


K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 1L

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 1 31-Mar-15

Digitalt läsexemplar av RJ:s årsbok 2015–2016: Tänka vidare 
© text och bild: enligt tryckortssida (titelsidans baksida) 
Pappersbok finns till försäljning i bokhandeln 
Kontakt: Makadam förlag, info@makadambok.se 

Digital reading copy of the RJ Yearbook 2015–2016: Thinking Ahead  
© text and illustrations: see copyright page (after the title page) 
Printed book is available through book stores 
For further information, please contact Makadam Publishers, info@makadambok.se 



rj yearbook 2015/2016

Edited by Jenny Björkman & Björn Fjæstad

Illustrated by Ulf Lundkvist

Translated and revised by Clare James

makadam

Research, Funding and the Future

THINKING
AHEAD

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 3 31-Mar-15

Digitalt läsexemplar av RJ:s årsbok 2015–2016: Tänka vidare 
© text och bild: enligt tryckortssida (titelsidans baksida) 
Pappersbok finns till försäljning i bokhandeln 
Kontakt: Makadam förlag, info@makadambok.se 

Digital reading copy of the RJ Yearbook 2015–2016: Thinking Ahead  
© text and illustrations: see copyright page (after the title page) 
Printed book is available through book stores 
For further information, please contact Makadam Publishers, info@makadambok.se 



makadam publishers
gothenburg · stockholm

sweden
www.makadambok.se

For copying or other reproduction,
the publisher’s special permission is required.

Thinking Ahead
Research, Funding and the Future

RJ Yearbook 2015/2016

Copyright © the authors,
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond

and Makadam Publishers 2015

Available in Swedish:
Tänka vidare. Forskning, finansiering, framtid

For copyright reasons, the English version 
of Dr. Wang’s article in the Swedish volume, 
Humaniora i Kina (‘Humanities in China’), 

will be published on rj.se in 2016.

Illustrations copyright © Ulf Lundkvist 
Design: Johan Laserna

Graphics: Team Media
Translation and revision: Clare James 

isbn 978-91-7061-670-9

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 4 31-Mar-15



Contents

Foreword 9

göran blomqvist

Deep thinking good,
but thinking ahead better 11

björn fjæstad & jenny björkman

Money has no odour 15

ylva hasselberg

Applying for research funds:
an emotional chapter 27

orvar löfgren

Funding and research quality 39

ulf sandström & ulf heyman

Features common
to excellent research 61

göran djupsund

Centres of excellence:
reward for gender or top-level research? 69

ulf sandström & agnes wold

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 5 31-Mar-15



Research ties:
sine qua non of higher education? 91

lars geschwind

A European research space
in the making 107

linda wedlin

What is a university?
Answers to a very German question 123

johan östling

Intrinsic tensions and future
challenges of peer review 137

liv langfeldt & svein kyvik

Little for many
or much for few? 153

mikael härlin

Open access:
expansion from articles to books? 159

katarina bernhardsson

Mobility and differences 171

bente rosenbeck

Mobility, networks and excellence 175

peter hedström

Integrative platforms
for the humanities 183

poul holm

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 6 31-Mar-15



Memories, ideas and moods 193

eva österberg

Say yes, work hard, have fun! 201

björn fjæstad

Workplace research
and research ethics 215

gunn johansson

Social sciences and humanities
for a global world 225

helga nowotny

Science advice:
challenges pave way for judgement and values 235

sverker sörlin

Shaping one’s future 249

göran blomqvist

Contributing authors 267

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 7 31-Mar-15



9

göran blomqvist

Foreword

Fifty years on, how should a tercentenary foundation com-
memorate its own inception? For Riksbankens Jubileumsfond
(RJ), there is no self-evident answer. On the one hand, the celebra-

tion should not be too showy; on the other, its profile should be con-
spicuous enough to be ‘foundational’ and in tune with tradition.

By tradition, an anniversary is commemorated with a book. The pub-
lications presented on RJ’s 25th and 40th anniversaries were primarily
retrospective but, after 50 years, looking forward and outward comes
more naturally. Like a person in the prime of life, and revelling in the
sense of being there, a foundation too may well need to ponder the
potential of the years ahead.

The editors of this Jubilee book have, like talent scouts, found and
recruited writers from diverse areas of the world and scholarship. For
their commitment and wealth of ideas, the writers and editors have my
gratitude.

During my years as chief executive of RJ, I have often reflected on the
imagery used to characterise the Foundation. An open letterbox for
researchers’ ideas, a spark plug, a prime mover — these are a few of the
many recurrent metaphorical descriptions. In my own contribution to
this book, I launch the idea of the Foundation as a catalyst.

Nevertheless, metaphors of a botanical nature predominate. RJ plants
idea seeds, tends fragile shoots and periodically cuts back rampant
vegetation. It helps to construct new hothouses of research.

Now, with the presentation of this Jubilee book, such figurative ex-
pressions seem fitting. What the readers are receiving is no diligently
designed ground plan for future scholarly cultivation: on the contrary.
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Here, we present a bouquet of exotic, distinctive flowers, some wilder
than they are pretty and others both colourful and fragrant.

In many ways, this feels right. Research in humanities and social
sciences favours, and is favoured by, multiplicity and untrammelled
growth. Such studies and those who fund them should leave room for
what is unconventional and unforeseen, exciting and encouraging,
disconcerting and disturbing: thorns in the roses, thistles among the
peonies, dandelions and daisies on the golfing green.

My hope is that this book will be read and found inspiring. Others may
judge whether Riksbanken Jubileumsfond, now half a century old, is
flourishing. As a predecessor of mine modestly expressed it, on the other
hand, RJ is ‘a Foundation fairly fit for the future’. And it is one that will
keep helping to bring about new interpretations of the past, shed light
on the present, and prepare us to meet a future that is universally
unknown.

Göran Blomqvist
CE

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 10 31-Mar-15



11

björn fjæstad & jenny björkman

Deep thinking good,
but thinking ahead better

The many grave challenges to society facing us call for wise use of
human and economic resources in research and higher education.
However, there is no clear roadmap to that destination. We can

find our way only if there is wide-ranging, committed
participation by various actors in society.

The riksbankens jubileumsfond foundation (RJ) is a
research funder. As such, it receives researchers’ applications for
project funding, assesses these applications and approves a small

proportion — one that unfortunately, owing to very heavy application
pressure, has steadily shrunk over the years.

But RJ is a great deal more. In two distinct ways, the foundation is a
strong stakeholder in the research community. First, it exerts intradisci-
plinary influence by prioritising areas where research is considered vital.
Second, in terms of research policy RJ’s actions affect other actors’ views
and decisions. Examples are the Riksdag (Swedish Parliament) and Gov-
ernment, other research funders and Sweden’s research and higher educa-
tion institutions. In many cases, RJ has been a pioneer, leading develop-
ment. This is a key role for a foundation like RJ, which can maintain an
independent stance in relation to both state and non-state stakeholders,
and should go its own way when this is deemed wise. Since RJ, unlike the
Swedish Research Council and similar organisations, is not a government
agency it enjoys a great deal more freedom to choose its own orientation
and way of working. Over the years, this has enabled RJ to implement a
series of innovations, from sector committees to two-step applications
and from research positions in the business sector through the Flexit
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programme, for example, to long-term career positions catering for a
narrow elite, such as Pro Futura.

