the European Union, one could argue that there should be no 

(particular) academic vulnerability. Yet, looking at the national normative and ad-

ministrative framework in Croatia, as well as findings from our bureaucratic cybul-

lying victimisation survey and its impact analysis (Sect. 3), clearly in Croatia aca-

demia is not only vulnerable, but actually ‘particularly’ vulnerable, esp. in its Euro-

pean (rather than its Balkan) context. That makes it plausible to study bureaucratic 

cybullying in the domain of public research funding among project managers of CSF 

(co)funded research projects, not only in the framework of cyber harassment, but 

also with regards to our project’s focus on particularly vulnerable groups of victims.  

Academic vulnerability in Croatia has emerged as a pressing concern, as CSF’s re-

search grants are the only source of domestic public research funding and since pro-

ject managers of CSF (co)funded research projects are financially vulnerable and 

fully personally accountable to outside (non-host institution) stakeholders.34 Jackson 

explains that the problem is not vulnerability as such, but rather “how it is experi-

enced differently across individuals – and differently across systems, universities and 

disciplines – as tensions between academic values and market values manifest in 

diverse ways across contexts”.35 Jackson’s argument is that the common assumption 

                                                            
32  The following conceptual and terminological clarifications are in principle applicable to any ac-

ademic community. However, as the focus of the paper at hand is on Croatia, the soundness of 

the argumentation has primarily been assessed in relation to the specific Croatian context, but 

also as compared to the relevant German context.     
33  Cit. Vrielinka, Lemmens & Parmentier 2011, p. 121. The afore mentioned authors point out that 

“The UNESCO Recommendation specifically refers to “untoward political pressures, which 

could undermine academic freedom” due to the “vulnerability of the academic community” for 

such pressures (UNESCO Recommendation, preamble)”. Cit., p. 137.    
34  See in more detail on academic vulnerability, e.g. Jackson 2018. Such financial and personal 

vulnerability clearly arises out of the current contractual set-up of CSF (co)funded research pro-

jects and the normative, judicial and administrative vacuum surrounding CSF.      
35  Cit. Jackson 2018, p. 2.    
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that to be vulnerable is to be susceptible to risks and challenges, that as such vulner-

ability equals weakness, is a negative and deficient view of vulnerability that is found 

in literature on academics in higher education.36 Referring to Gilson she points out 

that “there is something positive about vulnerability from the view of individual and 

social learning: vulnerability enables learning. It entails an openness to being proven 

wrong or having one’s views challenged. If one’s beliefs or perspectives are ‘invul-

nerable’, he or she cannot learn or grow. This has important implications for educa-

tion and for reforming systems and enhancing environments. Learners and stake-

holders who seek positive change at individual or community levels should possess 

and even develop vulnerability, to be open to new and creative pathways for im-

provement”37. In this sense, academics are (or at least should be) vulnerable by de-

fault. Now, whereas this positive notion of academic vulnerability might “work in 

harmony with neoliberal orientations which cast vulnerability as a personal issue”, 

vulnerability “in terms of systemic (institutional) failures”, just as vulnerability to 

violence, harmful behaviour (such as bureaucratic cybullying) and forms of oppres-

sion, is to be considered negative and to be avoided, prevented and decreased.38   

To conclude with, “vulnerability is a normal part of being a person” and “there are 

cases where vulnerability can be seen not as a liability, but as something with poten-

tially positive benefits despite its ‘troublesome’ dimensions”.39 In this sense benefi-

cial vulnerability is at the very essence of academia’s true nature. So, when it comes 

to (beneficial, as well as harmful) academic vulnerability, the question is not if there 

is vulnerability, but rather how it is distributed among all relevant stakeholders in 

public research funding and whether an extremely unfair distribution makes a vul-

nerable academic community particularly vulnerable. Within this question also lies 

the answer on how to best avoid, prevent and decrease (malignant) academic (par-

ticular) vulnerability – by vulnerability’s fair distribution among all stakeholders. 

Eventually, such fair redistribution of vulnerability might simultaneously provide 

non-vulnerable stakeholders, such as CSF, access to (benignant) vulnerability. This 

as we have seen, is a basic precondition for social learning and as such a valuable 

resource for any stakeholder engaged in public research or its funding.       

3.   (Cyber) Bullying by Faceless Bureaucracy – A Case Study 

The following sections present main findings from a case study conducted end of 

2019 and early 2020 in Croatia. It focuses on two main lines of research. The first 

one deals with the actual cyber harassment victimisation survey conducted start of 

December 2019 (Sect. 3.1). The second line of research, focuses on bureaucratic 

                                                            
36  Jackson 2018, p. 2.    
37  Cit. Jackson 2018, p. 2 and 3.    
38  Cits. Jackson 2018, p. 3.    
39  Cits. Jackson 2018, p. 7.    
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(real-life) bullying and infringement of academic freedom, and has as such initially 

not been foreseen in the study’s research design (Sect. 3.2). Nevertheless, it proved 

to be a valuable source of context data, as well as an enlightening expedition into the 

overarching phenomenon of bureaucratic bullying. Thus, we did not anticipate that 

by conducting the case study we would also stumble upon a substantially related, yet 

phenomenologically different crime phenomenon (Sect. 3.3). Again, this proved to 

be a highly valuable incidental discovery.  

The first line of research investigates the question of whether and how public admin-

istration can turn into faceless bureaucracy, and if such faceless bureaucracy in the 

domain of public research funding does cyberbully its clients (project managers). 

The second line of research analyses the implications (effects) of the conducted 

cyberbullying survey in public research funding and their impact. It demonstrates 

how bureaucratic cybullying may escalate into (real-life) bullying and eventually 

lead to an infringement of fundamental human rights. The case study concludes with 

key findings from an analysis of the current normative, judicial and administrative 

vacuum in the domain of Croatian public research funding, which allows for first 

ideas on the aetiology of bureaucratic (cy)bullying, and likewise provides an explor-

atory glimpse into the potentials for (criminal) tycoonisation of public research funds 

in Croatia. The last, being a quite different crime phenomenon, is only aetiologically 

related to this paper’s subject and question, whereas the investigation into its unique 

phenomenology deserves further research. In the next section an overview of goals, 

objectives, methodology (instrument and sampling), response rate, and a summary 

of most relevant findings from our bureaucratic cybullying survey is presented.  

