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1. Summary of External Dynamics & Major Policy Developments 

(last 10 years) 

Currently, there are fifty-two institutions offering higher education in various forms in Sweden. The 

majority of universities and university colleges are public authorities, subject to the same legislation 

and regulations as other public authorities in Sweden, as well as the particular statutes, ordinances 

and regulations relevant to the higher education sector. A number of universities and university 

colleges are self-governing and independent. These have greater freedom with regard to the 

governance and management of their affairs, but continue to operate on the basis of an agreement 

with the Government and are obliged to follow the statutes, ordinances and regulations relevant to 

the higher education sector as such. Sweden's first university was founded in Uppsala in 1477, and as 

the interest in studying medicine and the natural sciences increased, a second university was 

founded in Lund in 1668. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the main task of 

universities was teaching. Stockholm University was founded in 1878 and the University of 

Gothenburg in 1891 and both focused on the teaching of natural sciences. At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, specialized institutions were founded, for example, for teacher training, social 

work and journalism. Between 1940 and 1975 there was a focus on research, and new research 

organizations and research posts were established. In the latter part of the twentieth century, there 

was a major expansion of higher education and the student population grew enormously. Regional 

higher education institutions were founded throughout Sweden to widen access to higher education. 

In Sweden, the Parliament (Riksdag) and government have overall responsibility for higher education 

and research, which means that they make decisions about targets, guidelines and the allocation of 

resources. Education and research fall under the scope of the Ministry of Education and Research. 

The Swedish National Agency for Higher Education is the central government agency responsible for 

matters concerning higher education, but universities and university colleges are separate 

government entities and make their own decisions about the content of courses, admissions, grades 

and other related issues. Research in Sweden is financed and promoted primarily by the Swedish 

Research Council. The aims of higher education are governed largely by the Swedish Higher 

Education Act and the Higher Education Ordinance. They specify that all education at universities and 

university colleges should be based on scientific principles. Education should provide: 

 Knowledge and skills in the relevant areas. 

 An ability to make independent critical assessments. 

 An ability to identify, formulate and solve problems. 
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 Preparedness for changes in the student’s professional life. 

As part of adapting its higher education system to the rest of Europe’s (Bologna), Sweden introduced 

a new structure for education and degrees with three levels, starting in 2007. All higher education 

programs are now divided into Bachelor, Master and research levels. Each level requires that 

students have a degree from the preceding level of study. A reform introducing greater autonomy 

has come into effect January 1, 2011. More freedom has been allowed to Sweden’s universities and 

university colleges to perform better in a highly competitive international sector. Among other 

changes, the reform provides universities and university colleges with more powers to determine 

their own internal structures. Two principles must always be observed: decisions that require an 

expert opinion must be made by two people with scientific or artistic expertise, and students are 

entitled to representation when decisions relating to education or student issues are made. A new 

quality assurance system is being introduced in conjunction with the reforms, to improve results in 

degree programs. Universities and university colleges with higher quality degree programs will be 

given increased funding. Evaluation will be carried out by the Swedish National Agency for Higher 

Education. Eighty percent of funding for Sweden’s universities and university colleges comes from 

the government, with 65 percent of this coming in direct government grants. A further 7 percent 

comes from other public sources of funding, which means that almost 88 percent of financing is in 

the form of public funds. The remaining funding comes from private sources and financial revenue. In 

the fall of 2010, new admission rules and a new selection system came into effect. One change 

concerns “credit increments,” which applicants can earn if they have taken advanced courses at high 

school, such as in mathematics or in any foreign languages.  

Sweden aims to be a leading research country and one of the most R&D-intensive countries in the 

world, and to have research that is both broad and specialized. It allocates almost 4 percent (about 

USD 1,100 per capita) of GDP to research and development, which has led to the country taking a 

leading position in several areas. One is environmental technology, particularly the treatment of 

emissions and toxic substances in production and manufacturing processes. Sweden also has a high 

level of expertise in nanotechnology research, where several major Swedish companie s (ABB, 

Sandvik, Höganäs, etc.) have become market leaders. In a bid to improve Sweden’s competitive edge, 

the Swedish Government makes considerable investments in research and innovation during 2009-

2012. About SEK 110 billion are earmarked for this purpose. The bulk of Swedish research, 75 percent, 

is financed by companies. For research at universities and university colleges, the government is the 

largest source of funding. The most important sources of government financing for research apart 

from direct grants are research councils and other agencies. There are four government bodies that 
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primarily fund research. In 2009, the Swedish Research Council allocated about SEK 4 billion to the 

natural sciences, technology, medicine, humanities and social sciences fields.  

In 2008 the Swedish government circulated a green paper on university funding and status (Green 

paper 2008, in Swedish only). Amongst other things, policy proposals included the separation of 

education and research funding, the concentration of funding in a few top universities, the change in 

legal status of higher education (HE) institutions into public corporation (as was the case in Finland), 

the enhancement of system diversity through institutional profiles, stronger institutional leadership 

and management, majority of external members in the board of universities, institutional 

responsibility for quality assurance, and the cessation of staff as civil servants (effective since 2011). 