The foundation is also a workplace both for permanent staff and — just
as important — for people more loosely associated with RJ. The latter
comprise mainly researchers taking part in various kinds of priority work
but also, for example, RJ Board members from academic institutions and
the Riksdag. Although the foundation’s workforce does not even com-
prise 20 individuals there are, in fact, more than 1,000 external people
who, for periods of varying length, have left their mark on RJ’s activities
and gained experience from the foundation to take back to their regular
jobs.

The Yearbook for this Golden Jubilee Year (the foundation’s 50th
anniversary is the date of its publication, 6 May 2015) will gather most
of these threads. Its theme is associated with one of RJ’s biggest initiatives
of the past few years: a joint call with other funders for research proposals
on Long-Term Provision of Knowledge. Paradoxically, despite their focus on
research, the Swedish higher education institutions (HEIs) lack research-
based, systematic knowledge of their own sector — on the conditions,
configurations and consequences of research; the status of higher educa-
tion; and the relationship between research, education and benefit to
society. This is a grave problem, since it can impart uncertainty about the
sector’s relevance and effectiveness.

Today, Swedish HEIs face a range of different challenges. One example
is ever stiffer global competition, in which countries like China, India
and Brazil are investing heavily in research. Others are the fact that top
universities are establishing themselves abroad and through MOOCs
(massive open online courses); new publication patterns in which a grow-
ing share of research is published in journals in English; and decision-
makers’ requirements of benefit to society. Then there is students’ inad-
equate prior knowledge of Swedish and mathematics, in particular; the
hard task of balancing resources among infrastructure, major research
programmes and small projects; and periodic discussions on the benefits
of peer review and other forms of evaluation. Yet another challenge is the
immense amount of time many researchers devote to writing research
applications and reviewing other researchers’ applications for research
funding, as well as their publications and applications for positions.

Today, moreover, the universities are challenged as knowledge produc-
ers. In this new world it is not unusual for innovations and economic
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deep thinking — thinking ahead

growth to be demanded in conjunction with research policy. What is
more, knowledge production is increasingly taking place outside the
traditional universities. The activities of think tanks, commercial research
enterprises, lobbyists and more can both support and compete with the
universities’ humanities scholars and social scientists. At a seminar held
by RJ a few years ago, several politicians stated that they would rather
communicate with think tanks than with university researchers when
they needed supporting data for their proposals. One reason is, of course,
that the think tanks’ knowledge is politically oriented and the emerging
facts can thus support documentation for the specific arguments the
politicians want to put forward. But another reason is that the knowledge
to which these non-academic sources give politicians access is easier to
absorb — more concentrated, more relevant and more attractively pack-
aged. There is thus no longer a self-evident path into decision-making
for the HEIs’ social scientists and humanities scholars, by way of wide-
ranging government inquiries lasting several years. These used to pave
the way for virtually every major Riksdag resolution, and researchers were
invited to attend and engaged as experts. In many cases, concrete research
programmes were even started on the initiative of such government com-
mittees of inquiry.

No politicians, past or present, have ever been opposed to research.
Many readily refer to research and to knowledge based on scholarship.
Moreover, the university sector has become by far the largest government
employer of the present day. Nearly half of all adolescents in Sweden
continue studying after upper secondary school, and the HEIs’ activities
cost nearly SEK 60 billion a year. As for the societal challenges we can
read about daily in the media, they too call for new knowledge: global
warming, recurrent financial crises, armed conflicts at closer quarters, the
demographic challenge that awaits many western welfare states, the
deterioration in Swedish school pupils’ international ranking, quality
concerns in healthcare and social care, and achieving broadminded,
effective integration of all those who seek a new domicile in our country,
or for that matter global migration as such.

However, we know too little about how knowledge is generated or of
its essence, conditions and effects, its limitations and scope. What can
research funders learn from one another? And universities? What kinds
of urgently needed information about how knowledge is provided are not
yet available?
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This Golden Jubilee Book contains ideas about many of these ques-
tions. In some cases, they are seeds that need to germinate and grow. In
others, they are fairly stable platforms that should be capable of serving
as foundations for future discussions and lines of work. Research funding
is a crucial sector of society where the real decisions on major allocations
of money, on publication (the hard currency of the sector) and on
promotion are mostly taken by applicants’ colleagues — sometimes even
anonymously — and, accordingly, not by identifiable managers or others
who could be made accountable. This circumstance itself calls for con-
stant elucidation and discussion. Research funding is also a very broad
field, almost as broad as the notion of ‘research’. The book therefore
contains not only articles of limited scope about how research funds are
allocated, but also a series of explorations in related fields. This sector of
society is one that turns over tens of billions of kronor a year and (even
more important, of course) paves the way for our future culture, social
organisation and welfare. It is therefore imperative for researchers,
politicians and funders to have a systematic knowledge base that sustains
and refines their ability to think ahead.
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ylva hasselberg

Money has no odour

When it comes to pushing or putting a stop to the ongoing
commodification of scholarship and knowledge, research

funding is a crucial issue.

It is a matter of money. Much of what is thought and done at
Swedish universities concerns, and revolves round, pecuniary con-
siderations. Researchers are fixated on what will happen if they get

or fail to get funding. Money is such stuff as dreams of a research career
are made on. Like ethereal spider’s webs, thoughts and feelings are spun
around recurrent themes: funding to enable you to teach less, to prove
you can get funding, to be able to employ a doctoral student, to be allowed
to supervise, to pay overheads… to account for, administer, pay back or
disburse. Too much or too little money. Money for the wrong things.
Money for the right things but too late. Someone else’s money that you
covet. Good money, dirty money. Money that changes your whole life,
as if by magic.

Money, money, money…
I think we should spend a little time thinking about this matter of

money in academia, and engage in some self-reflection on the subject.
We should do so in the tradition in which the great sociologists worked
— those who, to me, are worthy models because they succeeded in think-
ing about themselves and their times with distance, although this distance
(especially from the current transformation of society) is not really
achievable. Karl Marx, Georg Simmel, Ferdinand Tönnies, Max Weber
and several others come to mind. Above all, I recall those who analysed
all the flows, side-effects and breakthroughs of the industrial revolution,
and those who pondered the impact actually exerted on the human psyche
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and ways of life by such phenomena as the money economy, urbanisation
and the inception of a separate economic sphere. To my mind, being able
to contemplate your own period, see what is going on around you and
identify its essential features is an ideal. It is also a way of creeping
beneath the skin of what we encounter in the media, through Facebook
and Twitter: the virtually slogan-like statements of problems concerning
the development of the modern research university. Perhaps the over-
arching research policy is, in a sense, less important than all the everyday
subtexts that shape us — all the mechanisms, routines and workings that
box in and mould a researcher’s life. Perhaps, too, this bushy undergrowth
of internal debiting, internal management and control1 and the contro-
versy about whether study grants or salaries should be used to fund
doctoral positions have been inadequately researched, compared with
more colourful, conspicuous issues.