3.1  Exploring Bureaucratic Cybulling in Croatian Public Re-

search Funding 

‘Bureaucratic cybullying’ is an abbreviated term for the phenomenon of cyber bul-

lying by faceless bureaucracy as conceptually and phenomenologically defined ear-

lier (Sect. 2.2) and within this section refers to the domain of public research funding 

in Croatia. The goal of our study has been to conduct an empirical survey into cyber 

harassment in Croatia within our CSF co-funded research project, in order to fulfil 

our contractual obligations towards CSF.40 When deciding on the type of cyber har-

assment we would focus on, time, lack of any budget and little expertise on cyber 

harassment research were three decisive factors, which eventually determined the 

                                                            
40  As noted earlier, we asked CSF to replace the project’s cyber harassment component clearly did 

not want to engage in this research topic. It would therefore be a blunt lie to state that with the 

survey initially we had any other goal, then to fulfil our project contract. Although we had been 

coerced into the research subject as such, once it was determined, our research objectives were 

purely scientific, motivated by curiosity and the search for knowledge. Meanwhile we learned to 

appreciate the CSF-imposed research topic, recognised its overall social and academic relevance 

and have developed a strong sense of ownership on the topic.  
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focus on cyber bullying and the domain of public research funding. I assessed that 

we could conduct an explorative study on bureaucratic cybullying in public research 

funding in Croatia rather quickly, without any funds, and thus compensate for the 

lack in expertise on other types of cyber harassment phenomena by making use of 

our expertise on Croatian public research funding, as well as our own bureaucratic 

cybullying victimisation experiences and readily available similar experiences from 

faculty colleagues.  

Our research objective was to explore whether there might be bureaucratic cybull-

ing in public research funding in Croatia and, in case there is, whether such cyber 

harassment might be related to any of the following factors: success and experience 

in prior project management, duration of ongoing project management, scientific 

field of inquiry, assessment of quality of cooperation with funding agency, sources 

of dissatisfaction, predominant feelings due to cooperation with funding agency, as-

sessment of (im)balance of power, assessment of quality of funding agency deci-

sions, type of communication, help and support networks, willingness to report po-

tential illegal conduct of funding agency, choice of addressee of such illegal conduct, 

assessment of relevant authority in charge for control of funding agency’s quality 

and legality of conduct, satisfaction with contractual arrangements and the way these 

were defined, assessment of need for involvement in funding agency’s overall man-

agement, feeling of predominant (dis)satisfaction as project manager, assessment of 

necessity for funding agency’s annual work evaluation by project managers, assess-

ment of quality of funding agency’s communication, and gender. In addition to these 

sets of variables, our objective was to collect qualitative data on the phenomenology 

of concrete cases of bureaucratic cybullying and for this purpose defined them as 

‘examples of feelings of helplessness’.  

In terms of methodology we opted for an on-line victimisation survey via question-

naire as our research instrument and for collecting quantitative data, with the qual-

itative addition of the just noted ‘examples of feeling helpless’ and a general open-

ended question on ‘further things to point out’. This was a quick and inexpensive 

way to conduct our explorative survey. In order to make the survey least time con-

suming for potential participants, no scales were used, while particular attention was 

paid to user-friendliness. Such considerations emerged out of the fact that we were 

well aware of the chronic time deficits of project managers and the relatively frequent 

influx of on-line survey inquiries in academia.41 The questionnaire was constructed 

in such a way that it basically might have been applied to any domain of research 

                                                            
41  This chronic time deficit in academia also affected our work and lead to minor spelling errors in 

the questionnaire (which were corrected during the first hours after having launched the survey) 

and our unpreparedness for the reply-all correspondence initiated by few survey participants. 

This reply-all reaction resulted in the spamming of participants’ mailboxes, and was quickly 

resolved. Yet, few participants urged us to keep the mailing list active and were very offended 

that we could not comply with thgeir request. These few offended participants included a mem-

ber of CSF’s Ethical Committee from the field social sciences, which misfortune should later 

prove to have been a decisive factor in terms of our survey’s implications and impacts.   
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funding in Croatia. The method of victimisation survey had previously been ap-

proved by the University of Zagreb Law Faculty’s Ethical Committee and was ex-

plicitly agreed as a research method with the CSF. With regards to sampling, and 

since we had already decided to focus on the domain of public research funding, we 

opted for CSF (co)funded research projects, as CSF is the only national source of 

domestic public research funds in Croatia. For the on-line survey, we used a free 

Google-form and sent it via our official project e-mail account to the individual of-

ficial institutional e-mail addresses of prospective survey participants. The mailing 

list was created using the CSF publicly available database on (co)funded projects.42 

No personal data was collected, nor were e-mail or IP addresses in any way con-

nected to the survey. The survey was completely anonymous, whereas the survey 

participation was voluntary.  

The survey topic, as well as its objectives were clearly identified, while the back-

ground of the research question was transparently explained to prospective partici-

pants, esp. by highlighting a recent and relevant study on the Croatian scientific re-

search system and its reform, as well as own victimisation experience.43 The imple-

mentation of the survey was clearly attributed to our research project, as well as to 

myself as the responsible lead researcher. We thus acknowledged CSF’s co-funding 

of our project.44 Although initially considered, we were not able to discuss the im-

plementation of the bureaucratic cybullying survey with CSF.45 Due to time con-

straints and the impossibility to establish feasible contact with CSF, as well as po-

tential negative impacts on survey responses and the openness of project managers 

to frankly report on their potential bureaucratic cybullying victimisation experience, 

we decided to implement the survey without CSF coordination. Considering CSF’s 

reactions that paralleled our survey implementation, this has proven to be a wise 

decision, as CSF most likely would not have cooperated. In this sense it needs to be 

pointed out that prior CSF notification or approval was not a requirement for the 

survey’s implementation, esp. since project managers of CSF (co)funded research 

projects are not CSF employees. Furthermore, in many contexts in which victimisa-

tion surveys are used, prior notification of an institution is avoided to ensure the 

surveys’ perception of impartiality.  