The minister has also promoted voluntary mergers amongst HE institutions, and a various HE 

institutions have/are considering such strategic moves. In 2008, Stockholm University merged with 

the Stockholm Institute of Education (1956). Kalmar University (1977) and Växjö University (1977) 

decided to merge in 2010, leading to the creation of Linnaeus University. Teaterhögskolan (1964) and 

Dramatiska institutet (1970), merged in 2011 resulting in the establishment of the Stockholm 

Academy of Dramatic Arts. In late 2011, news emerged that three top Swedish institutions - 

Stockholm University, the Karolinska Institute and the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) - are 

discussing a merger which would create the largest university in Northern Europe. According to 

analysis, if to occur, this merger would create an élite institution responsible for 40% of Swedish 

research with 70,000 students, more than 6,000 staff and a budget of more than SEK 9 billion (UWN 

2011 

In the fall of 2010, a total of 374,000 people applied for admission to universities and university 

colleges, an increase of 4 percent from 2009. Of the 374,000 applicants, 240,000 were admitted. 

Higher education in Sweden is financed largely by tax revenue. Until now, this has applied to all 

students regardless of their nationality. From 2011, however, tuition fees have be introduced for 

students from outside the EU/EEA and Switzerland. The Government believes that Swedish higher 

education should compete in terms of quality and good conditions, not just by providing free 

education (Sweden.se). 

For system-wide developments during the 1990s and early 2000s consult Bauer et al. (1999) and 

Fägerling and Srömqvist (2004).  

 

http://www.vr.se/inenglish.4.12fff4451215cbd83e4800015152.html
http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/11/70/94/a6c42632.pdf
http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/11/70/94/a6c42632.pdf
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20111209133927441
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20111209133927441
http://www.sweden.se/eng/Home/Education/Research/Facts/Higher-education-and-research-in-Sweden/
http://www.google.no/books?hl=no&lr=&id=GSg9m8qWmxAC&oi=fnd&pg=PA8&dq=swedish+higher+education&ots=eXA1Tc8yUh&sig=FyJXW6fzCDhJljdvJ7XIlwAKE7A&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=swedish%20higher%20education&f=false
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0013/001390/139015e.pdf
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2. Institutional Case Study  

2.1. Background Information 

2.1.1. Organizational Structure 

The historical origins of the University of Gothenburg (UG) go back to 1891 when the "Gothenburg 

University College" was established with the help of private donations. In 1907 it became an 

independent university college with the same status as the two national universities of Uppsala and 

Lund. UG was formally founded in 1954 through the amalgamation of this college with the Medical 

College (established in 1949). During the 1950s and 60s, the university expanded rapidly, moving 

from 500 students (late 1940s) to approximately 21,000 in the late 1960s.  

Over the years a number of previously independent colleges have been incorporated into the 

University, the most recent being the College of Health. Today, UG claims it offers the most 

comprehensive range of courses and degree programs in the country. Several new university 

buildings have increased UG’s "centralisation", and most of its departments are now located in the 

city center. This has made the university a truly “urban university” (UG). 

Figure 1: Location of Academic Units – Gothenburg city center (UG 2012) 

 

During 2010 UG enrolled 38,100 students at the bachelor and master’s level, 70% as full time 

equivalents (FTE).  About 2, 000 students (58% females) undertook postgraduate studies at the PhD 

level. In the same year, it employed 5,905 staff members (58% women and 87% FTE). Close to 2, 700 

individuals (45% total) were involved with teaching and research activities. Of these, 490 (18% of 

total academics) possessed professorial status. Historically, the number of FTE employees increased 

by about 17% between 2001 and 2010 (SSC 2001: 7). In 2001, 56% of all FTE employees were women, 

a figure that has remained relatively stable over the years (SSC 2010: 36).  As for the number of 

employed professors, these rose by 400% during the ten year period. However, the gender 

http://www.gu.se/omuniversitetet/presentation/
http://www.scb.se/statistik/UF/UF0202/2000I02/UF23SM0201.pdf
http://www.scb.se/Statistik/UF/UF0202/2010A01C/UF0202_2010A01C_SM_UF23SM1101.pdf
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unbalanced remained relatively stable, from 20% (2001) to 24% (2010) female professors. As for 

student enrollments, these have grown by 32% in the period 2000 to 2011, with gender 

representations stable at around 65% (SSC 2011: 47), with females dominating. Growth rates for the 

first and second halves of the above time period were 14% and 16%, respectively. Across the entire 

sector, enrollments grew by 25% (2001-2010). Within a decade, by 2021, 42% of all UG personnel 

and 49% of those involved with teaching/research activities will reach retirement age (UG 2011: 53). 

