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1. Introduction 

This report examines how Aarhus University has adapted over the last ten years to changes in its 

political and socio-economic environment and whether these adaptations have been initiated and 

implemented by the institutional leadership or as a consequence of external change drivers. The 

overall purpose of the report is accordingly to give insights into the way in which AU have interpreted 

and used its ‘room to manoeuvre’ in creating a balance between strengthening academic excellence 

and securing the socio-economic relevance of academic activities. This implies that the report studies 

what kind of measures the university have taken to adapt its research activities, its teaching 

programmes, its administrative and leadership structures, and its recruitment practices and 

personnel policies. 

 

The report has four main sections. Following this brief introduction section 2 covers different types of 

essential background information. Section 3 addresses the study of a number of selected change 

processes. Finally section 4 summarizes the findings and draws up the main conclusions related to 

the underlying theoretical framework. In general the report puts its main emphasis on the changes of 

the last couple of years as they in many respects can be seen as the culmination of all the change-

processes that have taken place during the last decade.    

 

2. Background information  

2.1 National policy background 

Shortly before the change of Danish government at the end of 2001 a Danish Research Commission 

was established to review the relevant legislation with a view to enhancing the efficiency of the 

entire research system. Among the recommendations that stood out to a more general reform of the 

Danish research system were proposals to strengthen and simplify the current research funding 

structure, proposals to merge a number of universities and proposals to reform the university act.    

 

However, the first major policy change was not related to the recommendations from the Research 

Commission. Instead, it was a new reorganization of the ministry system. In 2001 a new Ministry of 

Science, Technology and Innovation assumed the overall responsibility for both research and 

innovation policy. In effect, this reorganisation allocated practically all innovation related policies to 

the Ministry and by the same token underlined that the Minister of this area also was in charge of 
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coordinating matters related to innovation policy. Overall there was a strong emphasis towards 

integration of policy areas.  

 

The new ministry more or less right away started the reform process which was proposed by the 

Research Commission. The first two important steps were to initiate reforms of the research council 

system and the university act. The research funding system was reformed with effect from 2003 in 

order to ensure an optimal use of public research resources. The reform was an attempt to simplify 

the organisational structure of the system and to strengthen the overall management and 

coordination. With this reform the funding system was divided into two subsystems. The first part 

was the Council for Independent Research which functions as an umbrella for five research councils 

supporting research projects based on the researchers’ own initiatives through open competitions 

based on independent assessment. The other subsystem was made up of the Council for Strategic 

Research, which supports research based on politically defined programmes. However, simplification 

was not really attained as a number of new funding councils were established alongside the 

traditional research councils.  

 

Alongside this process, the internal university governance system saw rather dramatic changes. The 

University Act from 2003, which came into effect in the beginning of 2004, introduced a board with 

an external majority as the superior authority of universities and prescribed employed leaders 

instead of elected. The objective was to sharpen up the profiles of individual institutions and to 

increase collaboration between the actors of the research and innovation system – the latter 

exemplified by the new claims put forward for universities to formulate goals and strategies for 

cooperation with trade and business and by the introduction of external members in the boards. As a 

new element - in addition to research and education - an active role in knowledge exchange, 

technology transfer and mobility was explicitly added to the university mission. The Act emphasised 

that the universities’ new management should make strategic selections of research and educational 

areas and give high priority to these. 

 

As the next major step a Danish Globalisation Council was set up in April 2005 with broad 

representation of different sections of society with the task of advising the Government on a strategy 

for Denmark in the global economy. The work on this strategy took its departure when a number of 

ambitious overall policy objectives were presented following the early 2005 election in a so-called 

Government Platform. In this document the Government announced that it planned to draw up an 

ambitious, holistic and multi-year strategy to make Denmark a leading growth-, knowledge- and 

entrepreneurial society. The result of this process, the final Globalisation Strategy ‘Denmark in the 
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global economy – Progress, Innovation and Cohesion’ (Fremgang, fornyelse og tryghed, 

Statsministeriet 2006), was presented in March 2006. The strategy contains 350 specific initiatives, 

which together entailed further extensive reforms of education and research programs and 

substantial changes in the framework conditions for growth and innovation in all areas of society, 

including entrepreneurship and innovation policy.  

 

A large part of the proposals aim at strengthening the quality and governance of education and 

research. The strategy accordingly focuses on improving the efficiency of public spending on 

research, in particular by allocating more public funds in open competition. It wa a central objective 

that research and development should amount to 3 per cent of GDP by 2010 but the Government 

has made it very clear that this increase in funding should be linked to fundamental changes of the 

research funding system.  

 

However, the most dramatic result of the Globalisation process was not the funding system changes, 

but rather a fast merger process initiated in 2006 by the Ministry which in effect has reduced the 

number of Danish universities from 12 to 8 with effect from January 2007. In the process 12 out of 15 

public sector research institutions have been transferred to one of the 8 remaining universities. The 

ministry argued that the new larger universities will be more competitive when applying for EU 

grants and that it will be easier for them to attract and keep international scientists. Moreover, it 

foresaw that the universities would be able to develop new educations and to form stronger 

relationships with the industry.  