The problem of money is particularly interesting for those who have
academia as their object of study, since the relationship between money
and its central form of capital — cultural capital — is so full of tensions.
Money must not be allowed to be important to us, since we then deny
ourselves as rightful actors in the autonomous academic field. Money is
just a means to an end. It must not dictate what we are interested in, and
money that is too clearly connected with external interests is dirty money.
Money must simply be available: it must never dominate us. When it
nonetheless does so, we cannot admit it since a mere suspicion of this fact
has far-reaching consequences for our self-image. Academia rests not on
a money economy but on an exchange economy; those who affirm the
importance of money, or of money as a driver, tarnish their reputations
and deprive themselves of a valuable asset in an academic exchange
economy. For this reason, not least, money is worth writing and thinking
about since it is, in an academic context, what Mary Douglas would have
termed dirt and, as such, something that generates danger and disorder.2

The issue of money is even more interesting in view of the fact that,
over the past 30 years, academia has increasingly come to be governed by
a capitalist logic. This is because of the global shift in what is regarded as
value-creating (nowadays, knowledge), what is seen as the central form
of capital (now human capital) and how we organise the knowledge
production and reproduction needed by the largest economic stakehold-
ers. Globally, the universities have become incorporated into national
strategies to meet global competition. They have also, to a growing
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money has no odour

degree, become producers of the knowledge that, in the 20th century,
large companies established big R&D departments to engender.3 Funding
of universities and other higher education institutions can be conveniently
used in regional policy and to conceal what, in the past, would have been
perceived as aid to industry.4

The economic logic that we could, somewhat schematically, summarise
as the price mechanism being central (prices are determined by supply
and demand), efficiency being the focus and rationalism the norm, now
dominates research as well as undergraduate education in academia. This
makes our lack of tools for discussing and problematising money and its
importance even more perverse. The economic logic is tested in a welter
of self-denial while, unabashed, invading what should actually be driven
by academic considerations: formulation of research question, work
organisation and relationships with colleagues and our work. No one is
ashamed if the funding received for a project has also been allowed to
determine how much, and what, was achieved in the project. The reverse,
rather, is true: allowing the funding to determine what is done is consid-
ered rational, professional behaviour, while anything else makes you a
dreamer. But if we say of this behaviour that money governs what ques-
tions are asked, the protests will be vociferous. That, people will say, is
quite simply not how things work at university.

The project

A high and, over time, rising proportion of people engaged in research
and teaching at Swedish universities are not permanently employed. The
number of PhD graduates has risen much faster than the number of fixed
appointments — lectureships and professorships. In my own department,
for instance, about ten doctoral theses were issued in the department’s
series in the 1980s, roughly twice as many in the 1990s and then twice as
many again in the first decade of the 2000s. The number of disputations
doubled every ten years for three decades, without any appreciable rise
in the number of appointments. This trend may be said to have resulted
in more and more researchers living on project funds, i.e. external grants
that are time-limited and have defined purposes for their use. Conversely,
one might say that this trend was possible thanks to — and the expansion
of research training took place in symbiosis with — an ever growing
volume of external research funding.

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 2L
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The present-day discussion about an academic ‘precariat’ would not
have been plausible 40 years ago: there were no opportunities then for
such a precariat to develop. External funds have made possible careers
that entail spending some ten years as a project researcher after gaining
a PhD, while also enabling more doctoral students to be funded. The
rising proportion of external funding has brought about more of most
things, but not more permanent appointments. For a small discipline like
economic history, this development has been largely favourable. External
funding has encouraged pluralism and provided unexpected opportunities
for development and mobility. The mere fact that the volume of research
has increased has been important for the small disciplines. Few people
and few incoming impulses from outside create stagnation, at worst.

The advent of a normal state in which the research is, in large measure,
externally funded has had many interesting repercussions on our way of
looking at and relating to research at universities. This applies to PhD
students and administrators as well as researchers, and it also applies to
university organisation. Where researchers are concerned, we find that a
group has emerged at universities: the category of researchers, who have
research as their primary work task. This very fact means that the organic
connection between teaching and research is called into question to some
extent, since the researcher’s right and obligation to teach are not set in
stone. If the department has a small teaching remit and completing the
project on time takes priority, the teaching element of the job falls by the
wayside. It is also unclear how big a commitment from their researchers
departments can generally expect. Departments assume no responsibility,
after all, for their researchers’ continued employment; and under their
informal contracts, researchers are entitled and duty-bound to think
mainly of themselves and their projects. Otherwise, the merits that are
the actual purpose of the project may be jeopardised. Researchers there-
fore often play a smaller part in the shared activities of their departments
than other faculty.

I would also like to examine the idea that projectification of research
has led to a changed definition of the very phenomenon of research. The
well-defined project, associated with a pot of money of a particular size,
has imperceptibly become the principal form of organisation for the
activity of research. There is, in fact, no compelling requirement to have
a particular task formulated as an entity in order to have the right to think
and investigate. If you have a salaried position, you can do research along

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 2R
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with all your other duties. To find time for it if you are teaching full-time
may be a virtually superhuman task, but this is a practical limitation —
not a cognitive one. Research may be conceived as a winding track
through life that you choose to follow, towards your own destination, at
the pace you can manage. It is conceivable that pivotal works in a disci-
pline may be written without any funds having been earmarked for the
writing of these works. To carry out research it is, quite simply, not nec-
essary to have projects, and the research that emerges from what you do
is hardly improved by the existence of money earmarked for it. I believe
that the practice of equating research with projects needs to be challenged
and problematised. What are the real implications of this?

The projectification of society at large is a central sociological phenom-
enon, and I have written about its underlying ideology, this doxa of busi-
ness economics, elsewhere.5 Project management in the business sector
is a special work task that involves special skills. It is also a sign of the
times, since it involves a latent conflict with the classic line organisation.
Projects are time-limited and project managers are not part of the line.
Their main functions are to plan, deliver and adhere to budgets. A certain
number of problems have to be solved within a defined period. It is
important not to take on too much or be too ambitious: the project must
not fail, nor must it be delayed. It is better to achieve something fairly
mediocre within the defined limits than to fail in a big way.

Projectification thus makes us all entrepreneurs, with our own budget
responsibility. It makes us economic actors of a particular type. Projects
call for a certain administrative expertise and for calculations to be made,
staff appointed and reports written. Projects require researchers to know
more than how to carry out research: they must know how to manage
projects and work in the project form. Project participants also learn to
present and advertise their projects. Projectification creates small busi-
nesses within universities.

Reporting and delivering

The clearest consequence of projectification is, perhaps, our relationship
with time. Time is something many researchers have a conflicted relation-
ship with. There is not enough time to do what you have planned that it
should suffice for because, in the course of research, as you go along, you
find more things to explore and investigate, and because some things you
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do fail. If what you do is to be seen as scholarship, it means that when
you start an investigation, you do not really know what results you will
obtain. Empirical studies yield other answers than the ones you imagined
they would. You cannot rationalise away this problem if what you do is
intended to be scholarship, and you must also allow yourself to develop
as a researcher. The finite nature of time is therefore a problem.

The project researcher must attempt to deal with this problem, since
projects with external funding mean that the money can run out and a
final report on the project must be issued. There are many different strat-
egies. In applying for grants, you can choose to chop up your problems
so that only a selected few fall within the project. In this way, you avoid
problems with writing the report, even if the project as a whole is far from
complete when the money is spent. You can also choose to apply for
money in order to ask questions when you already have a fairly clear idea
of how to answer them. In medicine and parts of natural science, this
strategy is common. You can also, of course, fail to report on your work
or take so long to complete it that the funder is dissatisfied. This is not a
good strategy if you want to remain a project researcher. Many funding
agencies, too, function rather like companies: they would rather give
money to researchers who, they are very sure, will achieve something
(concrete) than to those who seem to have difficulty in producing publi-
cations.