                                                            
42  The CSF database includes personal data on project managers and their professional affiliation. 

Based on the data we easily identified project managers’ individual official e-mail addresses.    
43  This included providing reference to two relevant prior studies and their findings (Institut 

društvenih znanosti Ivo Pilar 2018; European Agency for Safety and Health at Work 2010), as 

admitting own victimisation experience. Now, neither of the two should pose a question as to 

our study’s objectivity. Since in science the matter of apparent or proclaimed objectivity is highly 

problematic anyway, we consciously opted for transparency in choice of our research question 

– something that frequently is missing in research and remains well-hidden from criticism.         
44  Failure to do so would have constituted grounds for project termination, and consequently ex-

posed my host institution and myself to liability for refunding employed CSF project funds.         
45  Our last attempt to coordinate the survey with CSF dates back to November 20th 2019.         
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The survey covered 96% of a full national sample, including former and current pro-

ject managers who had been awarded CSF (co)funded project grants from 2013 on-

wards (provided the CSF database is correct and complete).46 The survey was 

launched December 2nd 2019 at 15:24 under the title “Survey on CSF bureaucracy 

within the framework of cyber harassment (Violence Research Lab)” and asked its 

addressees to (anonymously and voluntarily) participate in a survey on bullying by 

faceless bureaucracy, defined as “a situation in which an individual feels helpless 

towards the actions of a bureaucratic organisation”. It was transparently explained 

that based on existing research findings and own victimisation experiences we were 

interested in investigating the feeling of helplessness and general (dis)satisfaction 

amongst managers of CSF (co)funded research projects. We asked potential respond-

ents to take 10-15 minutes of their time, and by sharing their own experience in 

working with CSF, enable detection of possible bullying in the domain of public 

research funding in Croatia.   

The survey’s response rate, although extremely high within the first day of its im-

plementation, eventually turned out to be 12% (89 out of 734 contacted individuals). 

One can only speculate about the sudden decrease in responses, but based on expert 

opinion,47 as well as the content of approx. 50 e-mails received from CSF (co)funded 

project managers related to the survey, the main reason for non-participation in the 

survey was fear from negative CSF reactions. Public reactions to preliminary survey 

findings from the Croatian research community stressed that due to the relatively low 

response rate one should not doubt the survey’s findings, and pointed out that such 

response-rate-based critique of the survey is a critique aimed at silencing critique, 

and not an actual concern about our survey’s ‘scientificity’.48 Be it as it may, due to 

the survey’s response rate of 12%, we could not test correlations, but were neverthe-

less able to reach the survey’s objective – detection of possible exposure to bureau-

cratic cybullying among CSF (co)funded project managers.     

                                                            
46  Out of a total of 765 individual project managers identified in the CSF database (808, but some 

of them were listed twice), for a total of 734 project managers we were able to detect e-mails. 
47  Former minister of science and education Prof. Dr. Gvozden Flego expressed his expert opinion 

on CSF’s reaction to the launch of our survey: “The letter sent to project managers [by CSF] can 

be perceived as a warning not to participate in the survey of colleague Getoš Kalac”. He assessed 

the first reaction of CSF’s Managing Director towards our project’s survey as a dangerous prec-

edent which might result in far-reaching consequences. In his view the CSF position that the 

research topic does not depend on how the project manager and project team understand it, but 

rather how CSF administration understands it, appears particularly dangerous and completely 

unauthentic, esp. since the CSF administration may revoke funds to projects which content the 

administration holds inappropriate. Those people in an institution aimed at caring for science, 

who have not grasped the immanent logic of doing science, that most is learned from critique, 

are not up to their task – if they want to stop the harassment of their ‘clients’, then the leadership 

of CSF, as well as anyone involved in scientific work, should thank colleague Anna-Maria Getoš 

Kalac and her associates, and encourage them to further analyse cyber and bureaucratic harass-

ment of project managers by CSF administrators, Flego explained. HINA 12.01.2020.         
48  HINA 12.01.2020.         
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The survey sample is representative in terms of acknowledged senior (75%) and 

perspective junior (25%) project managers, as well as regarding their distribution 

within different science fields (life sciences 17%, social sciences and humanities 

30%, natural and technical sciences 51%). With this in mind and taking into account 

the numerous ‘examples of helplessness’ almost half of all respondents provided in 

detail in the survey, as well as the approx. 50 e-mails received by (non)participants 

of the survey with further ‘examples of helplessness’, it is safe to assume that the 

survey’s findings are valid. 

Almost two thirds of all 89 respondents assess their overall cooperation with CSF as 

satisfactory (70%), whereas approx. one third assess it as dissatisfactory (30%). This 

makes sense in light of CSF official data about results of annual project evaluations, 

which are almost evenly graded as either A or B (excellent or good progress), and 

only exceptionally as C (questionable progress). Out of 57 respondents, 90% allo-

cated responsibility for causes of their dissatisfaction on the side of CSF, only 10% 

on the side of project managers. Respondents reported rather high dissatisfaction due 

to managing/administrative obligations which can be attributed to the bureaucratic 

cybullying characteristic of excessive bureaucracy. Respondents thus reported on 

predominant feelings of frustration, exposure to nonsense and helplessness, as well 

as revolt towards their scientific research in their role as project managers and in 

relation to their CSF cooperation (see Table 1). 

Table 1:  Responses on feelings of CSF (co)funded project managers in their 

project-related cooperation with CSF49 

Regarding my cooperation with CSF as project manager I feel... 

… dissatisfied due to managing/administrative obligations on my project (N=89) 65% 

… predominantly frustrated (N=88) 55% 

… predominantly exposed to nonsense (N=89) 49% 

… predominantly helpless (N=88) 40% 

… predominantly revolted in terms of my scientific research (N=88) 25% 

It is important to note that such feelings were expressed in terms of their predomi-

nance, and not merely incident based, which is particularly relevant when it comes 

to bureaucratic cybullying and the decisiveness of determining a repeating or chronic 

nature of single bullying incidents through a longer period.  

Another decisive characteristic of bureaucratic cybullying is the imbalance of power 

and the absoluteness of authority. Both aspects have been addressed by the survey. 