 

Finally, the period since 2006 has also seen a 100% increase in number of ph.d.s, the establishment 

of a national accreditation system, strengthened evaluation efforts at all levels and an introduction of 

a performance-based funding system targeting the allocation of basic funding to the universities.  

 

2.2 Organizational structure 

Partly as a consequence of the above mentioned changes in the external political conditions the 

organizational structure of Aarhus University has been going through a number of far reaching 

changes since 2006. Aarhus University was until January 1st, 2007, a traditional multifaculty 

university with five main scientific areas. As a result of the national merger-process 2 small 

universities and 2 large Government Research Institutions (GRIs) were integrated in the “old” 

university. The result was an 40% increase in turnover (budget 2012: 826 million Euro) and an 

increase from 5 to 9 main academic areas: Humanities (HUM), Health Sciences (SUN), Science (NAT), 
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Theology (TEO), Social Sciences (SAM), The Faculty of Agricultural Sciences (DJF), The National 

Environmental Research Institute (NERI), The Aarhus School of Business (ASB), The Danish School of 

Education (DPU) with the latter four as the new members. The result was accordingly a large, very 

diverse and very geographically spread out university. In relation to the mergers growth in itself 

appeared to be the single most determining factor for the actions of Aarhus University   

  

According to the central university management a number of challenges emerged after this first 

round of the merger process. On the one hand a number of external challenges were identified. They 

included: increased domestic and international competition for research funding, increased 

competition for the most talented researchers and students, a need for increased focus on strategic 

research, a need for an increased understanding of the key societal role played by universities and 

finally an increased complexity of global challenges. On the other hand a number of internal 

challenges were also identified. They included: an increased demand for efficiency, an increased 

demand for concrete synergy effects from the mergers, a need to break down ”silos” to increase 

collaboration and communication, and a need to create greater scope for strategic leadership. But 

even though the post-merger situation called for further reorganisations, no major changes were 

implemented during the first couple of years (primarily as a consequence of the merger agreements, 

where the merged units were promised, that they could continue as independent units).  

 

The first step towards actual integration was initiated in 2008 when the university adopted the 

Aarhus University Strategy 2008-2012. The strategy defined a framework for the university's four 

core activities: research, talent development, knowledge exchange, and education and has since 

been supplemented by a range of specific strategies for areas such as internationalisation and talent 

development, as well as a vision plan for the university's physical infrastructure up to 2028 (see 

further details in 3.1). First and foremost the strategy underlined the need for academic 

reorganization. According to the strategy the mergers had created the conditions for realising a 

range of synergies within all four core activities and significant potential for increased 

interdisciplinary collaboration.  

 

Following the strategy the rector accordingly initiated the so-called academic development process 

with a vision statement of 8 March 2010. On 17 June, the Aarhus University Board voted to organise 

all of the universities research and teaching activities in four new main academic areas, and the 

overall framework for the continuation of the process was determined. In the summer of 2010, each 

new main academic area carried out an analysis of academic structures and requirements related to 

the internal organisation (including departmental structure). At the same time, an analysis of the 
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university's administrative structures and requirements was carried out to determine how best to 

organise administrative functions to support the new academic structure. The main aims were: 

 

 to further improve quality, impact and international reach 

 to strengthen performance in terms of academic and financial results 

 to complete the merger process to create one unified university 

 to tear down internal boundaries and stimulate collaboration across disciplines 

 to ensure a more professional and efficient administration 

 

The final decision in this process was taken on 9 March 2011 by the Aarhus University Board on the 

future organisation of Aarhus University (with the actual implementation process running until 

ultimo 2012). The solution was a new organisational structure with fewer main academic areas, 

fewer departments and a simpler administrative structure with effect from 1/8-2011. By establishing 

one unified Aarhus University, the aim was to reduce internal barriers by greatly cutting down on the 

number of organisational units. Where Aarhus University previously consisted of nine independent 

faculties and schools, this was now reduced to four main academic areas: Arts, Science and 

Technology, Health, Business and Social Sciences. Where there used to be fifty-five departments at 

the university, there are now twenty-six. As far as possible, academically related departments are 

now geographically located close to each other in coherent academic environments – also cutting 

across the main academic areas. 

The new organizational structure that came out of this process can be seen in the figure below:  
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One interesting aspect in the new structure is the four horizontal priorities, where in particular talent 

development stands out as an innovation. As a consequence of this new structure the university 

management is referring to the university as a quadruple helix university. The relationship between 

the four areas is illustrated below.  

 

As a result of the merger process the new AU has become a major national player responsible for 27% 

of total research performed in the Danish public sector, approx. 85 Bachelor’s programmes and 125 

Master’s programmes. As the two figures below shows also the numbers of students, staff and 

research output have grown considerably since 2003.  