However you tackle the problem, the time-limited nature of the project
creates a discursive link between research and economic behaviour. The
researcher may be a thrifty, orderly kind of person, who always seeks
projects for the right-sized work tasks and reports back on time — prefer-
ably when some money remains in the project. Alternatively, the person
may be of an extravagant nature, someone who pays scant attention to
finances and lets the money run out before the project is ready to be
reported on. One specific kind of behaviour has the purpose of prevent-
ing this situation from arising: the practice of withdrawing ever smaller
portions of the project money and eking the funds out for as long as
possible. This course of action is only partially workable, since there is
usually a date by which the money is intended to be spent — an ‘expiry
date’, after which the project work is unavoidably done in overtime. The
worst wastrels are those who do not complete the requisite project work
at all. My view is that this has come to be regarded as immoral or a sign
of bad character, and that in this respect a fairly small distinction is made
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between two different kinds of researcher. First, there are those who have
not, in fact, worked on what they should have done (as happens some-
times); second, there are those who have worked diligently but not man-
aged to complete everything they wanted to do, because the scientific
problems were allowed to take over. Researchers of the latter type, too,
are regarded with some suspicion in the academic community.

The projectified research culture uses words current in the business
sector, ‘management-speak’6, and is governed by a notion of efficiency as
a guiding star for activities. What you write becomes a ‘deliverable’, and
it is important to deliver. I myself find writing supremely enjoyable: I
write with pleasure, proud of my ability to express what I want to say in
elegant or at least correct language, but when I finish writing something
I have never thought of it as an act of delivery. I think of it as completing
whatever I was writing. The verb ‘deliver’ has a disagreeable aftertaste of
transport logistics and management babble (or bafflegab) that I do not
appreciate. IKEA sometimes delivers items to my home, but I never deliver.

Attraction

Swedish universities cannot always afford to let the lecturers and profes-
sors they employ do research. Lectureships originated as teaching posi-
tions, and in a historical perspective it is hardly surprising that they con-
tain relatively little time set aside specially for research. Nor is this
necessarily a problem, provided that working conditions are such that
lecturers, as such, can engage in research nonetheless. Professorships too,
if we go far back in time, are positions that were intended for teaching
rather than research. The strange nature of the current situation is thus,
perhaps, not so much the lack of paid working time for research as the
notion that everyone should still do research, in the sense of obtaining
external funds for this purpose. ‘Pity the poor faculty member who wants
to spend time doing something other than writing project proposals’ is
the dominant attitude.

What is more, to refrain from applying for funding is increasingly dif-
ficult, since assessment of job applicants’ qualifications is now explicitly
linked to their ‘capacity to attract research funds’. This phrase as such
speaks volumes. It refers not to a wealth of ideas, or creativity, but the
capacity to ‘attract’. This word is used in such collocations as ‘attract
investments’, ‘attract the right skills’ and ‘attract the leaders and special-
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ists of the future’. It is a matter of roping in a resource on a market by
appearing ‘attractive’, i.e. highly productive and yielding a good profit.
A clearer symptom of the economisation of academia is hard to find. The
talented individual who fails to attract research funds (and does not
‘deliver’) is no longer welcome to work at Swedish universities. Perhaps
the truth is even that the definition of ‘talent’ is changing, so that it means
precisely what I have just mentioned: the ability to command research
funding in competition and to report back on its use. Naturally, there is
nothing wrong with either succeeding in getting funds or then spending
them on research. But for defining high academic quality, they are sub-
standard criteria, as long as they remain unrelated to the quality of what
is written.

I am tempted to write something swingeing here about why this is
happening. This trend must, I think, be seen as a natural consequence of
the malnourishment to which the sector was subjected for many years
because student numbers increased faster than the funds for basic educa-
tion, and because faculty funding for research increased very little in rela-
tion to the funds distributed on a competitive basis. Universities have,
quite simply, become dependent on external funding for their sustenance
and survival, and a massive expansion in the volume of research has
taken place because of these external funds. The administration is also
dependent for its sustenance on external funding, which acts as a kind of
nutrient concentrate added to the otherwise fairly meagre grass diet
provided by the state. It is therefore hardly surprising that the universities
want to assure themselves that their future employees will be able to
contribute this concentrate.

One unforeseen consequence of the universities’ desire to employ
‘attractive’ people, like the tacit recommendation to all researchers to
engage in a constant quest for new funding even when they do not need
it, is the growing problem of unused research funds. The major universities
are ‘doped’ with more money than can reasonably be spent. Thus, the
problem arises that work must be found to use the available money.
Capitalist logic makes money a primary end in itself, and dictates that
this money should be turned into articles and books. The pre-capitalist
logic that we are abandoning in academia says, instead, that money is a
means to an end: that we must obtain funding, in whatever manner is
feasible, for the investigations we want to carry out. The two ways of
thinking diverge.
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It is in the nature of radical solutions that they often generate new
problems. Projectification created a class of entrepreneurs, small-business
owners, within universities. The accumulation of funds, reinforced by the
emphasis on big projects that dominated research funding in the 2000s,
has produced another new class: large-scale owners. These owners have
such big projects and so much money that the latter affects the finances
of a department or perhaps a whole faculty. Our system contains, by now,
a fair number of people like the Major’s wife, the Mistress of Ekeby, in
The Story of Gösta Berling, who can claim:

If I lift a finger, the county police must skip; if I lift two, the bishop does
the same; and if I lift three, I can make the archbishop and council and all
the judges and landed proprietors in Värmland dance a polka on Karlstad
market-place.7

The big owners represent a real concentration of power and may, in terms
of power, be seen as an antipole to the university managements. I believe
that the question of how the power struggle will end is an empirical one
and so, too, is the question of which of these two hubs of power will best
administer the idea of shared interests being superior to the logic of the
market, as well as to self-interest.

Pecunia non olet8

Money has no odour, but in its odourlessness it matters greatly. How we
organise research funding is one of the most crucial questions for how
Swedish universities will develop in the future. I see research funding as
one of the paramount issues in terms of driving or putting a stop to the
ongoing commodification of scholarship. There is a great deal to ponder,
not least from a sociological point of view. The reflections of Georg Sim-
mel in his 1900 book The Philosophy of Money are still valid, not least in
relation to research funding. Simmel’s thesis, highly simplified, was that
the money economy had brought about profound cultural changes in
western society. The status of money as an objective measure of value
transformed the perception of value, making it something quantifiable.
The universalism of money, its lack of specific quality, changed people’s
attitude towards quality and their way of perceiving the relationship be-
tween absolute and relative values. Money encouraged people to apply a
rationality of ends and means on a far broader scale than before. (Max
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Weber makes the same assertion.9) Money — and this is especially inter-
esting, in my view — gave rise to a certain type of intellectualism that was
not burdened with emotionality. Money, as Simmel writes, lacks character:

This relationship between the significance in life of the intellect and
money characterizes the epochs or spheres of interest where both pre-
dominate. It does this firstly in a negative way: by a certain lack of char-
acter. If character always means that persons or things are definitely
committed to an individual mode of existence as distinct from and exclud-
ing any other, then the intellect is in no way affected by such factors. For
the intellect is the indifferent mirror of reality in which all elements enjoy
equal rights, because here their rights exist in nothing other than their
mere existence. To be sure, people’s intellects have different characteristics,
but strictly speaking these are either only differences of degree—depth or
superficiality, breadth or narrowness—or they are differences originating
in the addition of other mental energies, of emotion or volition. The intel-
lect, as a pure concept, is absolutely lacking in character, not in the sense
of being deficient in some necessary quality, but because it exists com-
pletely apart from the selective one-sidedness that determines character.
There is obviously a lack of character in money too. Just as money per se
is the mechanical reflex of the relative value of things and is equally useful
to everyone, so within money transactions all persons are of equal value,
not because all but because none is valuable except money.10

In relation to scholarly learning and a more profound, more nuanced
intellectualism, these reflections are disturbing. Can there be scholarship
worthy of the name that does not involve a strong emotional relationship
with one’s own questions and work — scholarship that rests solely on a
calculation of what is feasible and what yields the best return? Can there
be scholarship worthy of the name that does not rest on scientific judge-
ment, on something over and above the ability to rate events, source
materials, results and questions, namely the capacity to value them on
the basis of notions of meaning in an intradisciplinary perspective? Can
the question ‘What can I obtain money to do?’ really supersede the ques-
tion ‘What is worth doing?’ without what we do becoming meaningless?