The university has a total of 43 departmental units spread across its nine core units/faculties (figure 2, 

below). There are 30 centers of expertise and research organized around three main strategic areas: 

(a) economic, politics and social development; (b) health, medicine, mathematics and natural 

sciences; and (c) culture, communication and education. These units serve as a meeting point for 

students and researchers as well as representatives from the commercial, industrial and public 

sectors. They are cross-disciplinary in nature and may include several academic subjects, faculty 

areas and higher education institutions (partners). Their purpose is to manage areas and topics of 

interest that span across topics and disciplinary boundaries.  

Figure 2: Organizational Diagram (GU 2012) 

  

As far as internal governance structures are concerned, the highest body is that of the University 

Board. According to Sweden’s Higher Education Act, the board shall have "supervision over all the 

university’s affairs, and is responsible that its duties are fulfilled". Eight out of the fifteen board 

members represent general societal interests (business and regional authorities), including its Chair. 

http://www.scb.se/Statistik/UF/UF0205/2010L11E/UF0205_2010L11E_SM_UF20SM1202.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1366/1366872_arsredovisning2011.pdf
http://www.gu.se/english/about_the_university/organisation/Departments/
http://www.gu.se/english/about_the_university/organisation/Centres_of_expertise/
http://www.gu.se/english/about_the_university/organisation/organisational_diagram/
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Since 1997, the chair of the Governing Board is no longer the Vice-Chancellor but “a well-qualified 

and experienced external personality” who is not employed at the institution and is appointed by the 

government (OECD 2003: 71). External Board representatives are themselves appointed by the 

government. In addition, the Vice-Chancellor, three lecturers and three students are included as 

Board members. Representatives of employees, i.e. three union representatives, have the right to 

attend and express views at the Board’s meetings. The Legal Act regulating the sector states that the 

Government should select persons with experience from activities that have significance for the 

university’s teaching- and research functions. The functions of the board comprise: formulation of 

overall goals and overall decisions on the university’s activities and financial situation; long-term 

planning (institutional profile and primary activities); situation analyses; evaluation and quality 

control; results analysis; resource allocation over the budgetary period (1-3 years) and regular 

following-up.  

As for the executive, senior academics positions (Vice-Chancellor’s office) are appointed by 

Government, on direct recommendation of the University Board, which first consults with local 

constituencies, both students and employers. Appointments last for 6 years and can be renewed up 

to two periods of three years each. The Vice-Chancellor heads the University and is its principal 

representative. His or her responsibilities include but are not limited to implementing the decisions 

of the Board. Alongside the Vice-Chancellor is one Pro-Vice-Chancellor, who is also the Vice-

Chancellor’s deputy, and one Pro-Vice-Chancellor who is responsible for external relations. Together, 

the Vice-Chancellor, the two Pro-Vice-Chancellors and the Head of Administration comprise the 

University’s executive function. For preparation of important issues and as decision-making support 

for the Vice-Chancellor, there is a management council that meets every other Monday. The role of 

the management council is to provide the Vice-Chancellor with decision-making support and at the 

same time to be a forum for discussion of future issues and university-wide strategies. It includes the 

University management, all (nine) deans, the chief librarian and the Chair of GU’s student union. In 

addition, UG’s Vice-Chancellor is assisted by three advisers, one with responsibility for 

internationalization, one for quality issues and one for issues concerning equality, including gender 

equality.  

A total of four committees have been formed to support the Vice-Chancellor in the co-ordination of 

matters concerning the University affairs. These are: The Vice-Chancellor’s Committee for First and 

Second Cycle Education (grundutbildningsberedningen), the Vice-Chancellor’s Committee for Third 

Cycle Education (forskarutbildningsberedningen) and the Vice-Chancellor’s Committee for External 

Relations (samverkansberedningen). The committees are not decision-making bodies per se, but put 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/0/20/35747684.pdf
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forward proposals for decisions to be made by the Vice-Chancellor. The chair and vice-chair are 

appointed by the Vice-Chancellor. The other committee members are representatives from the 

university's faculties, the university library and the student unions. Starting in 2008, the committees 

are permanent university bodies and the mandate of the committee members is also permanent 

from that day. In addition to these, a number of additional committees/councils provide strategic 

input on issues pertaining to internationalization, quality, and equal treatment.  

The University Administration (total of 9 departmental units, shown above) is charged with the 

mission of creating and maintaining the basic conditions for education, research and external 

cooperation at the University. Its main aim is to remove obstacles, simplify procedures, provide 

solutions, support and service, and at the same time ensure compliance with laws and regulations. In 

addition, it provide strategic and administrative support to principals and governing bodies of the 

University.  

The next organizational level consists of eight faculty boards and a special body for teacher training. 

These have considerable authority to make decisions within their respective areas of responsibility. 