 

Students 

 
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Years of full-time study 15,495 16,049 15,788 16,209 17,467 17,865 18,516 19.383 

Student intake 4,422 4,373 4,645 4,748 5,133 4,869 5,522 6.172 

No. of students 30,801 29,767 28,426 28,447 29,550 28,982 30,414 32.304 

PhD students 877 964 1,023 1,083 1,194 1,430 1,610 1.822 

Graduates (Masters) 2,434 2,978 3,033 2,810 3,024 3,087 3,407 3.256 

Graduates (Bachelors) 2,338 2,686 2,670 2,530 2,640 2,764 3,185 3.486 
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Staff and research 

 
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Total full-time staff 5,754 5,905 5,887 5,895 6,216 6,568 6.876 7.192 

No. of PhD degrees 192 209 209 227 245 257 260 329 

No. of Doctorates 20 18 23 17 16 8 16 17 

No. of publications 
  

9,138 8,701 10,601 10,061 11,331 11.731 

 

2.3 Type of formal governance structure 

As already mentioned all Danish Universities have with the 2003 university act been obliged to 

operate with appointed leaders at all levels of the management system and a board with a majority 

of external members. The Board is accordingly Aarhus University’s highest authority, and its mandate 

is to promote the university’s interests as an institution of research and education. The Board 

determines the framework for the university's organisation and sets long-term goals for its activities 

and development.  

 

At the management level the recent reorganization has led to a change from ten management units 

to a unified senior leadership team with cross-cutting responsibility for strategic management and 

quality assurance across the university as a whole. This group consists of the rector, the pro-rector, 

the university director and the four deans. Each dean is not only responsible for the academic and 

financial management of one main academic area, but also – on behalf of the senior management 

group – for one of the university’s four core activities: research, talent development, knowledge 

exchange and education. The rector is responsible for the day-to-day management of the university 

within the framework set out by the Board. The other members of the senior management group 

perform their duties and responsibilities by authority of the rector. The Senior Management Group is 

supported by the Senior Management Group Secretariat, the Management Secretariat and the Press 

Office. In addition to the senior management group, the executive management of the Aarhus 

University management is comprised of vice-deans and department heads and directors of studies, 

all of whom perform their duties and responsibilities by authority of the Rector. To ensure academic 

cheques and balances one academic council per main academic area has been established, as well as 

4 AU Fora, one for each core activity: research, talent development, knowledge exchange and 

education.  

 

http://www.au.dk/en/about/uni/deansvicedeansanddepartmentmanagers/deansandvicedeans/
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With regard to the administration and finance the aim has been to create a single university with an 

integrated administration, a common financial model, standardised quality service for the whole 

university.  

One main argument has been that barriers to interdisciplinary collaboration arise when different 

financial and administrative systems are used. It has therefore been attempted to break down the 

existing barriers by implementing a common financial model and a more uniform and efficient 

administration.  

 

The administrative structure contains two levels:  the AU central administration and the local 

administration. The central administration is an integrated, unified administration headed by the 

university director. It supports the senior management group, including the deans in their capacity as 

heads of their main academic areas. It also supports the Board and standing committees and other 

decision-making bodies. AU Administration consists of a central administration and four 

decentralized administrative centres, each of which support one dean in addition to departments 

and centres. The central administration is managed by the university director in cooperation with the 

deputy directors who head the university’s administrative departments: the Management 

Secretariat, AU Finance and Planning, AU Human Resources, AU Studies Administration, AU 

Communication and AU Information Technology. The local administration at the department/centre 

level supports the local units. Local administrative staff report to their department head/centre 

director. 

 

2.4 Budgets and allocation mechanisms 

The composition of state funding has changed somewhat for Aarhus University during the latest 

decade. In general more research funding are now awarded through competitive channels. At the 

same time the overall level of funding has increased considerably during the latest decade. Public 

investments in research have accordingly reached 1 percent of GDP by 2010. For Aarhus University 

this development has resulted in a rather significant increase in turnover with the 2012 budget 

reaching 826 million Euro. 
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The university core-funding which accounts for app. One third of the total income of the university 

(as the figure below illustrates) is mainly allocated on the basis of a historical key between the 

universities, but has since 2010 also partly been based on performance indicators (45% graduation, 

10% Ph.D. program efficiency, “25% bibliometry, 20% external funding). The performance based 

allocation is however very marginal at present. In general the university receives between 50 and 60% 

of research funding through competitive mechanisms e.g. research councils (includes a flat overhead 

rate of 44%). Study programs are taximeter funded (automatic and follows accumulated completed 

ECTS) and accounts for app. a quarter of the total university income. The current full income 

structure is illustrated in the figure below according to the 2012-budget:  
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These streams of income are internally allocated between the four horizontal core activities as the 

figure below shows. Research and education are still the two main activities but quite substantial 

amounts of funding are also allocated to talent development and knowledge exchange. The figure 

also illustrates that there is not full correspondence between income sources and expenditures. 