The first one by explicitly asking respondents about their feeling as an equal con-

                                                            
49  Methodological note: The percentages show the responses, not share of respondents. In some 

instances, multiple responses were possible, so in displaying data we opted for providing the 

percentual share of all responses to the question, displayed as N.         
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tractual party (Table 2), the second one by asking the respondents about their assess-

ment of oversight and control of CSF’s quality and legality of work, as well as re-

spondents’ readiness to report on potential illegal conduct by CSF (Graphic 3).  

Only one third of 89 respondents feel as an equal contract party, whereas even 70% 

feel unequal. Moreover, asked about their assessment of own position in relation to 

their CSF cooperation, 65% of 89 respondents assessed their position as subordi-

nated, whereas only 33% as equal, and 2% as superior. This clearly confirms an im-

balance of power between CSF and project managers, which is particularly worri-

some since (at least contractually) their cooperation is conceptually set-up as one 

between equal partners, and thus includes their host institutions, basically (contrac-

tually) shifting the balance positively towards the side of the project managers. How-

ever, in terms of CSF project (co)funding contracts, the distribution of rights and 

obligations clearly constitutes an imbalance of power, foresees far-reaching obliga-

tions for project managers, but little if any responsibilities on the side of CSF. This 

imbalance of power is well reflected in respondents’ (dis)satisfaction with the con-

tracting and so-called financial negotiations (see Table 2). 

Table 2:  Respondents’ perceived (im)balance of power due to financial nego-

tiations and contracting with CSF 

 Perceived Balance of Power 
 

Perceived Imbalance of Power 

1 56% 44% 

2 42% 58% 

3 38% 62% 

4 29% 71% 

Legend: 1) “I am satisfied with the contractual obligations and rights” (yes/no); 2) “During contract-

ing my CSF project I had the possibility to actually negotiate (in terms of content and/or funding)” 

(yes/no); 3) “The CSF project I am managing was contracted following the principle of ‘take it, or 

leave it’” (no/yes); 4) “I feel that I am, as a project manager, an equal contractual party, with same 

obligations and rights as CSF” (yes/no). Note: all 89 respondents replied to 4 questions. 

With regards to CSF’s absolute authority, half of 84 respondents reported that they 

would in case of illegal conduct on the side of CSF and related to their project report 

such illegal conduct to CSF (51%), whereas only one fourth of them (25%) would 

report it to their host institutions, with 14% responding they would not report such 

illegal CSF conduct at all, and only 7% responding they would report CSF’s illegal 

conduct to relevant state authorities (police, public prosecutor, ombudsperson). In-

terestingly, only one respondent would report CSF’s illegal conduct to the Croatian 

Parliament, who is in fact CSF’s founding body. When asked about their opinion on 

the responsible public authority in charge of overseeing CSF’s work in terms of its 

quality and legality (responsibility for active and appellate oversight of CSF), the 

majority of 85 respondents replied that no one is in charge (44%) or that the CSF 
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itself is in charge of its own oversight (26%). 17% of respondents identified the Min-

istry of science and education as responsible for oversight, whereas in fact only 6 

respondents (7%) identified the Croatian Parliament as responsible (see Graphic 3). 

Graphic 3:  Readiness and addressee of reporting illegal CSF conduct (left, 

N=84) and assessment of authority overseeing CSF (right, N=85)   

“As project manager, being faced with illegal  

CSF conduct regarding my project,  

I would turn to...” 

“Quality and legality of CSF’s work  

are in my opinion overseen and corrected  

(active and appellate oversight of CSF) by...” 

   

All 89 survey participants confirmed that they predominantly communicate with 

CSF in writing via e-mail, which fulfils the criteria of cyber correspondence, as well 

as facelessness of the CSF bureaucracy, due to individual CSF staffs’ anonymity and 

lack of personal or phone contacts. With almost half of responses (49,4%) confirm-

ing a predominant feeling of being exposed to nonsense, and compared to only 18% 

feeling exposed to justifiable professional challenges, the criteria of nonsense has 

also been confirmed. Now, the criteria of transparent arbitrariness proved difficult to 

explore by using the question “CSF decisions on my requests are best described by 

the following qualities...” (Table 3). However, interpreting the findings in light of 

examples provided by survey respondents, as well as in context of survey feedback 

received by project managers allows for first thoughts. It appears as if the just pre-

sented findings might very well reflect the characteristic of transparent arbitrariness, 

but the results in this respect are not conclusive, neither was the question well posed. 

Basically, one would have needed to ask respondents more specifically about various 
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types of CSF decisions regarding requested project adjustments, evaluations, finan-

cial decisions, micromanagement etc. In that sense the findings might best be con-

sidered as indicative and overall as rather critical towards CSF decisions.  

Table 3:  Exploring transparent arbitrariness as a characteristic of bureau-

cratic cybullying (N=88, multiple choice)  

CSF decisions on my requests are best described by the following qualities... 

… inflexible  50% 

… timely 43% 

… arbitrary  38% 

… according to rules  38% 

… non-transparent 31% 

… unreasoned  28% 

… scientifically unjustified  28% 

… reasoned 26% 

… untimely  23% 

… transparent 22% 

… flexible 19% 

… scientifically justified 10% 

Finally, the vast majority of respondents (89% of 84 respondents) asserted that CSF 

should at least once a year have its work evaluated by project managers, whereas 

respondents (N=81, multiple choice) also asserted that project managers should be 

represented in CSF’s Managing Board (83% acknowledged project managers; 56% 

perspective project managers), as should their host institutions (43%), mentors of 

CSF funded PhD researchers (37%) and CSF funded PhD researchers themselves 

(17%). This last survey finding on participation rights of project managers in CSF 

management is highly interesting, since one of the main reasons for setting up CSF 

as an independent funding agency outside the framework of the Ministry of science 

and education, was to implement the concept of researchers’ self-governance of pub-

lic research funds. This is thought to have been successfully achieved by simply ap-

pointing researchers to CSF’s Managing Board by the Croatian Parliament (based on 

preselection by Croatian Government). Our survey’s findings show that the majority 

of CSF (co)funded project managers does not feel represented by their fellow aca-

demic colleagues. Whether CSF can in that sense be realistically understood as a 

form of researchers’ self-governance of public research funds is dubious (at best). 