The Chair and members of the faculty boards are appointed by election. There is an office linked to 

each of the faculty boards. Subordinate to each faculty board are a number of departments, at 

present around 60 within the university as a whole. The departments are GU’s basic units in which 

the principal activities – teaching and research – are conducted. A Head of Department is in charge of 

each department. UG’s Board has decided to delegate the responsibility for undergraduate and 

postgraduate studies and research to the Faculty Boards. Each Board is responsible for a number of 

departments. The faculties of Medicine, Odontology and Health and Caring Sciences are part of the 

Sahlgrenska Academy, established in 2001. During the past 15-20 years the University has 

constructed new buildings for virtually all its fields of activity, and in doing so has become a 

conspicuous part of the city center. The proximity of departments to one another is seen as helpful in 

promoting interdisciplinary cooperation.  

In addition to four separate strategic units having an official national mandate (gender research, 

marine environment, mathematics education and statistical/data services), two of which are directly 

under the central administration, a dedicated unit (GU Holding) supports employees who want to 

have a business partner for their innovations or business ideas GU Holding generates added value in 

commercial projects and companies through active support in developing technology, patents, 

organizations, marketing and business, as well as financing. The above unit is one of fourteen holding 

companies in Sweden that have been initiated by the Department of Education, and have, 

subsequently, become integrated into its central level structures. After about 10 years of operations, 
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GU Holding has started up and financed over 25 new companies and a number of projects investing a 

total of SEK 47 million. In essence, it represents a bridge to other major venture capitalists. These 

companies have attracted a total of SEK 430 million in external venture capital, i.e. 9 times GU 

Holdings' input. These investments have taken them to a level where, together, they employ 130 

persons and have an overall turnover of approximately SEK 150 million.  

 

2.1.2. Budgets and Allocation Mechanisms 

In 2009, the revenues of Swedish higher education institutions totaled SEK 52.1 billion. About 45% of 

their operations comprise first (undergraduate) and second cycle (master) programs, and just over 

half consists of third cycle (PhDs) programs and research. 88% of the funding for the operations of 

Swedish higher education institutions comes from the public purse.  The remainder comes from 

private funding agencies and financial revenues. The Government issues public service agreements 

on an annual basis, detailing the obligations of the institutions. The funding of first and second cycle 

courses and study programs is based on the number of FTE students and the annual performance 

equivalent (student completion rates). The amount of funding varies depending on the disciplinary 

domain. There is also a “funding cap” that limits the size of funding a single institution may receive. 

The public service agreements state how the funding should be split between the various faculties as 

well as the amount that should be allocated to third cycle programs and research. Although a high 

proportion of direct government funding is geared to research, the latter activity is increasingly 

financed from indirect government funding and external sources. These include; the government 

research funding body, foundations, local government, county councils and the private sector. 

Tuition at higher education institutions in Sweden is free of charge for Swedish students and students 

from the European Union (EU) and the European Economic Area (EEA). Students who are citizens of 

countries outside the EU, EEA and Switzerland are required to pay application (of SEK 900, since fall 

2011) and tuition fees (set by the institutions themselves), but the government has made available a 

system of scholarships for these students as well.  

 

In 2002, 65% of GU’s annual budget emanated from the public purse (UG 2002: 43). Close to half of 

this amount was allocated to teaching activities (first and second cycle), with about a third dedicated 

to research and research-based training (PhD and postdocs). Personal costs contributed to 53% of 

the entire budget. A decade later, in 2011, 67% of the budget came from government (UG 2011: 61-

2), a rise of 2% over the period. Of this amount (SEK 3.5 billion), 49.7% was earmarked to teaching 

activities at the bachelor and master levels, 37% to research and research-based training, and 13% to 

http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/103/103648_ar_GU_2002.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1366/1366872_arsredovisning2011.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1366/1366872_arsredovisning2011.pdf
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educational and research activities within the health sciences. On aggregate, this basically means 

that, today, GU’s budget is split 60-40% when it comes to its core teaching and research activities, 

respectively.  In this respect, the university differs from other large domestic (public) higher 

education providers where funding for research normally constitutes at least half of the Government 

funding. Historically, in Sweden, the share of research grants coming directly from central 

government declined from around 65% to 45% between the mid-1980s and 2001 (OECD 2003: 69), 

but is now around 50% on average across public universities. 

 

As for externally-generated research revenues, these accounted to 23% of the budget in 2011. 43% 

of external income came from the Swedish Research Council, 37% from private organizations based 

in Sweden, and 9% from other governmental agencies. EU-funding corresponded to 7% of external 

funds with 4% from other foreign donors (figure 3, below).  With respect to its capacity to attract 

external funding, the university’s relative competitiveness has declined somewhat, even though the 

trend varies with respect to different research financers. One explanation is the relative shortage of 

faculty funding. A recent national survey within the field of science revealed a clear connection 

between the size of faculty funding and the possibility of obtaining external research funding. 