Most significant in this respect is a transfer of funds from research income to education expenditures 

as a result of insufficient taximeter rates.      
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3. Study of change processes and use of institutional autonomy 

3.1 University strategic planning and leadership 

As the figure below and part 2 of this report showed the period since 2006 has been a more or less 

ongoing period of change for Aarhus University.  

 

Strategic planning has obviously played an important role in these processes, but as it has been an 

ongoing process targeting almost all aspects of the university no single strategic plan has captured it 

all. Rather it has been a series of more or less connected strategies, where the Aarhus University 

Strategy 2008-2012 could be argued to be the document which has set the frame for the following 

strategic process. In 2008, the university adopted this strategy which defined a framework for the 

university's four core activities: research, talent development, knowledge exchange, and education. 

As previously described the 2008-2012 strategy took the first step in putting academic reorganisation 

on the agenda with the argument that the mergers had created the conditions for realising a range of 

synergies within all four core activities and significant potential for increased interdisciplinary 

collaboration.  

 

The strategy was, however, fairly abstract in itself. But seen in hindsight it is clear that the strategy 

did lay out the foundation for the changes that have followed. Most importantly the strategy served 

as the foundation for the academic and administrative reorganization that was initiated in 2010 (see 

part 2). Furthermore the strategy has since been supplemented by a range of specific strategies for 
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areas such as internationalisation (2009-2013), talent development, a vision plan for the university's 

physical infrastructure up to 2028, a strategy for study and career counseling 2010-2014, a strategic 

plan for lifelong learning, a strategic plan for educational quality assurance, a strategy for quality 

assurance of knowledge exchange, an IT-strategy, a strategy for tech transfer 2010-2013 and an 

innovation strategy. The main 2008-2012 strategy has few explicit quantitative targets, but the 

supplementing strategies as well as the development contracts (which will be described below) are 

rich with indicators and quantitative targets.  

 

In general the strategies and the following processes draw a picture of a very internationally oriented 

university that is more concerned with European and global competition than the relationship to and 

the competition with the other Danish universities. It is also characteristic that in general the 

abovementioned strategic processes above all have been initiated and managed from the top of the 

organisation (the board/rector and the senior management) although a number of hearings and 

other consultations have taken place with the institution’s sub-units (faculties, departments, centers). 

The general impression at these levels has however been that much had been decided beforehand 

and that the claimed willingness to adjust was more symbolic than real. For these and other reasons 

the internal critique of the process as a whole has been quite hard at times – not least at the present 

where strong dissatisfaction with the processes are voiced from a broad range of both academic and 

administrative employees.  

 

3.1.1 The steering relationship between the university and the ministry 

The main ministerial steering instrument apart from funding decisions is multi-year contracts. In 

Denmark these contracts are called development contracts. The university development contracts 

were developed in the late nineties as part of a reform of university governance that were meant to 

offer the universities greater scope and flexibility to meet their challenges. The development 

contracts for 2008-10 were the first set of contracts after the merger of universities and government 

research institutions as the mergers were made in the middle of the contract period 2006-08. It was 

therefore decided in agreement between the universities and the ministry to terminate the 2006-08 

contracts by the end of 2007. This meant that the follow-up on the contracts at the end of 2007 was 

primarily used as a basis for the setting of an adjusted framework for the contracts for 2008-10. The 

negotiation process on the 2008-10 contracts was initiated in June 2007 by a letter from the Director 

of the Danish University and Property Agency.  The letter included a list of suggested indicators. The 

development contracts were then drafted by each university and negotiated with the Danish 

University and Property Agency in a couple of meetings at management level. In 2011 a one year 

http://www.au.dk/fakulteterinstituttermv/adm/auit/itstrategi/
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extension was made. The Development Contract of Aarhus University which was the result of this 

process was based on no less than 40 indicators. The indicators covered a number of selected fields 

within research, education, dissemination of knowledge and research-based advice to the 

authorities.  

 

However, this system is now under change – partly as a consequence of a critique voiced by an 

international evaluation panel in 2009. The panel wrote that a structured dialogue between the 

universities and the central administration is important in order to ensure an optimal balance 

between autonomy and accountability, but that the existing restrictions given to the development 

contracts made them less appropriate as goal setting instruments. The panel did not find the 

development contracts in their current practice effective enough as steering instruments. The 

development contracts were in other words too detailed and process-oriented. It was instead 

suggested that the Parliament and the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation should 

consider to define the development contracts as real goal steering instruments. In order to fulfill 

such a role, the development contracts would have to be re-oriented to focus on overall targets, 

specific for each university, and without detailed process targets.  

 

The new minister is currently in the process of changing the development contracts in this direction. 

For Aarhus University this means that the new development contract will include four goals proposed 

by the Ministry of Higher Education as well as three goals set by Aarhus University itself. The new 

model for university development contracts was introduced as a consequence of the May 2011 

amendments to the University Act. Common for all the universities the Ministry has proposed 

educational quality, a more coherent educational system, faster completion and increased 

innovation capacity as the four overall goals.  