In sum, the findings of our explorative survey on bureaucratic cyberbullying in Cro-

atian public research funding clearly show that 5 out of 6 bureaucratic cybullying 

characteristics have been detected, whereas for 1 the findings are not conclusive: 

• surveyed project managers communicate with anonymous CSF staff predom-

inantly in writing and by e-mail (cyber correspondence and facelessness);  

• most surveyed project managers are dissatisfied due to administrative project 

obligations (65%) (excessive bureaucracy);  
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• a significant share of surveyed project managers feels predominantly frus-

trated (56%), predominantly exposed to nonsense (49%), and predominantly 

helpless (40%); 

• approx. half of surveyed project managers provided detailed examples of 

feelings of helplessness, which characterise the phenomenon of cyberbully-

ing by faceless bureaucracy; 

• most of surveyed project managers would report illegal CSF conduct to CSF 

(51%) or not at all (14%), whereas the majority (44%) believes that no one is 

responsible for CSF oversight in terms of controlling legality and quality of 

its work, or that CSF itself is in charge of its own oversight (26%) (absolute 

authority); 

• transparent arbitrariness seems to play a role in bureaucratic cybullying, but 

findings in this regard are not fully conclusive and need further exploration; 

• the concept of researchers’ self-governance of public research funds in Cro-

atia is not perceived as representing the interests of project managers, 

whereas it is reasonable to expect that CSF’s non-perception of interests of 

the research community would be even worse if not only project managers, 

but also project applicants were to be included in the survey.   

Further research is needed to address potential causes of perceived bureaucratic 

cybullying, as well as various levels and factors of exposure to such harmful behav-

iour. It would also be necessary to investigate cybullying self-perception and justifi-

cation on the side of CSF’s management and staff, as well as CSF’s foreign and 

domestic evaluators, or CSF’s panel members. The phenomenon is extremely com-

plex and it would be unreasonable to expect simplistic solutions for its prevention 

and reduction. It also appears very likely that bureaucratic cybullying might be de-

tectable in other domains of public administration in Croatia, as well as throughout 

the Balkans, where service-oriented governance is still the exception, and not a rule.   

3.2  From Bureaucratic Cybullying to Bullying and Infringe-

ment of Academic Freedom 

This section provides for a brief overview of the main implications and the impact 

of the just presented survey on bureaucratic cybullying among CSF (co)funded pro-

ject managers and in relation to their CSF cooperation. The case analysis in this re-

spect demonstrates how easily bureaucratic cybullying may escalate into real-life 

bullying, and, when it comes to the survey’s setting within the research domain, how 

this can result in the infringement of academic freedom.  

Immediately after the launch of the explorative victimisation survey among CSF 

(co)funded project managers, CSF posted an anonymous waring on its webpage,50 

                                                            
50  See www.hrzz.hr/default.aspx?id=2636 [26.02.2020].         
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and anonymously via e-mail informed all CSF (co)funded project managers, as well 

as mentors of CSF funded PhD researchers, that our on-line survey was not part of 

any CSF funded project and that CSF had neither provided contact details nor its 

permission for conducting the survey. I received a similar anonymous warning and 

was requested to immediately inform survey participants about CSF’s position. In 

line with the request, the on-line survey form was annotated and a relevant statement 

published on our project’s website.51 CSF’s position was made clear, as well as our 

understanding that the study of cyber harassment (and as such the explorative survey 

on bureaucratic cybullying in public research funding) had been contractually agreed 

with CSF, and is as such foreseen in seven components of our project’s workplan. 

We thus raised concerns that CSF’s anonymous ‘warning’ and the CSF position itself 

are an attempt of bureaucratic censorship. As a project team we were not informed 

about the anonymous reasoning of CSF’s position, nor its scientific justification, 

even after having repeatedly requested such information.  

Now, one might assume that that was it in terms of divergent opinions and publicly 

raised concerns on the matter, but CSF went one step further and (again) did what 

CSF commonly does not (and should not) do – it commented on specific CSF 

(co)funded projects. CSF’s Managing Director published a lengthy public statement 

on CSF’s website, basically implying that our victimisation survey was not part of 

our CSF co-funded project.52 The main line of argument was that the survey on bu-

reaucratic cybullying was not explicitly named in the project application’s summary 

and therefore does not constitute a part of our project. In this sense CSF publicly 

proclaimed that the study of cyber harassment is not part of our project, which was 

simply outrageous, esp. after we had been coerced by CSF into conducting the cyber 

harassment study at hand.53 Reacting to such blunt repeated public defamation, 

which as such is a well-recognised type of bullying behaviour, we published a public 

statement on “CSF’s bureaucratic cyber nonsense”,54 and a few days later the whole 

topic was picked up by the media and widely reported on under the title “Scandal in 

the scientific community: project managers complain about cyber harassment, they 

say they are humiliated by tonnes of nonsense”55. Further media coverage followed 

and Croatia’s state news agency HINA published several texts on our survey, as well 

as CSF’s reactions and the lack of any relevant authority’s dealing with the matter.  

Mid-January 2020, less than one and a half months after having conducted the sur-

vey, the dean of our project’s host institution and myself received a letter from CSF’s 

Managing Director informing us that CSF’s Managing Board had decided to conduct 

                                                            
51  See www.violence-lab.eu/news/anketa-o-faceless-bureaucracy-u-kontekstu-cyber-harassment 

[26.02.2020].     
52  See www.hrzz.hr/default.aspx?id=2641 [26.02.2020].  
53  For more details see Fn. 2.  
54  See www.violence-lab.eu/news/kiberneticke-budalastine-zaklade [26.02.2020].  
55  HINA 15.12.2019.         
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an “additional evaluation” of our project through means of organising an “official 

visit” – in short, an extraordinary control measure, commonly imposed on project 

managements that show difficulties or shortcomings in project implementation. 