According to the central administration, “it is, therefore, a strategic question of how Government 

funding and externally financed research is to be increased.” (GU 2009: 8) 

 

Figure 3: UG’s third stream funding, in 2011 (GU 2011: 63) 

 

A number of strategic investments (mid- to long- run) aimed at enhancing GU’s competitiveness are 

worth referring to. These include, but are not limited to, an evaluation of the research areas (core 

competencies) to be invested (concentration of funds) in years to come, and the performance effects 

of the recruitment of international (guest) researchers as well as organizational (structural) 

adaptation. In 2011, revenue generated thorough tuition fees (teaching) and other charges 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/0/20/35747684.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1108/1108176_Fus_engelsk0429.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1366/1366872_arsredovisning2011.pdf
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(commissioned research and value-added services) corresponded to 8.7% of total revenues; a decline 

of about 0.8% since 2009 (GU 2011: 61). This figure has remained relatively stable in the last decade 

(GU 2002: 43).   

 

2.2. Change Processes & Use of Institutional Autonomy 

2.2.1. Institutional Strategic Plan 

During 2011, GU initiated a process aimed at establishing a long-term (2013-2020) framework for the 

its future development (“Vision 2020”), including major structural changes insofar teaching and 

research activities. The current strategic framework (central level) is outlined in the internal 

document titled “Change for quality and renewal: strategies for research and education 2009- 2012.” 

(36 pages).1  The latter is divided into eight sections. Following an introductory section, sections 2-4 

are dedicated to the core activities, research and education. Section 5 sheds light on the increasing 

importance of external collaborations, for both democracy (equity) and for the knowledge-economy 

(excellence/competitiveness). Section 6 is dedicated to internationalization, and sections 7 and 8 to 

“academic leadership and quality management” and the importance of “continued work for quality 

and renewal”.  The strategic document starts with the following statement: 

“The most valuable capital a university possesses lies in quality in research and 

education; a capital that must be continually taken care of and developed […] In recent 

years, universities have changed markedly in that they have been allocated more and 

more tasks alongside those of education and research. In this new situation, it is 

increasingly important to maintain the special character of universities. The main task of 

universities – to conduct high quality research and education – demands active 

academic leadership at the same time as it presupposes openness along with dialogue 

and interaction with the world around us. Universities have an important role in society, 

not just regionally but also nationally and internationally.” (GU 2009: 4) 

 

The plan highlights the fact that GU has been expanding its educational offerings in the last decade, 

and, as a result, it has assumed a strong regional development role particularly insofar human capital 

formation. However, the report is categorical in stating that the renewed attention attributed to 

teaching dimensions has been at the expense (financial allocations) of institutional capacity building 

in the realm of research. Research capacity started to be addressed in the previous strategic plan 

                                                           
1
 A full version of the document in English is available at: 

http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1108/1108176_Fus_engelsk0429.pdf  

http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1366/1366872_arsredovisning2011.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/103/103648_ar_GU_2002.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1108/1108176_Fus_engelsk0429.pdf
http://www.gu.se/digitalAssets/1108/1108176_Fus_engelsk0429.pdf
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(2007-2010), but it ranks rather prominently in the current strategic cycle. A major strategic objective 

is that of strengthening both the quality and long-term competitiveness (sustainability) of research 

undertaken by GU’s units. The central administration has advanced the notion of “complete high 

quality academic environments”, as pertaining to the integration (coupling) between teaching, 

research and third stream activities (external partnerships). A number of dedicated structures (e.g. 

multi-disciplinary institutes) have been devised in order to enhance interdisciplinary collaboration 

across teaching and research. Attention is also given to finding an adequate balance between the 

idea of “self-contained environments” geared towards excellence and links with society (relevance); 

for example, around strategic and quality-driven development work where students and alumni are 

expected to play a major role. As far as engagement is concerned, the strategic plan is categorical in 

stating that GU’s “social involvement must be based on the University contributing to social 

development as an independent and critical institution with a high level of integrity” (ibid. p, 7).  

Resource dependencies lie at the heart of strategic activities in the realm of research. Several 

faculties acquire substantial external funding, but the central administration’s strategy is to 

strengthen the competitiveness of all faculty areas. Using an extensive external analysis, the 

university has identified five possibilities to strengthen research, thus matching the requirements 

within different areas of the university:  

 To stimulate innovative research. One model, which was applied for the first time in 2007, is to 

advertise specially designated funding for interfaculty research initiatives (collaboration) within 

the University. 

 

 To improve the prospects for research of a high international standard. Increased support is 

provided chiefly through the University’s research and innovation service (central level). 

 

 To form strategic research alliances with other higher education institutions. For example, by 

creating a joint infrastructure and/or research environments or to bring together two 

complementary research environments. As of today, alliances have been developed with 

Chalmers University of Technology and with Lund University, but also with foreign universities. 

 

 To allocate an increased proportion of lecturers’ working hours to research and development 

work, particularly within fields that have difficulties in attracting external funding with their own 

resources and in which research has to be strengthened.  
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 To undertake further work with quality indicators as the basis for strategic rankings between 

different research fields and academic areas (GU 2009: 9). 

 

When it comes to prominent research areas, the plan indicates the need to move away from the 

traditional approach of only supporting the already strong fields (as per an institutionalized research 

traditions, etc.), and dare to invest in new areas and creative environments for the future.  