 

The ministry forwarded these development goals for Aarhus University by the middle of January. 

Afterwards the university management supplemented with three internal goals: research quality, 

talent development and global solutions. Shortly after this the internal consultation process started. 

According to the senior management group Aarhus University has selected the goals it wishes to 

include in the contract within the framework of the existing strategy. The goals must contribute to 

the university's continued development within the four core activities: research, talent development, 

knowledge exchange and education. The development of action plans and strategies by the main 

academic areas and departments has also been reflected in the goals chosen for inclusion according 

to the management. 
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On 25 January, a draft of this new development contract was made available for comments from the 

academic councils, the university-wide forums and committees for the coordination of the four core 

activities, the main liaison committee, and the student organisations which participated in the last 

election. The deans also took input from relevant employees during the consultation process and the 

deadline for comments was 15 February 2012. The final development contract will be negotiated 

over the course of the spring and is scheduled for adoption at the end of May. The new development 

contract will be valid retroactively from 1 January 2012 for three years. 

 

3.2 University research organisation and funding 

As described earlier in this report the academic organization of Aarhus University has been going 

through major changes during the last couple of years. One of the main arguments for these changes 

has been the aim to facilitate better interdisciplinary research.  

 

This aim has in addition to the significant reduction in the number of internal units led to an internal 

reallocation of funds. On 17 June 2010, the Board accordingly established a strategic financial 

management fund of DKK 200 million annually, or DKK 1,150 million for the period 2011-2016, 

approximately three percent of the university's turnover. The fund will be used to support long-term 

strategic initiatives at each main academic area and at the pan-university level as well as to launch 

new initiatives. Such initiatives include the establishment of promising new interdisciplinary research 

centres and initiatives aimed at promoting academic integration in connection with the university's 

core activities. More specifically, DKK 380 million will be allocated to finance academic development 

plans at the four new main academic areas; DKK 330 million will be allocated to the management 

pool; and DKK 440 million will be allocated to a range of concrete interdisciplinary and integration-

oriented initiatives aimed at strengthening the university's long-term strategic development. The 

most important part of the latter is the establishment of a number of interdisciplinary centres and 

several interdisciplinary research and management forums, which are meant to create cross-cutting 

collaboration right from the start 

 

A number of interdisciplinary research centres are accordingly being established presently to create 

new and groundbreaking results by involving different academic fields of expertise and traditions. 

These centres will also comprise activities within two or more of the main academic areas. The 

following centres have already been established: Centre for Food, Nutrition and Health; Centre for 

Global Change and Development; Centre for iSequencing; Neurocampus; Centre for integrated 

Registerbased Research; Centre for Arctic Research; and Centre for Entrepeneurship and Innovation. 

http://www.neurocampus.au.dk/
http://www.icei.au.dk/
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These interdisciplinary centres are characterised by:  

 They take an interdisciplinary approach and exploit potential synergies across the university’s 

main academic areas,  

 Research excellence,  

 Possibility of attracting considerable external funding,  

 A project portfolio covering at least two – and preferably three – of the university’s core 

areas: research, talent development, knowledge exchange and education,  

 A considerable volume on a par with departments (and potential to develop into a 

department),  

 A head who is an outstanding researcher and possesses the necessary managerial 

qualifications 

 

In addition to this The Aarhus University Research Foundation (AUFF) also allocates DKK 100 million 

to support research at Aarhus University over the next three to five years. AAUF has accordingly 

launched two initiatives, each of which will receive DKK 50 million: 

 

 AU IDEAS, for project development and the development of pilot centres 

 Aarhus Institute of Advanced Studies (AIAS) 

 

AU IDEAS will be described here, whereas the AIAS will be described in section 3.3 covering 

education related aspects. AU IDEAS can be described as an internal research council funding project 

development and the development of pilot centres based on applications. On the one hand funding 

can be obtained for a development’ phase in which individuals can receive grants of up to DKK 

500,000 for one to two years to develop an idea and test its viability. If the idea is viable, the 

researcher can on the other hand later apply for funding for a ‘Pilot Centre’ and obtain up to DKK 1.5 

million per year for three to five years to take the idea further. 

 

Finally, in addition to these measures Aarhus University also has a number of basic research centres 

and a long range of other smaller research centres. Most of them are primarily based on external 

funding. At present, the Danish National Research Foundation finances more than 40 centres across 

the country. 14 of these Centres of Excellence are located at Aarhus University, as well as three 

Danish-Chinese research centres, funded by the Danish National Research Foundation.  
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3.2.1 Administrative support for research applications 

In general Aarhus University is known for a well-functioning application support system and fairly 

high success rates for both national and international applications. The main reasons are naturally 

good researchers and strong research environments, but the existence of the well established 

socalled “Research Support Unit” is also a part of the explanation.  The unit assists researchers in 

preparation of applications for external research funds by identifying financial sources that are of 

interest to projects, tailoring applications to a given call, bringing structure and clarity, provides 

inputs to non-scientific paragraphs, assists in budget making etc. The unit in other words provides 

procedures for checking/prioritising/approving applications. The Unit has in particular been 

instrumental in securing relatively high EU success rates.   