CSF’ Managing Board decision was based on the decision of CSF’s Ethical Com-

mittee, which had found me guilty of having breached several general ethical prin-

ciples of CSF’s Ethical Codex, as well as one ethical rule on “inappropriate commu-

nication with CSF employees and evaluators”. The letter we received cited a section 

form CSF Ethical Committee’s decision, but we were not even provided with the 

decision itself, nor with the actual decision of CSF’s Managing Board. Since such 

procedure of CSF and its Ethical Committee was clearly in breach of several proce-

dural provisions of CSF’s own Ethical Codex, as well as the European Code of Con-

duct for Research Integrity, the Faculty dismissed CSF’s Managing Board decision 

on conducting the extraordinary control measure as void, and thus reported CSF’s 

misconduct to the Ministry of science and education, Zagreb University’s Rector and 

the relevant Parliamentary Committee, while also informing the Rectors’ Council 

and the National Science Council about CSF’s misconduct. He thus called for ensur-

ing the lawfulness of CSF’s procedures and decisions. None of the addressed insti-

tutions officially replied, nor did the CSF (for the time being) conduct the extraordi-

nary control measure, which might result in termination of the project, loss of project 

funds, as well as 3 PhD researcher positions. CSF upon written request eventually 

provided for a copy of its Ethical Committee’s decision – needless to point out that 

neither myself as the accused/convicted/sentenced, nor my dean, had any clue there 

had been an ethical investigation initiated back in late December 2019, or a ruling 

and sentencing delivered. Basically, we were simply informed on the CSF Managing 

Board’s decision implementing CSF Ethical Committee’s sentence.   

Interestingly, CSF’s Ethical Committee delivered its decision in line with an unspec-

ified and non-available phantom-request of CSF’s Managing Board. CSF’s Ethical 

Committee literally states that “during the discussion the Committee did not go into 

the specifics of the project in question, but discussed elements from the provided 

documentation and publicly available information, for which there is a basis for de-

termining inconsistency with principles of scientific conduct and rules of CSF’s Eth-

ical Codex. [...] Based on the available documentation the Committee had a discus-

sion and has determined that assoc. prof. dr. Getoš Kalac breached the principles of 

the Ethical Codex, specifically articles 5, 6 and 14 (basic ethical principles, profes-

sional conduct and responsible scientific conduct)”. Then the decision continues by 

partially citing e-mail correspondence with CSF’s faceless bureaucracy and inter-

preting that appeals against unreasoned CSF decisions constitute “disrespect of CSF 

decisions”, that requests for information constitute “disrespect of hierarchy”, that 

argumentation provided within project adjustment requests constitutes “disrespect of 

CSF procedures”, all of which “may be classified as inappropriate conduct in com-

munication with CSF employees and evaluators”. Now, besides the obvious lack of 

basic legal knowledge and the inherent nonsense of such deliberations, clearly the 
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just stated (even if true) in CSF Ethical Committee’s own words also may not be 

classified as such conduct. Whereas the first part of the decision is completely un-

specified in terms of exact conduct that might be considered unethical (although it is 

obviously somehow related to the survey we conducted), the decision’s second part 

lacks any reasoning on why the e-mail correspondence must be considered an ethical 

misconduct. As such, the CSF Ethical Committee’s decision and sentencing, impos-

ing all possible proscribed penal measures (for an alleged “minor ethical miscon-

duct”), is nonsense at best, but much more likely CSF’s real-life bullying and an 

attempt at disciplining a critically thinking (and acting) project manager. 

Clearly, the conducted explorative victimisation survey on bureaucratic cybullying 

among CSF (co)funded project managers was not to the liking of CSF’s Managing 

Director, nor the members of its Managing Board, or members of its Ethical Com-

mittee.56 Such ‘disliking’ of a research topic, let alone a legit research survey, is not 

unusual within any research community and is frequently the subject of opposing 

positions in academic papers. What is however highly unusual, and simultaneously 

extremely dangerous, is the abuse of position by ‘fellow’ academics through manag-

ing bodies of public research funding agencies, aimed at disciplining, punishing and 

silencing critical scientific opinion and making an example for the whole research 

community. Not only does such bullying have severe implications on the individual 

victim, as well as the whole project team and the relevant host institution, but it also 

threatens the overall scientific community by imposing self-censorship and coercing 

project managers, as well as future project applicants into presumably CSF-endorsed 

research topics.  

Such CSF-conduct self-evidently infringes the individual as well as institutional and 

collective fundamental right of academic freedom. Even in case there would have 

been any legitimate grounds for CSF’s divergent opinion on what does and does not 

constitute a part of our joint research project, the mere lack in contractual specifica-

tion of the project’s cyber harassment component does not provide CSF’s faceless 

bureaucracy with the discretionary right to unilaterally, anonymously and without 

any reasoning specify the meaning or the content of our project’s research subject.57 

It remains to be seen what legal and ethical implications will arise for CSF, the mem-

bers of its managing and ethical bodies, but it is clear that the relevant international 

                                                            
56  In this regard the question arises whether the CSF Managing Board, as well as Managing Direc-

tor and Ethical Committee were not in (potential) conflict of interest. At least for the members 

of the Ethical Committee this seems to be the case, as one of the members (from social sciences) 

had openly expressed negative value opinions towards the survey in writing. 
57  “If and when specific requirements about the subject or topic of research, the method and the 

mode of analysis are in place, they should be clearly established and mutually agreed upon be-

forehand. In case of external funding, the respective rights of sponsors and researchers over the 

output should be made clear as well.” Cit. Vrielinka, Lemmens & Parmentier 2011, p. 125. Out 

of this arises an obvious obligation of funding agencies to mutually agree with project partners 

on potentially needed further specification or interpretation of research subject or topic, method 

and mode of analysis.  
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academic community has already decided on the matter and ascertained its firm po-

sition that academic freedom is not up for discussion, nor may it be revoked simply 

on the grounds of a funding agency’s disliking of particular research subject or 

method, let alone its discontent with specific findings of a scientific survey.58 

3.3  Potentials for (Criminal) Tycoonisation of Public Research 

Funds  

This part of the case study on bureaucratic (cy)bullying in public research funding 

in Croatia will highlight main findings from a thorough normative analysis. The find-

ings are thus confirmed by the just described real-life bullying case study and in a 

nutshell present a total normative, judicial and administrative vacuum when it comes 

to CSF quality control and oversight of legality of conduct and decisions. To start 

off with the most easily detectable normative vacuum - the one on quality control. In 

essence the only quality control of CSF’s work is being performed by the Croatian 

Parliament. However, even this control mechanism is a fictional, rather than an ac-

tual control mechanism, since the Parliament’s only competence is except or not ex-

cept CSF’s own annual report. Even in the highly unlikely event that the Parliament 

were not to except CSF’s report, no consequence is foreseen for CSF’s Managing 

Board or its Managing Director.  