“We need to be courageous and focus on ground-breaking areas – even though this will 

inevitably entail risks on occasion - not least when it concerns research that transcends 

traditional subject boundaries.” (ibid. p, 10) 

The current strategic framework is rather vocal (explicit) when it comes to system-level measures 

that require reform. In addition to aspects pertaining to the allocation of funds (below), the central 

administration puts a strong emphasis on creating conditions for increased flexibility in 

interdisciplinary collaboration across teaching and research. It is the university’s (central 

administration) opinion that political decision-making bodies and funding authorities and 

organizations responsible for steering the sector are rarely able to meet such requirements. The 

university’s own assessment is, therefore, that there is reason to review the overall authority 

structure within research and education with the aim of preventing a simplistic, linear way of 

thinking (GU 2009: 25).  

 

As for the overall degree of autonomy enjoyed by the institution, the internal documents reviewed 

so far suggest that increasing delegation has indeed occurred in recent years. GU has taken on board 

a number of additional tasks and has indeed become increasingly more responsibility for its own 

educational and operational affairs, for example, when it comes to assessing its long-term financial 

sustainability. Having said that, there are a number of remaining dilemmas. Examples include, but are 

not limited to issues pertaining to the allocation of earmarked funds for teaching and research, and  

degree structures as per Bologna, particularly at the master level (see below). There is also evidence 

suggesting that the university has indeed started to use its newly acquired freedoms to develop and 

implement a number of structural reforms aimed at enhancing its institutional profile, increase the 

competitiveness of research, and tighten its links with society, not least through the role of students 

and graduates audiences.       
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2.2.2. Research Organization and Funding  

As alluded to earlier, enhancing its institutional research profile is one of the most important 

strategic areas for the university. In recent years, the central administration has devised a 

mechanism for the identification of strategic research areas. Three criteria have been of particular 

importance in the choice of such fields. The first is that the field has a high level of academic quality 

and/or that it is located within an environment where advanced research is being conducted, 

preferably across traditional faculty boundaries. The second is that the field can, in some way, be 

designated as unique to GU or that the university is strong, nationally or internationally, within the 

field. The third criterion is that the field has social relevance in the sense that the university believes 

itself to be capable of making a contribution to social development. With this in mind, GU has 

identified eight key areas, four of which comprise strong scientific fields with long traditions within 

the university and with a high level of academic quality (cardio-vascular research, learning within 

schools, language technology, democracy/public opinion), with the remaining four (marine 

environment, cultural heritage, globalization, culture and health) deemed to contain environments 

with the potential to be developed into strong areas in the mid- to long- term. A key condition is that 

the above fields, as well as others considered strategic to the future standing of the university, be 

tightly connected (coupled) with both educational activities and collaborative endeavors beyond 

GU’s organizational boundaries. 

 

The research and education profiles, which have emerged over a long period at GU, are based on a 

long-term process of stimulating collaboration between different fields of knowledge and disciplines. 

The university has tried to accomplish this by developing new organizational models. An example is 

the establishment, in 2001, of the Sahlgrenska Academy, by amalgamating the Faculties of Medicine, 

Odontology and Health Sciences with the strategic intention of integrating research and education 

within the field of health sciences. A model consisting of interdisciplinary research platforms is 

currently being tested within the Faculty of Science. Also within the humanities, the present 

organizational structure is being changed to that of more interrelated research and education 

environments. Finally, a qualitative assessment is being carried out on how the formation of 

temporary centers can be used to the best advantage as bearers of interdisciplinary research. 

 

According to the central administration, GU will continue to develop, co-ordinate and find new ways 

to communicate research both to the general public and to specific target groups. As an interface 

with the external world, its official website is expected to become increasingly important as will its 

research magazine. Researchers are to be trained and encouraged to take part in public debate, and 
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are to be given support to facilitate communication. Dialogues with different key actors in society are 

to be intensified. In recent years, the Jonsered Manor has become an intellectual center where 

researchers and representatives of different sectors of society meet regularly. Continued active work 

on a program to utilize the university’s broad scope of research is to be pursued in years to come. 

GU’s central office for Research and Innovation Services (23 FTE; innovation advisers, lawyers, 

project managers and research coordinators) provides support for staff and students in identifying 

external funding and commercialization opportunities as well as supporting academics to engage 

with industry and the wider community. The unit is divided into three areas: Business Support 

(innovation advice and commercial law), Research Service, and External Relations. 

 

According to the central administration, GU is adequately prepared to take on increased national 

responsibility within its profile areas. In conjunction with the Sahlgrenska University Hospital, the 

university aims at becoming a national center for Swedish clinical research. GU is also willing to 

increase its national activities in research into areas such as the environment (sustainability), 

democracy, and learning. The current strategic framework stresses that there are local structures 

that can be further developed within the university or in direct collaboration with others; for 

example, the Centre for Environment and Sustainability, the Swedish National Data Service, which is 

partially funded by the Swedish Research Council, and the national Museum of World Culture.  