As for me, I would recommend almost any system whatsoever for
research funding that could help to de-economise this intradisciplinary
thinking. The notion is, of course, a utopia; but that should not prevent
me from developing it. If I were the goddess Abundantia of research fund-
ing, I would distribute many small pots of money instead of a few large
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ones. I would hand them out on the basis of distinctive, original ideas
— not of ‘track records’. I would be highly rigorous in my requirements
of originality, and wary of fads and fashions, but at the same time very
modest. I would avoid adopting too many meddlesome strategies. I would
impose limits on the amount of funds allowed to accumulate in one pair
of hands. If for no other reason, I would do this because the ability to
come up with your own brilliant ideas is by no means always accompanied
by the capacity to choose coworkers judiciously. I would be generous
about deviations from plans, and I would be open-handed but also highly
inquisitorial about matters relating to full cost coverage. I would refrain
from demanding cofunding from the universities as far as possible, and
I would strive always, invariably to be aware of my own significance. I
would be a goddess, with power over human beings’ lives, and this I
would always remember.

*

1. The Swedish National Financial Management Authority’s website states (in
Swedish): ‘Internal management and control are the process that, with reasonable
reliability, ensures that a public agency fulfils its remit and meets its objections in
accordance with the requirements of the Swedish Government Agencies Ordinance’
(unofficial translation of text from www.esv.se/amnesomraden/Styrning/Intern-
styrning-och-kontroll, accessed on 25 August 2014). Part of this work involves
identifying and assessing the risks of activities, which Swedish agencies — including
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Applying for research funds:
an emotional chapter

Researchers are people too. Their work calls for long preparatory
training, even after which they may behave and react more

emotionally than rationally.

There is no time to lose. Applications are due in a week from
now. Among the research group, emails come thick and fast. ‘Here
comes yet another new version… now we’re up to 11,678 char-

acters… cut it down, cut it down!’ Every sentence is scrutinised. Around
the country, the same hectic mood pervades the university corridors. It
is ‘RJ time’, and the proliferation of academic folklore, rumour and gos-
sip is in full swing. ‘Who’s in the review panel?’ ‘What about this year’s
newcomers — do you think they are good or bad for us?’ ‘Must check the
new rules.’ ‘Can we include Lisa in the application although she’s apply-
ing in another group as well?’ ‘Have you heard who else is applying?’

Draft texts for applications are sent out with requests for quick reac-
tions from friendly colleagues, who send critical last-minute advice. ‘The
application is still too dull’, ‘too conventional’… or ‘too unconven-
tional’, ‘too cocky’. There are ‘too many’, or ‘too few’, references to
other researchers.

In academic life, the frenzy of the last-minute rush to meet the im-
pending deadline is fostered, and now it reaches fever pitch. Why submit
an application a few days in advance when you can press the key just a
minute before the four o’clock limit?

When the ‘Send’ key has finally been pressed, a degree of serenity
pervades the community — but not for long. Soon you will have to
tackle the application to the Swedish Research Council, and prepare for
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possible progress with RJ. In the research applicants’ Sweden, distinct
annual rhythms emerge.

In this small Swedish academic world, it may sometimes seem that we
are all mutually acquainted. We all want a research project of our own,
the funding required to safeguard our own jobs for a few more years, or
a bit of cash for conference trips and book purchases. The classic question
‘What’s your research about?’ is bandied about, in conference breaks and
corridor chitchat. But just planning a research project is not enough. You
should preferably have research funding, that weighty consideration, and
if possible be involved in an RJ or Research Council project — a sign that
you’re on the research frontline. But at regular intervals the apathy sets
in, not least when the funding awards are announced on the websites.
‘Oh dear, no money this time either. What are we doing wrong? Can we
face applying again, when such a tiny percentage are successful?’

At a time when requirements for research funding and competition
have stiffened, being in the throng of applicants and not even anywhere
near the tiny shortlisted group may sometimes feel hopeless. But come
January of the following year, you sit down and have another try. This is
connected with the fact that research funds have increasingly become a
key resource for university departments. Courses and seminars in the art
of applying for grants are therefore held and mentors — scarred old vet-
erans — provided. There is more and more talk of application ‘strategies’
and ‘tactics’. Ever growing attention awaits those who succeed. Con-
gratulations are posted online and the champagne corks pop. Those who
have drawn a blank once again grit their teeth and prepare to give it
another go.

In an ongoing project about everyday academic cultures, I am working
with Billy Ehn on routines, rituals and attitudes characterising the
research community and, in particular, the social sciences and cultural
disciplines.1 One of our starting points is the strong emotional charge
accompanying what are apparently trivial academic actions. Another is
the fact that many of the rules and norms governing the world of research
are seldom explicit or written. How one learns to write and assess research
applications is one of the issues I set out to tackle below. It is a training
process that takes place not on the basis of manuals or regulations, but
in the actual daily grind, the corridor chatter and the rampant rumours.
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Applications as a genre

Academic writing is heavily genre-based. For the most part, there are
cultural conventions and matrices governing how to formulate a footnote,
abstract or application. Knowing how to distinguish an essay from a dis-
sertation or popular-scientific article is important. And the norms
involved both change over time and differ from one academic subculture
to another.

One scholar who has attempted ethnographic studies of applicant
cultures is the American anthropologist Donald Brenneis who, for many
years, has been investigating the National Science Foundation’s work in
which he used to be personally involved. His particular interest has been
in how standardisation is created. How are research applications becom-
ing more and more alike? There are many reasons. By following estab-
lished conventions and not being too conspicuous, you increase your
chances of being accepted both by assessors and, in recent years, also by
the newcomers — search engines.

Brenneis gives a telling example. In the US, reviewing research funding
awards from the National Science Foundation has long been a popular
sport among politicians. It started with Senator William Proxmire’s
Golden Fleece Awards, from 1975, to the approved grants that Proxmire
and his colleagues found useless, ridiculous or self-important. In 2011
another senator, Tom Coburn, wrote a critique of what he saw as unworthy
or uninteresting research that nonetheless received awards. His analysis
was based mainly on abstracts. According to Brenneis, this has prompted
grant administrators to start recommending that applicants avoid titles
or abstracts that risk being ‘misread’ by critical external reviewers. It is
now essential to position oneself in relation not only to academic asses-
sors but also to an uncomprehending world that may object to jargon or
interpret intradisciplinary interests as ridiculous or trivial.2

Abstracts do not have a long history in the academic community. In
the US they became common only in the 1960s, and as in many other
contexts it was medical research that drove a standardisation of the form
and content of the summary. The swelling flow of medical articles gener-
ated a need for rapid reading and simple categorisation. The text had to
be short, easily accessible and, above all, searchable. A pattern was thus
created that slowly but surely colonised other academic fields. I remember
how I myself received a forceful lesson in this when I interviewed a
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colleague, a specialist in medicine, who declared that he seldom had time
to read anything but abstracts online. Rows of journals stood untouched
in his study.