Next in line is the question of overall administrative and/or inspectional oversight of 

CSF as a legal person with public authority. In short – neither the Ministry of science 

and education, nor any other government body, have competence on administrative 

or inspectional control of legality of CSF’s work. Only with regards to control over 

CSF’s disposal of public funds the Ministry has together with the Ministry of finance 

oversight and control competences. Not even the relevant City Office in charge of 

regularly inspecting the work and conduct of foundations has any competence over 

CSF, since such inspection competences would have to be explicitly foreseen in the 

Act on CSF (obviously they are not).   

Now, as a measure of last resort one might think about the courts. There should be 

some sort of legal procedure in court that might provide for legal oversight of legality 

                                                            
58  The European Society of Criminology is “concerned about a case which has come to its attention 

relating to academic freedom” and in this regard has underlined “its commitment to the principle 

of academic freedom. This is a foundational component of any democratic society and a driving 

ethos of University research. Academic freedom requires: fair and transparent processes for the 

funding and review of research; the capacity for critical thinking and capacity for the academy 

to speak truth to power, and always and everywhere challenging censorship and rights viola-

tions.”, see www.esc-eurocrim.org/index.php/activities/news [26.02.2020]. The German KrimG 

has informed CSF about similar concerns, whereas the Société internationale de défense sociale 

pour une politique criminelle humaniste has issued a “Statement related to the infringement of 

academic freedoms and bullying criminologists by the Croatian Science Foundation”. See  

www.violence-lab.eu/news/issd [26.02.2020]. 
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and correctness of individual CSF decisions, one might think, and one would be mis-

taken. The High Administrative Court of Croatia has already decided that individual 

CSF decisions do not constitute such type of decisions that would fall within the 

competence of administrative jurisdiction. With this the normative vacuum is com-

plete and leaves CSF overall, as well as any of its individual decisions, as untoucha-

ble and incontestable, outside of the framework of any normative, administrative, 

inspectional or quality control mechanism.       

In context of such a control vacuum it needs to be pointed out that CSF’s Managing 

Board has been acting despite the expiry of its own mandate approx. 3 years ago, and 

solemnly based on CSF’s own statute (enacted by the current CSF Managing Board 

in 2013). CSF’s Statute foresees that the Managing Board can keep acting indefi-

nitely after the expiry of its mandate, basically until its current members are revoked, 

or new members nominated by Parliament. The respective public call for nominating 

new CSF Managing Board members closed back in February 2018 – no one knows 

why no new CSF Managing Board has been nominated during the past two years. It 

is highly unlikely that the statutory legal grounds for the continuous acting of CSF’s 

current Managing Board (despite expiry of its members’ mandate) are in consistency 

with the relevant legal provisions on duration of Board Members’ mandate provided 

in the Act on CSF. Regarding CSF’s Managing Board another problem needs to be 

addressed and this relates to potential conflict of interest and a lack of publicly de-

clared personal and professional networks that might interfere with CSF Managing 

Board members’ impartiality when deciding on specific project applications or an-

nual project reviews, as well as selecting international and domestic evaluators.    

As a last oversight vacuum I need to highlight the complete lack of any publicly 

available information on either the criteria or the procedure for selecting foreign and 

domestic anonymous CSF evaluators in charge of reviewing project applications, as 

well as annual project reports. Not even the members of CSF’s Panels on different 

scientific fields have any idea about who and how decides on such evaluators, nor is 

there any transparency in terms of who decides about which of the evaluators get 

assigned to any given project application or evaluation, nor how many such reviews 

are inquired and how many or which of these reviews are then used by CSF Panels 

or the CSF Managing Board to base their decision upon. It is only known that CSF 

Panels as well as project managers should receive a minimum of two separate re-

views. Regarding annual project evaluations, it is not even known whether the anon-

ymous domestic evaluators are selected from the relevant discipline in which the 

project has been approved, nor whether the evaluators themselves have experience 

in (CSF) project management or for that matter any competence on the actual project 

subject.59 Finally, foreign as well as domestic evaluators are expected to self-report 

                                                            
59  The last issue has been a major concern for our predominantly criminological research project, 

since it has been approved in the field of law, whereas there is basically only one domestic crim-

inal law professor with rather limited empirical research experience in violence research. 
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on potential conflict of interest, but without any oversight on CSF’s work this re-

mains a huge unknown, just as any potential conflict of interest on the side of vastly 

anonymous CSF administrative staff. This is particularly worrisome in a county like 

Croatia with a small and highly intertwined academic community. 

To conclude with, any of the just described oversight and control vacuums on their 

own would probably raise little if any concern on potentials for (criminal) tycoon-

isation of public research funds in Croatia. Yet, all of them taken together and put in 

the broader context of pandemic corruption, as well as criminal state capture in the 

Balkans (and Croatia), raise serious concerns about (at least very evident potentials 

for) criminal ‘tycoonisation’ of public research funds. Even though this is a com-

pletely different criminological phenomenon as such, at the same time it is also a 

plausible first assumption on probable aetiological roots for the detected phenome-

non of bureaucratic cybullying in the domain of public research funding, as well as 

its real-life escalation into bullying and infringement of academic rights. Here further 

criminological research is urgently needed, whereby particular attention should be 

payed to statistical anomalies in awarded CSF project grants to host institutions of 

members of CSF’s Managing Board and/or their close relatives and members of their 

professional networks. 