 

Turning now to funding-related issues, Sweden, like many other OECD nations (see OECD 2003) has, 

in recent years, switched from itemised to lump-sum or block grant budgets. This represents a 

fundamental change in governance from specification by a ministry about how money is spent to 

allowing institutions to decide, within the regulations for public sector finance. All public higher 

education institutions have budgetary autonomy in light of the fulfillment of their strategic objectives 

(OECD 2003: 63). Insofar resource allocation mechanisms, GU’s current strategic framework (above) 

sheds light on the fact that, for some time, the university has demanded, from government, a 

modernized model for resource allocation in order to increase its own freedom of action. According 

to the central administration, although it is already possible to change the order of priority locally, as 

the level of remuneration for education is specified by the Government, in practice however this 

entails that these levels also determine the local order of priority. With the goal of facilitating 

interdisciplinary collaboration, GU proposes instead a modernization of the allocation system 

(consisting of specific levels of remuneration) based on a basic allocation for traditional teaching that 

is the same for all faculty areas. Another part of the remuneration would be determined on the basis 

of the particular character of the teaching. Since 2006, GU has been working on the development of 

a similar model for the order of priority that also includes a third part with remuneration for special 

http://gu.se/english/research/Research___Innovation_Services/
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/0/20/35747684.pdf
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assignments. This scheme was intended to be introduced in 2009, but the University Board decided 

to delay its implementation since similar proposals are currently been contemplated at the policy 

level (ongoing reform processes). 

 

2.2.3. Educational Dimensions 

In Sweden, public universities have the freedom to define academic structures and course content 

(OECD 2003: 63). The current strategic framework (above) takes into account that the vast majority 

of GU students are undergraduates. Analyses of student statistics for the last decade show that the 

proportion of students at advanced level has decreased somewhat. This is partially explained by the 

fact that students have exploited the good economic situation at the beginning of the 21st century, 

and have chosen the labor market instead of further studies. A follow-up of all students that 

graduated from the University, between 2000-2003, reveals that they have found it easy to find 

employment. The university’s long-term intention is to increase the proportion of students at 

advanced (master) level. The plan stresses that, going forward, advanced level degrees need to be 

made more transparent. The current set of governmental rules and regulations for both one-year 

and two-year Master’s degrees is thought to be rather unclear. It is the university’s view that for the 

sake of clarity, the master’s degree should be re-formed into a one-year program alongside the two-

year ones. “This is an issue that the Government should analyze at the earliest possible opportunity.” 

(ibid. p, 16) Furthermore, it is the university’s ambition to also introduce programs at advanced level 

that are not based on subject progression. There is growing demands for programs that do not 

require specific subject qualifications at undergraduate level, especially within the fields of 

economics, organization and leadership. GU’s central administration feels that this strategic move 

will enable the development of single-subject courses within the humanities and social sciences, so 

that they become a part of lifelong learning.  

 

A comprehensive program for the renewal and improved quality of doctoral studies has been 

pursued since 2006. A university-wide advisory committee has been set up. Its job is to work with 

overriding issues concerning doctoral studies in accordance with the university’s strategic plan. The 

committee also constitutes a forum for exchange of experience between the faculties that have the 

primary responsibility for doctoral studies. Important issues include; strengthening the role of the 

supervisor, developing quality indicators, reinforcing aspects that entail preparation for professional 

life, and a broadening of education (around leadership, project management and communication 

skills). An important issue for improved quality is also the increased possibility for interdisciplinary 
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collaboration both nationally and internationally, and also support for applications to establish 

research schools. 

 

Cooperation with the surrounding community is also to be developed, for example, with schools, 

medical care, trade and industry, where, according to the central administration, there is a great 

need for, and interest in, qualified doctoral students to supply expertise and renewal. A model that 

has received national attention is the CUL research school (Centre for Educational Science and 

Teacher Research) in which doctoral students are completely or partially financed by local authorities. 

The research fields are linked to teacher training and to professional pedagogical activities. The 

rationale behind this is to develop this research school model within the framework of the so-called 

‘teacher enhancement’ initiative. Similar models are to be developed in other areas as well. It is also 

indicated that it is rather likely that national research schools will also be important for high quality 

doctoral studies within narrow subject areas.  

 

One of the most important strategic issues is to create distinct career paths for doctoral students. A 

first step is that all doctoral and postdoctoral positions at GU should be advertised and appointed in 

competition with other applicants, in order to increase national and international mobility. This 

model was already applied across the university in the spring of 2007. It is assumed that career 

planning will continue after completion of a postdoctoral appointment. Future prospects will be 

determined by forthcoming decisions based on proposals from the Academic Career Enquiry. In 2007, 

the University Board made a decision, in principle, to phase out all financing of doctoral studies by 

grants and scholarships and to introduce doctoral positions within all fields of research. The 

economic consequences of such as decision for the faculties that have not already implemented the 

reform are currently being reviewed as to provide a basis for a decision on the implementation 

period. According to the central administration, this strategic step may reduce the extent of doctoral 

studies. Such a reduction may, however, be partially counter-balanced by the instigation of both local 

and national interdisciplinary research schools, and, partially, by an increase in the number of 

doctoral students that have full external funding. 