 

3.2.2 Relationship with industry/business?  

The current efforts to enhance interaction and collaboration with industry are based on a strategy for 

technology transfer 2010-2013: Innovation and collaboration. The key actor in this work is The 

Technology Transfer Office that works with the exchange of knowledge between university and 

society, including research collaboration and patents. The tasks of the Technology Transfer Office lie 

within two main areas. One area relates to research collaboration. The research collaboration can be 

national and international alike - between the University on the one side and private companies, 

universities or other organisations on the other. It is the object of the Technology Transfer Office to 

ensure that satisfactory contracts are made which are concurrent with existing legislation and Aarhus 

University's own guidelines for research collaboration. The other area relates to patentable 

inventions that are made by employees at Aarhus University and Central Denmark Region. The 

Technology Transfer Office files for protection of intellectual property rights, coordinates further 

development and marketing of technologies, negotiates license agreements and administrates active 

patents and agreements. Thus TTO acts as tech trans office for Central Denmark Region too including 

Aarhus University Hospital. Aarhus University is also a founding member of University Technology 

Network, where a range of the university's available technologies are presented. 

 

In addition to this direct industry oriented measure Aarhus University also supplies Danish and 

international authorities, institutions and companies with research-based advice and knowledge 

transfer. The aim is that the entire knowledge base developed at the university is made available and 

that the research carried out at the university can function as a gateway to the global knowledge 

market. Aarhus University accordingly provides research-based advice to Danish and international 

authorities about the environment and nature, agriculture, teaching and forensic medicine. 

http://tto.au.dk/en/for-researchers/collaboration-agreements/
http://www.uni-tech-net.com/welcome.aspx
http://www.uni-tech-net.com/welcome.aspx
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Customers include the Danish Ministry of the Environment, the Ministry of Climate and Energy, the 

Ministry of Education, regions, municipalities, the EU and private sector organisations and 

companies. The majority of these tasks were previously handled by the government research 

institutions that were merged into Aarhus University in 2007, but these units have by 2011 been 

integrated fully within the university, and are now replaced by socalled front-offices that facilitate 

the contact between authorities and other customers on the one hand and relevant researchers on 

the other.  

 

Finally, The Interdisciplinary Centre for Entrepreneurship and Innovation (ICEI) seeks to guarantee 

the development of research-based training in entrepreneurship as well as develop new models for 

collaboration between research institutions and public and private organisations. The centre will 

serve both students and teaching staff in the academic programmes which will participate in 

entrepreneurship-related teaching activities. However, the tasks are primarily directed towards 

education and will accordingly be covered in the next section.   

 

3.3 Research-related education aspects 

New academic programmes at Aarhus University are predominantly developed locally at department 

or centre level based on existing research environments and assessments of user needs. But before 

these programmes become reality they have to go through a two-step approval process. First new 

programmes have to be approved by the university board and secondly they have to obtain a 

positive accreditation from the Danish Accreditation Institution. In particular the latter part has in 

recent years contributed to reduce the autonomy of the university in developing new programmes.   

 

The Danish Accreditation Institution was established by law in 2007 as an independent institution. It 

comprises the Accreditation Council as the decision-making authority and ACE Denmark as the 

accreditation operator. ACE Denmark accredits study programmes at Danish universities. This is done 

by making an academic assessment of the quality and relevance of the programme. In addition, ACE 

Denmark works actively to document and disseminate relevant knowledge on quality and relevance. 

In the system, programme accreditation is based on an overall assessment of study programmes and 

a combined weighting of all the criteria of the Accreditation Order (such as demand in the labour 

market, research-based teaching, depth of education, results of the study programme). The Minister 

still determines the subsidy status, title, specific admission requirements for bachelor’s programmes, 

the prescribed study period, and any limit on student intake, before the Accreditation Council can 

approve a study programme. Through an amendment to the Act in 2007, universities are under 

http://acedenmark.eu/about-ace-denmark/organisation.html
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obligation, as of January 2008, to set up recruitment panels for study programmes involving industry 

representatives. 

 

There has been universal complaint among the universities against the resource costs and 

inefficiency of the in-advance accreditation process. The previously mentioned International 

University Evaluation Panel was also concerned that the current practice of regulations and 

procedures regarding the development of new or adaptation of existing study programmes could 

have negative effects. Quality control of study programmes is necessary, and it is important that 

universities function within an agreed national quality assurance framework according to the panel, 

but the difficulty with the current regulations was that in addition to regular external quality control 

of established study programmes, the Danish universities must obtain accreditation of new study 

programmes in advance from ACE Denmark (the accreditation institution for higher education). 