4.  Conclusions with Food for Thought on Science Activism 

The paper aimed to provide numerous empirical findings and broadly discusses its 

specific research question on bureaucratic cybullying in public research funding 

within the wider context of its overall research subject. First, cyber harassment, as a 

criminological phenomenon and concept, is not reconcilable with a consensually ac-

ceptable concept of violence, that understands violence in line with its undisputable 

core – the intentional physical harming or killing of another person. As such, cyber 

harassment needs to be studied within the realm of conceptually and phenomenolog-

ically similar types of harmful behaviour. Squeezing everything under the generic 

term of cyber violence creates more problems than it might ever be able to solve, 

whereas conceptually and terminologically the idea of cyber violence is unjustified 

and misleading. A more meaningful conceptualisation might build upon the idea of 

harmful behaviour, which includes both violence, as well as harassment. By intro-

ducing the generic term of harmful behaviour, conceptual clarity as well as termino-

logical consistency is guaranteed, whereas the cyber dimension in relation to harass-

ment does not undermine a clear understanding of violence as physical. Within such 

a set-up, bureaucratic cybullying is a type of bullying, which is a form of harassment 

and as such harmful behaviour.  

Second, the term bureaucratic cybullying denotes the phenomenon of cyberbullying 

by faceless bureaucracy, which is characterised by excessive bureaucracy, cyber cor-
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respondence, facelessness, transparent arbitrariness, absolute authority and non-

sense, whereas the repeating or chronic nature of single incidents through a longer 

period is decisive for determining its existence as such. There is no exact base-line 

distinguishing such bullying from being exposed to (unwanted) unpleasant behav-

iour, but in the context of work-related bullying the bar must be set much higher, as 

there is little if any voluntariness on the side of exposing oneself to bullying in work-

related or contractually binding relationships. In the context of public research fund-

ing and particularly vulnerable victims, bureaucratic cybullying becomes even more 

harmful. Vulnerability should be at the very core of any true academic’s nature, and 

while such benignant academic vulnerability is a valuable resource, unfair distribu-

tion of malignant academic vulnerability might be one of the main causes of bureau-

cratic cybullying in public research funding. In Croatia, academics are not simply 

vulnerable, but in fact “particularly” vulnerable considering the state’s obvious fail-

ure to provide for a normative, judicial, administrative or practical framework that 

guarantees effective realisation of academic freedom as a fundamental human right. 

First practical measures to provide instant relief to Croatia’s academic community 

would be a fair redistribution of academic vulnerability among all stakeholders en-

gaged in public research and its funding (esp. CSF), as well as immediate normative 

action on the side of the legislator, accompanied by administrative effective control 

mechanisms of the relevant ministries (both science and finance).    

Third, our explorative bureaucratic cybullying victimisation survey among CSF 

(co)funded project managers detected the existence of five out of six characteristics 

within Croatia’s public research funding, as well as it provided clear evidence for 

chronic exposure to this type of harmful behaviour. The findings on transparent ar-

bitrariness are not fully conclusive and need to be further explored with respect to 

specific types of decisions on different types of subjects. Survey results clearly indi-

cate that CSF can not be understood as having (thus far) successfully implemented 

the concept of researchers’ self-governance of public research funds. As the case 

study demonstrates, CSF, as Croatia’s only source of public research funding, has 

deviated considerably from its original founding mission and presents itself as a face-

less bureaucracy that rather (cyber) bullies its clients, than contributes to society’s 

overall advancement through enabling and promoting excellence in research. In al-

locating responsibility for CSF’s stumbling away from its legitimate path, one must 

first and foremost call upon the Croatian academic community and every single of 

its members, including myself. Neither the detected oversight vacuum preventing 

any kind of normative, administrative, inspectional, or quality control of CSF’s per-

formance and individual decisions, nor the high potential for (criminal) tycoonisation 

of Croatian public research funds will come as a complete surprise to most of us. In 

that sense it is questionable whether the Croatian academic community is able or 

even willing to self-govern public research funds, solemnly based on principles of 

scientific excellence, transparency and objectivity. There currently appears to be a 
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serious lack of a critical academic mass subscribing to these principles, which raises 

the question of possible solutions and actions?  

Forth, and as a response to the aforementioned question on what to do, we plead for 

science activism. We plead for it when objectively choosing our research topics and 

research questions, when opting for trendy or fund worthy instead of socially respon-

sible or impactful, when publishing full-fledged findings in journals with high impact 

factors rather that presenting first findings to the public and the media. All of these 

(and many more) are objectives that can be well-balanced and co-exist in harmony. 

And all of them build upon the firm belief that academic freedom is a fundamental 

right, but that it comes with responsibilities and obligations towards the academic 

community and the society it is embedded in. Detecting and analysing any given 

problem, as well as providing for solutions is good. However, making sure the prob-

lem gets solved is even better. That is how I understand science activism and here I 

believe to have discovered for myself and practically tested the huge hidden potential 

of science activism and academic freedom. Admittedly, I have so far only managed 

to scientifically detect and roughly analyse the problem. I am far from having pro-

vided full-fledged answers for its actual solution. However, I am already on the 

(right) way of making sure it gets solved. 

This criminological investigation and the here presented first findings on the phe-

nomenology and aetiology of (cyber) bullying by faceless bureaucracy in the domain 

of public research funding, will hopefully be one of the finer examples of the great 

scientific and personal influence my patron has had on my academic development. 

It would be inappropriate to designate him simply as my mentor, since his role, in its 

very essence, is undoubtably more that of a benevolent patron, than that of an inci-

dental mentor. Whoever had the privilege of working with or for him knows that 

Hans-Jörg Albrecht is not the lovely kind of mothering accomplished colleague, who 

would take you by the hand and lead you through the great pains of criminology-

land or, for that matter, do any kind of planning or thinking for you, let alone instead 

of you. By supporting and protecting me whenever needed, while simultaneously 

allowing me to academically grow up freely and autonomously, he has in fact raised 

me to become the academic I am today. He equipped me with the tools for detecting 

seemingly hidden deviances and thus empowered me to ask provocative research 

questions, even when others won’t. Finally, his patronage has allowed me to rela-

tively fearlessly stand my scientific and academic grounds, regardless of pragmatic 

conveniences or potentially harmful consequences. I only wish more fellow academ-

ics in this part of Europe and from CSF could have enjoyed such patronage and the 

privilege of being raised by truly living academic freedom – the topic of this paper 

surely would have been another one.  
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