The abstract has steadily developed into an art form reminiscent of the
‘elevator pitch’ of marketing. How do you present yourself or your prod-
uct to a potential employer or buyer in the 30 seconds you may spend
together in a lift?

Being restricted to genres also recurs in the conventions on how to
arrange the text of an application. This is partly due to the increasingly
intricate instructions created by the research councils, not least through
their electronic form-filling. Here, interesting national and local differ-
ences exist. All research councils push hard for standardisation according
to a scientific and medical model that obliges humanities and social sci-
ences students to answer tricky questions about what business partners
they have or patents they expect to obtain.

More important are the less visible standardisation processes that arise
through self-assessment and constant rewriting. How do you get popular
with research councils and reviewers? Rules about genre are much dis-
cussed among applicants. What makes an application a winner? Much
advice may be offered. A concrete, convincing presentation of implemen-
tation and feasibility is important, many people say.

In some academic traditions, rather than the testing of hypotheses, the
actual purpose is an exploratory way of working. In these traditions, it is
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difficult to achieve the step-by-step structure of the layout, demarcation,
problem formulation and implementation by applying discipline in the
work. The applicant may be advised to ‘fake it’ a bit. The application must
look thoroughly planned and well organised: if you are awarded the
money you can, in any case, do what you want. One economics professor
sighs: ‘You’d better do the investigation first, and then you can send in
the perfectly structured application.’ It is abundantly clear that the power
of conventions encourages a great deal of playing to the gallery.

The genre is also about the aesthetics of applications. Academics tend
to resist the idea that there are aesthetic considerations and norms in
scholarly production, but this dimension is ever present. An application
can be neat, well expressed or balanced, with sophisticated arguments,
an elegant diagram or a refined structure. As reviewers leaf or scroll
through the document, their eyes take in characteristics of this kind and
they more or less unconsciously shape an answer to the question ‘Is this
application well and attractively crafted?’

Preparatory training processes

At university you are always being examined, from the testing of new
students to the obituary in the specialist journal. Never relax: you are
being continuously assessed. Do you measure up as a researcher, teacher
or colleague? ‘You’re always fair game,’ complains an elderly professor.
Add the fact that so much of this scrutiny — in contrast to other occupa-
tional worlds — takes place publicly and is recorded in writing. Many
pronouncements and rankings can be read by others.

Living in a community of assessors means adapting to the all-import-
ant audience composed of potential reviewers and, as you ascend the
academic career ladder, learning to become a judge yourself — of master
theses and, later, of applications to research councils. What processes of
preparatory training are under way here?

Brenneis surveys his own training in the reviewer community, focusing
on three processes: normalisation, socialisation and seduction.3 Slowly
but surely, he becomes part of the assessor culture. He notes how dis-
cussions and get-togethers in the expert panels gradually generate a
certain consensus on how people should behave towards one another.
They exert self-control and a temporary sense of kinship is created.

What, then, is the reward? Flying home from Washington DC after
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his first experience on an expert panel, Brenneis notes how contented he
feels: that now he has truly been engaged in ‘making knowledge’ and
tried to be fair, listening and sitting still. Joining an assessor group is a
project in itself, where coffee-break conversation means as much as the
negotiations at the table. The reward is a sense of being virtuous and
somewhat wise, of having actively participated in work on the collective
project that involves not only complying with existing rules but also
creating new ones. What is more, there is a not insignificant feeling of
authoritarianism. He feels seduced by the situation.

I can recognise myself in much of what Brenneis describes. In every
review panel where members meet face to face, as most people who have
taken part in such activities can attest, a microculture and a set of roles
develop. The members’ starting positions vary: here, seasoned research-
council veterans mix with beginners and representatives of ‘big brother’
disciplines with those of timid little subjects. People bring their own
preferences and hobbyhorses, but their individuality and subject back-
ground are tamed by the collective spirit. Conceptions of the nature of
good or important research and the features of high-quality applications
have to be calibrated. In every review panel, a division of work comes
into being: there are the people who talk most, the ones who feel prompted
to assume leading roles and those who confine themselves to brief com-
ments from the sidelines or subtle body language. (Your eyes slide around
the table and you wonder about the meaning of that stubborn expression,
those crossed arms or that reserved smile.) Initially, the speakers may
resort to resonant tones, with little self-important homilies on what is
‘good research’, or pinpricks like ‘In my discipline, we would never have
approved this.’ But people rapidly learn the importance of establishing a
certain consensus, which also involves toning down their own personal
ideals of scholarship.

Billy Ehn describes this nuanced body language in an ongoing study
of criticism as academic practice. Based on his years of experience as a
reviewer, he notes that controlled anger, cross expressions and raised,
tremulous voices might reveal disunity but, as he says, were often seen as
emotional misdemeanours and were not popular in the group. Emotions
were supposed to be kept in check.

When I look back on my own stint as a reviewer I remember that I
was often pleasantly surprised that, among hard-data sociologists, field
anthropologists and more eclectic ethnologists, a consensus on what
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constituted a good application was frequently attainable. One interesting
question is whether this consensus has become more or less widespread
after these years of interdisciplinary emphasis. With the development of
very disparate theoretical paradigms and methods, some reviewers think
it has, rather, become more difficult to achieve agreement in humanities
and social sciences than in the natural sciences. However, this is hardly a
distinct trend.

Review panels can accommodate formidable cultural clashes, accom-
panied by total incomprehension. I remember a lay member who, in
agitation, exclaimed ‘This can’t be called research, can it?’ about a study
of dancing dervishes in the Middle East. (This was a few years before the
issue of divergent religious Moslem faiths became a hot research and
debate topic.)

A colleague points out how the shift from one application environment
to another may be filled with surprises. He spent a month as an EU
reviewer in Brussels, where experts are swamped with instructions and
regulations on what the assessment should contain and the relative
weighting of its components. Suggesting improvements and expressing
strong value judgements were ruled out, and everything from wording to
final ranking was highly controlled and thoroughly bureaucratised. After
Brussels, finding himself the only Swede in a group of social scientists at
a national research council in another country outside Sweden, my col-
league encountered a completely different review culture. The reviewers
there behaved more like strict supervisors, full of admonitions and value
judgements. Why hadn’t the applicants read such and such a book,
shouldn’t they have tried a different analytical strategy, and why did they
neglect to use this or that material? Here, it was very much a matter of
intradisciplinary positioning, combined with some avuncular goodwill.

Reviewer rage

‘What worthless reasoning … naïve nonsense … soporific verbiage …”.
Mikael Klintman, a sociologist, writes about how other people’s judge-
ments on writings we have laboured on for months can engender in us
what he describes as ‘that icy feeling in our front teeth’.4

Review groups meeting face to face may seem to undergo a joint train-
ing and brushing-up process, but this is not necessarily the case when
there are anonymous reviewers of external provenance. Peer review, too,
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is a relatively recent practice but an arena that is highly charged emotion-
ally, whether the reviews are of research applications or articles.