According to the panel these requested resource commitments reduce the universities’ 

preparedness in responding rapidly to emerging demands for new skills and competences of master’s 

and bachelor’s programme graduates. The Panel accordingly found the lengthy process from an idea 

for a new programme to the actual start of the programme as hampering universities’ quick response 

to changing socio-economic knowledge, skills, and competences needs. From that perspective, it 

would – according to the panel - be preferable to use also in Denmark the internationally dominant 

ex-post evaluation procedure instead of the current ex-ante accreditation practice. There are 

currently clear signs that the accreditation system will move in this direction, but when and how is 

still up for discussion.  

 

As a result of the accreditation systems all universities now have educational advisory boards: At 

Aarhus University these boards are organized under the authority of each of the four main scientific 

areas. The main task of the boards involves forging closer relations with employers of graduates. The 

formal advisory boards therefore consist of alumni and other relevant representatives from the 

business community who can give advice on the development of existing and new study programmes 

and courses. The purpose of the advisory boards is accordingly to ensure that market and user 

wishes are met. In addition there are also requirements to ensure strong levels of activity for lifelong 

learning and the relevant further development of AUs alumni activities. However, the advisory 

boards only have an advisory function. They can influence the development/direction of activities, 

but have no decision-making mandate. 

 

Another main task during the last couple of years has been to try to create a more flexible inner 

education market, in which it will be easier to exchange and develop degree programmes, courses 
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and teaching activities cutting across the main academic areas, departments and centres. The aim is 

to make it easier for students to combine their basic studies with perspectives from other fields. At 

the same time, the goal is to improve the quality of our degree programmes – and thereby improve 

the graduates' job prospects. 

 

Finally a new initiative has been launched with the establishment of an Interdisciplinary Centre for 

Entrepreneurship and Innovation. The centre (ICEI) is to guarantee the development of research-

based training in entrepreneurship as well as develop new models for collaboration between 

research institutions and public and private organisations. ICEI will accordingly be a centre serving 

the university's academic programmes. The centre wills serve both students and teaching staff in the 

academic programmes which will participate in entrepreneurship-related teaching activities. In 

particular the centre works for the enhancement of seven degree programmes with a more 

entrepreneurial focus as pilot projects in which the lecturers are equipped with entrepreneur-

didactic skills. It also works on the development of a general entrepreneurship course module that 

can feature in all study programmes and on the development of a flexible term package that is to be 

offered interdisciplinary at Master’s level. 

 

3.3.1 Talent development 

As already mentioned talent development is now emphasized as one out of four key horizontal 

priorities alongside research, education and knowledge exchange. The Aarhus University Strategy 

2008-2012 highlighted focused researcher talent development as a special core activity. The strategy 

formulated a number of ambitious goals for doctoral education at Aarhus University: to develop PhD 

programmes which are comparable with the best in the world, and to increase the number of PhD 

students enrolled dramatically. Aarhus University accordingly aim to be able to offer talented 

researchers the best possible conditions in future for interdisciplinary research and collaboration 

with leading researchers in relevant fields. The goal is to foster a new generation of researchers born 

into an interdisciplinary way of thinking, based on their own excellent core competences. A PhD 

Action Plan has afterwards been developed to help reach these goals.  

This development is in line with both national and international trends, and PhD education in 

Denmark has in general undergone significant development over the course of the last ten years. 

Generally speaking, this development has seen a transition from the PhD education as an 

apprenticeship exclusively centered on participation in a research project to a structured educational 

programme that, in addition to research, contains additional mandatory elements such as 

coursework, travel/study abroad, and knowledge dissemination. The Bologna process model, in 
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which the PhD programme is understood as the highest of three cycles of higher education 

qualification (above Bachelor’s and Master’s degree programmes), is a clear expression of this 

formalisation. The Danish University Act was amended in 2007 to reflect this development. For the 

first time, doctoral programmes and PhD committees were presented as statutory institutions at 

Danish universities with formal responsibility for all PhD education in Denmark. The trend towards 

more structured doctoral programmes continued in the subsequent 2008 amendment of the Ph.d. 

order. Both legal measures were a response to A Public Good, the 2006 evaluation of Danish PhD 

programmes. But even though this trend is universal for all Danish universities, Aarhus University is 

probably the institution which most actively and explicit has chosen to prioritize this area.   

 

With regard to attracting qualified ph.d.-students new graduate schools have been established at 

each of the main academic areas. In addition an Aarhus Institute of Advanced Studies (AIAS) is in the 

process of being established in cooperation between the University’s senior management team and 

the Aarhus University Research Foundation (AUFF). AIAS are meant to provide support for talented 

young researchers, for example in the form of better opportunities to do research in an international, 

interdisciplinary environment. The initiative is supposed to receive DKK 50 million in funding over the 

next three to five years. AIAS sets up a framework which provides special opportunities for 

particularly talented young researchers (junior fellows) at an early stage of their career, 

independently of formal and vocational obligations. AIAS is accordingly conceived as an ambitious 

project that will help strengthen the global position of Aarhus University by attracting fellows that 

are connected to AIAS and later pursue an international research career at the leading universities 

abroad or at Aarhus University. AIAS will include both experimental and theoretical researchers, and 

aims to attract fellows from the entire disciplinary spectrum. The intent is for fellows to bring 

together research areas and obtain groundbreaking theoretical and empirical results. 