 

2.3. Personnel Policies 

In Sweden, public universities are given legal autonomy with respect to employing and dismissing 

academic staff as well as in setting individual salaries (OECD 2003: 63). As of today, university staff 

are still considered public employees, but there is an ongoing policy discussion regarding possible 

changes in the legal status of institutions (to public corporations) and, as a result, the cessation of 
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civil status employment and the introduction of new personal policies like individual contracts, as is 

the case in other Nordic countries (e.g. Finland).  GU sets staff salaries on an individual basis, but 

follows the general guidelines covering state employees. Since 2011, it has initiated an internal 

project aimed at comparing qualitative and quantitative gender-related dimensions (male- vs. female 

dominated faculties) with the goal of informing possible structural changes in years to come. A 

number of faculties have been particularly keen to increase the recruitment of female as well as 

foreign academics, by, for example, making use of available networks channels and by advertising in 

English.  

In light of the notion of decentralization (self-contained and autonomous academic environments), 

different recruitment strategies are being pursued at the faculty level. In 2011, a new strategic 

framework highlighted the need to enhance the domestic and international attractiveness of GU as 

an employer, and a number of internal projects are currently underway. One example is its Business 

School, which has devised an international guest-professor program (2009-2013) aimed at attracting 

close to 30 international scholars. Similarly, in 2011, the Sahlgrenska Academy has devised and 

implemented a new strategic program (2011-2015) aimed at recruiting young academic talents; PhDs, 

postdocs, assistant/associate professor, etc. Finally, as a means of increasing flexibility and reach a 

much broader target audience, the university started implementing an electronic recruitment system 

during 2011. 

On the staff development front, a number of strategic initiatives have also been initiated in the last 

five years or so. To start with, 15% of the university’s staff has undergone competence development 

training to enhance pedagogical competence. Since 1995-96, attention has been paid to the 

developments of leadership skills, but these have become increasingly institutionalized across the 

board in recent years. One consequence of this has been the further strengthening of GU’s internal 

program for staff competence development, including courses on coaching (for leaders), 

administrative procedures and foreign language skills. In 2009, the central administration established 

a mandatory introductory educational program for all new university staff.     

3. Overall impressions 

As a result of reform efforts in the last couple of years, public higher education institutions in Sweden 

enjoy a great deal of freedom within the framework of the statutes, ordinances and regulations laid 

down by the Government. They are relatively autonomous when it comes to the following aspects:  

 Internal  organization (structure) - units and decision-making bodies  
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 Allocation of government funding within the organization  

 Quality assurance procedures  

 Content and design of courses and study programs 

 Number of available places on courses and study programs  

 Admission and enrolment procedures  

 New professorships  

 Research focus  

 Contract education.  

The GU is not exception, and the institution has, in recent years, enjoyed considerable freedom in 

the way it goes about developing its internal structures and procedures as well as the scope of its 

core activities. The relationship with the Ministry is based on the provision of services (contractual 

agreements), but this has also resulted in increasing scrutiny (accountability) in matters pertaining to 

quality, efficiency and performance. The institutionalization of risk assessment and reporting are 

good examples. Strategically speaking, GU has started to implement a number of key initiatives 

across teaching and research as a means of enhancing its institutional profile. Privileged attention is 

being given to enhance flexibility (new educational programs) and the nurturing of niche areas 

capable of sustaining global excellence in the mid- to long- term. The central administration is 

increasingly focused on leveraging linkages or coupling, both internal (amongst units/knowledge 

domains) and external (social engagement). Third stream funding (e.g. from the EU) and the 

recruitment of talented staff and students rank high in the current strategic agenda. Ongoing 

dynamics can best be characterized around the search for a clearly defined/recognized institutional 

profile with a new set of structural arrangements and regulations currently being implemented. GU’s 

overall goal is to achieve a balance between increasing top-down coordination or integration 

(steering core) with the development of self-contained academic environments across the academic 

heartland. Its mission is that of a research-intensive academic entity characterized by the breadth of 

its programmatic offerings and research activities, and, at the same time a growing 

local/national/international engagement with society and its various stakeholders.  

Finally, on the policy front, the central administration has been increasingly pro-active in advancing a 

number of proposals aimed at major structural reforms across a number of areas; from the internal 

allocation of funds to research capacity building (e.g. PhD training and research schools) to the 

recruitment of new talents to links with broader society. Yet, the overall assessment, by the central 

administration, is that current (system-level) arrangements and regulations greatly constrain the 
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university to take a more proactive (strategic) role across these and other key areas likely to impact 

the further development of its institutional profile and global competitiveness.     

    