‘Rage, shame, envy and malicious pleasure… [are] prohibited feelings
in academic life,’ notes the Danish cultural sociologist Charlotte Bloch
in her book Passion og paranoia, about emotional cultures at university.5

The mantra is that we must distinguish between the person and the mat-
ter in hand; but this is not how it works in the research community.
Passionate commitment to our own research means that an attack on it
is easily taken personally, and I would add the following to Bloch’s list of
strong emotions: that a grudge, a critical remark and a rejection are things
that we can resent for a very long time. (I sometimes find myself remem-
bering ungenerous comments made many years past.)

Bloch discusses how feelings must constantly be kept in check or com-
municated in permitted forms only. They must be rendered harmless, in
the form of an ironic aside, an anecdote or the kind of indirect reference
she calls ‘ventriloquism’. At the same time, she notes that angry outbursts
often occur in the context of grant and peer reviews.

She refers to ‘reviewer rage’ — the anger that reviewers feel about the
texts they are called upon to assess — and many a journal editor can wit-
ness to this emotion. It is as if the reviewers’ anonymity generates leeway
for strong emotions, often in ways that can prompt editors to appeal to
them in writing to say that personal attacks, sarcasm and offensive com-
ments are unwelcome. During my years as an editor, it was often a mat-
ter of carefully editing toxic sentences that stood in the way of more
constructive criticism. Anonymous peer reviews of articles or research
applications are therefore an interesting field of study in the emotional
culture of academia. Such comments may range from academic small-
mindedness (‘Why doesn’t the author cite my own epoch-making work?’)
to magnanimity (‘Although diametrically opposed to my own scholarly
view, this application feels challenging and appealing’).

Reviewer rage may have many sources. One is the annoyance of having
to waste time on a useless, poorly prepared application. Another is the
encounter with a research tradition that is hard to accept. Or it may, quite
simply, be the fact that the anonymity affords scope for expressing gen-
eral irritation or frustration.6

What, then, of the recipient’s feelings? At an early career stage, in
particular, we are sensitive to criticism that is perceived as unfair or un-
constructive. At a doctoral students’ seminar on the art of surviving peer
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reviews, there were many witnesses to how self-confidence can hit rock
bottom. But one old-timer pointed out that a peer review may often be
a gift, an act of loving-kindness, to help the researcher along — even if it
is not immediately perceived as such. I am sure I am not alone in having
cast aside a review after a first reading, irritated, but then cautiously
returned to it to see what I could learn.

Despite all their shortcomings, anonymous peer reviews are still an
important screening instrument. They are also an arena in which a
democratic exchange of roles can take place. You have to switch between
situations where your part is one of a humble supplicant or applicant and
those where you assume the role of a rigorous but fair judge. There are
no privileges.

Hierarchy of adjectives

One way of tackling the subject of emotions in assessment culture is to
examine popular phrases. In the torrent of judgements and opinions,
adjectives that create hierarchies and priorities abound. Glossaries and
inflection patterns for ranking emerge, and these verbal conventions are
in constant flux. There are buzzwords here, as in many other academic
contexts. One good example is ‘creative’, a word that is now (like
‘innovative’) approaching an irretrievably worn-out state. Adjectives like
‘solid’, ‘ingenious’ and ‘thorough’ focus on methods and skills, but are
simultaneously words that designate a distinct view of the work as
second-rate unless they can be combined with others like ‘innovative’,
‘full of ideas’ and ‘original’. Their critical opposites — ‘predictable’, ‘short
on ideas’ or ‘derivative’ — denote relegation to a very low ranking. Here,
if anywhere, we are getting close to the seismographic nerve centre of
university. Which adjectives have magical power?

My impression is that today, many reviewers avoid strongly negative
expressions but, at the same time, this causes a devaluation of positive
words. An ‘interesting’ study or a ‘good’ arrangement of the material
represents a friendly pat on the back, but a rejection nonetheless. ‘Inter-
esting’ is, incidentally, the adjective with the highest frequency. New
inflection patterns with ranking potential are constantly being generated:
‘good’, ‘fine’, ‘excellent’, ‘impressive’, ‘thoroughly worked out’, ‘analyti-
cal’, ‘superb… or ‘weak’, ‘diffuse’, ‘unclear’… And then there are rein-
forcing and weakening qualifying adverbs: ‘well’ (as in ‘well-organised’,
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‘well-read’, well-expressed’, ‘well-chosen’, ‘well-developed’ and so forth)
is highly popular.

There are a range of polarities where the poles can be recharged. Thus,
‘independent’ may be good, but ‘wilful’ may not be; and when does
‘broad’ give way to ‘shallow’, or ‘deep’ to ‘narrow’? Other contrasting
pairs are ‘weak/strong’ and ‘low/high’. They may be combined in various
ways, but also given varying connotations. In view of the ‘expiry date’
phenomenon, how long can a project idea or a researcher remain ‘prom-
ising’?

The array of adjectives varies over time, but also from one subculture
and discipline to another. A word like ‘solid’ may sound highly positive
in some disciplines, but has a slightly condescending ring in others. The
Swedes’ Lutheran self-restraint both in presenting oneself and in judging
others is marked in comparison with, for example, American academics’
linguistic usage. In Sweden, self-presentations must not come across as
self-glorification and there are unwritten rules about what is seen as exag-
gerated wording in reviews. In some environments, use of superlatives is
relatively restricted. ‘Brilliant’ and ‘excellent’ are notions that many aca-
demics in the humanities avoid, and the same applies to ‘world-leading’.

Slippery slope

My purpose is twofold. First, both a historical perspective and a com-
parative one are important in any attempt to study written and unwritten
rules of the game that is the process of applying for research funds. Even
in short spaces of time, shifts take place in assessment cultures; but these
shifts may be so gradual as to become visible only in the longer term.
There may also be substantial differences in norms, linguistic usage and
scholarship ideals among different disciplines and paradigm, both national
and local. Comparisons of such environments may also show which of
them set the tone and which are characterised by attitudes that tend to
take over.

The small shifts are, perhaps, the most interesting. This is where, for
example, Donald Brenneis’s three concepts — normalisation, socialisation
and seduction — come in. He starts as a beginner filled with ambitions
to push a line of his own but inexorably, as time goes by, begins to think
in more bureaucratic terms and write about self-discipline and routinisa-
tion processes. The desire to be a ‘good guy’ in the reviewer collective
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and the endeavour to achieve consensus mean that disagreements and
the desire to pursue one’s own line are toned down.7

Just as in the streamlined configuration of abstracts, he reflects on the
repercussions of this normalisation on project applications that are a bit
out of the ordinary, crazy and brilliant, and do not conform to conven-
tional patterns. If applications are becoming more conformist, who then
are the losers? Like many other reviewers, Brenneis is troubled about the
situation facing wilder, more innovative approaches at a time when ‘nor-
malisation’ permeates the system.

Here, perhaps, we have a parallel to the insidious standardisation that
is in danger of being created by research bibliometrics. Scientific genre
rules on how research findings should be presented are slowly but surely
colonising the humanities and social sciences. Another example is the
industry of ethical review that, through the medium of medical sciences,
has been imported into cultural studies: its rigid rules are very difficult
to adapt to fieldwork disciplines with a more exploratory emphasis. (The
fact that this trend has often been pushed much further abroad than in
Sweden affords little consolation.8) My hope is that one day someone will
venture to write a historical account of this often counterproductive
institutionalisation; but it remains, of course, highly controversial.