 

3.4 Personnel policies 

In contrast to all the other abovementioned areas personnel policies have not been a high profiled 

subject during the latest transitions. The issue has not been debated to the same extent as the other 

areas and few major initiatives have been launched. There are, however, a large HR-department and 

a universal staff policy that applies to all staff members at Aarhus University. It consists of a 

framework policy supplemented by a number of sub-policies. These sub-policies contain the 

principles governing all aspects of working life. The current staff policy was adopted by the Main 

Liaison Committee on 18 January 2011. 
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One explanation for the limited central focus at this area might be that personnel policies in Denmark 

in general are fairly egalitarian, and that for instance major wage differences for similar job 

categories seldom are used. This also seems to be reflected in the policies of Aarhus University.  

Nevertheless more autonomy appears to have been transferred from the state to the universities 

within this area during the latest decade (although from a level where the restrictions were large), 

and the possibilities have apparently been exploited to some extent to attract high profiled 

international researchers. In general, however, these types of policies have not been high profiled 

internally.   

 

In general only employees close to retirement are now state employees. In line with the rest of the 

public sector this employment status has not been used in relation to new employees during the 

latest decades. Performance based bonuses are increasingly gaining ground but they are still of 

marginal importance in the big picture.     

 

4. Conclusion 

The Danish university- and research policy development during the latest decade has to a large 

extent been inspired by the development at the European and global arena. A strong national 

political willingness to pursuit these pan-european goals has, however, meant that Denmark has 

moved faster and more whole heartedly in this direction than most of the countries that Denmark 

normally are compared to. The external changes that Aarhus University has experienced have 

accordingly been very much in line with broader European trends, but it has probably happened 

faster and with higher intensity.   

 

When we move our attention from the European arena to the national context it can be argued that 

all Danish universities more or less have had the same possibilities, but that they have chosen 

different strategic responses (or non-responses) to these possibilities. In this light Aarhus University 

stands out as the Danish HE-institution that in many respects most actively has exploited the 

possibilities that has materialised as a consequence of increased institutional autonomy. In particular 

the merger process and the ongoing reorganisation are prominent examples of how the central 

university-management actively has taken advantage of the increased degrees of freedom which 

have become available. In the case of Aarhus University you can accordingly speak of a combination 

of external possibilities and pressure one the one side and a strong internal willingness to exploit 

these possibilities on the other.  
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It has been a clear characteristic of this process that more or less all major initiatives have been 

initiated and implemented by the institutional leadership and that the Aarhus University during the 

latest decade has moved strongly towards the vision of the university as a single strategic 

organisational actor. The current academic reorganisation is the clearest sign of this development. In 

general Aarhus University has in this process turned into a much more centralized organisation 

where the central management has gained autonomy both from the state and from the underlying 

units of the university.  

 

The central management has to a large extent used this autonomy to emphasize both academic 

excellence and socio-economic relevance. In particular the latest developments with a strong focus 

on grand challenges and interdisciplinarity can be seen as an attempt to combine the two. However, 

it is also fair to say that in all initiatives academic excellence are at the centre of things. The central 

management puts it this way: “The purpose of the Tomorrow’s Aarhus University plan is to 

consolidate the university’s position among Europe’s top universities. To achieve this goal, we must 

carry out top-quality research, as all our core services – whether talent development, education or 

knowledge exchange – are fundamentally based on research.” Research is – in other words – seen as 

the foundation for all other activities of the university.  

 

The way in which the central management has used its room to manoeuvre has - not surprisingly - 

stirred a lot of controversy and internal discussion. It is argued by a large number of critics that the 

increased autonomy of the central management (at least to some extent) has been gained at the 

expense of the underlying units and individual researchers who are experiencing decreasing levels of 

autonomy. It is also argued that core disciplinary academic quality is under threat in both research 

and education as a result of the strong efforts to promote interdisciplinarity. A number of other 

examples of the current heavy and widespread internal criticism could also be given.   

 

As it stands Aarhus University is therefore at the same time by different actors viewed as both a role 

model and a bad example. From the political system and in the view of many central stakeholders 

Aarhus University stands out as a modern strategic university that has the will and the courage to 

move forward towards the goals and demands set by society. At the same time large parts of the 

academic community see the university as a highly centralized, top-down oriented organisation, 

where local autonomy, democracy and inclusiveness, freedom of research and core disciplinary 

academic quality is threatened.     
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It is at the moment evident that the current reorganisation process has led to a number of large and 

still unresolved problems in both administrative and academic areas that are causing frustration and 

are diverting resources from the core activities. It is however too early to assess the longer term 

consequences of the changes that have taken place during the latest decade and in particular in the 

last couple of years. It is accordingly still to a high degree an open question if Aarhus University will 

come out on top, or if it will end up as an example of an institution that tried to go too far too fast.    

 

 

 

 

 