What I want is for us to focus on this gradual preparatory training,
this slippage in conventions and approaches that is taking place in every-
day academic life. Doctoral students wonder whether, after all, to go for
the conventional option of a compilation thesis; postdocs try to write
applications that fit in with prevailing norms. Like a search engine that
stubbornly seeks the most popular buzzword of the day, the pressure to
conform affects us all.

*

1. See e.g. Billy Ehn & Orvar Löfgren (eds.), ‘Akademiska handlag’ (‘Academic
Procedures’), special issue of Kulturella perspektiv, 2, 2014, and Billy Ehn & Orvar
Löfgren, Hur blir man klok på universitetet? (‘How to Make Sense of University’),
Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2004.

2. Donald Brenneis, Reading, Writing, and Recognition in the Emerging Academy,
unpublished manuscript, p. 21.

3. Donald Brenneis, ‘Discourse and discipline at the NRC: A bureaucratic Bil-
dungsroman’, Cultural Anthropology 9(1), 1994, pp. 23–36.

4. Mikael Klintman, ‘Publicering’ (‘Publication’), in Sara Eldén & Anna Jonsson,
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Efter festen. En överlevnadsguide för den postdoktorala tillvaron (‘After the Party. A
Survival Guide for Postdoctoral Life’), Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2014, p. 67.

5. Charlotte Bloch, Passion og paranoia: Følelser og følelseskultur i Akademia (‘Passion
and Paranoia. Emotions and the Culture of Emotion in Academia’), Odense:
University Press of Southern Denmark, 2007, p. 92.

6. Cf. the discussion in Michèle Lamont, How Professors Think: Inside the Curious
World of Academic Judgment, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009.

7. Donald Brenneis, ‘New lexicon, old language: Negotiating the “global” at
the National Science Foundation’, in George Marcus (ed.), Critical Anthropology
Now. Unexpected Contexts, Shifting Constituencies, Changing Agendas, Santa Fe: School
of American Research Press, 1999, p. 142.

8. See e.g. the discussion in Rena Lederman, ‘The ethical is political’, American
Ethnologist 33(4), 2006, pp. 545–548.
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Funding and research quality

What does funding mean for research quality? ‘A great deal’
is the answer — but not always in the way

many people imagine.

Why is it so difficult to compare international research-
policy systems? Participants in comparative research projects
at EU level can witness to the virtual impossibility of achiev-

ing a shared view of how to analyse situations and data. Large, multi-
national projects are usually arranged in such a way that representatives
of individual countries describe circumstances in their own countries.
Essentially, this seems economically wise, given that they are familiar
with these circumstances and may well have access to relevant data
material. Analysis of each country concerned is then necessarily based on
the set of organisational dividing lines in the analyst’s own country.

Apples and pears:
the category problems of research policy

The existence of ‘independent’ research institutes or national labs and
their management in various national systems may serve as an illustra-
tion. This is something that has created a great deal of confusion among
research-policy analysts.1 In Swedish research statistics, the ‘industrial’
Research Institutes of Sweden (RISE) are treated as companies, since in
a legal sense they are limited companies with the state as a minority
partner. This structure has sometimes meant that, with research statistics
as the starting point, it has been possible to assert that research institutes
are of negligible or no importance in the Swedish research-policy scene.2
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With this kind of approach, another image of American national labs
also emerges, since most of them are owned and run by the research uni-
versities. This applies, for example, to the Applied Physics Lab, a national
institute that is a division of Johns Hopkins University. Employees have
joint academic appointments, and the university has representatives on
the board of the Lab. The picture is the same for a range of leading
American research universities, most of which have associated research
institutes in the form of FFRDCs.3 Employees at the Jet Propulsion Lab
are regarded as faculty at Caltech. More than 200 Berkeley Lab research-
ers hold joint appointments as UC Berkeley faculty, and more than 500
UC Berkeley graduate students conduct research at Berkeley Lab. A
number of these national labs are operated in the form of limited liabil-
ity companies (LLC), a highly flexible form of enterprise that is a hybrid
of a limited company and a general or trading partnership. A few compa-
nies are owned by several universities jointly, and when run in partnership
form they are usually subject to such rules as the University of California’s
entitlement to appoint three Governors to the Executive Committee,
including the Chair. In a certain sense these are, in organisational terms,
separate units; but in reality they are interwoven by means of staff unions,
board members and financial commitments.4 In fact, some 20 of the
larger research universities have such arrangements. A few keystrokes are
all it takes to document this for each university at its respective website.

The form of enterprise, combined with being part of one or more
universities, is somewhat confusing. One might, perhaps, suspect that it
is a matter of organisation forms that have been devised partially to con-
fuse anti-statist American opinion in the post-war period. But not only:
the close connection with research universities — irrespective of organisa-
tion form — also reflects the basic idea in the research-policy credo of the
influential science administrator Vannevar Bush. Regardless of motives,
these hundreds of thousands of researchers crop up under the epithet
‘companies’ in the research statistics. Just as in Sweden, however, pub-
licly financed research and semi-public employees are the order of the day.

In spring 2014, a report entitled Combining excellence in education, re-
search and impact: Inspiration from Stanford and Berkeley and implications for
Swedish universities was presented by the Centre for Business and Policy
Studies (SNS).5 It argues the thesis that Swedish universities are exces-
sively research-heavy and tend to suppress other functions, such as teach-
ing and collaboration. The report compares two Swedish universities
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(Uppsala and Lund) with two American ones (the leading Californian
universities Stanford and UC Berkeley). But there is no mention of the
fact that UC Berkeley co-manages three United States Department of
Energy National Laboratories: Los Alamos, Lawrence Livermore and
Lawrence Berkeley. The aggregate annual income for these three labs is
USD 4.6 billion (corresponding to roughly SEK 38.5bn), while the total
Swedish university budget is some SEK 35bn.

Perhaps this can explain the differences between Sweden and the US
covered in the SNS report. Given that American research is largely
organised by the universities in the form of semi-freestanding national
laboratories, the comparison is quite different. The OECD normally
regards institutes closely associated with universities as part of ‘Higher
Education Expenditure on R&D’ (HERD), but closely associated com-
panies may be entered in the statistics as HERD, ‘Government Intramural
Expenditure on R&D’ (GOVERD) or ‘Business Enterprise Expenditure
on R&D’ (BERD). Thus, immense caution is advisable in country com-
parisons, not least to avoid direct comparisons between universities from
completely different systems. If the context is not considered, it is very
easy to go wrong.

We who research the subject of research are, of course, heavily depend-
ent on statistics. While we have the task of critically examining these
classifications and calculation methods, there is no getting away from the
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need to follow existing orders and procedures. It is obviously extremely
difficult to change the old agreements from the early 1970s that underlie
research statistics (the OECD’s ‘Frascati Manual’). For this reason, it is
important to apply systematic approaches and really use the arsenal of
academic methods available. To illustrate this general (in a good sense)
assertion, let us consider a concrete case where, in our opinion, these
principles are not followed.

Four comparative approaches

For maximum clarity, we will cite four different methodological ap-
proaches and then concentrate on two of them. The approaches concern
comparative studies, which may be lined up in the following two dimen-
sions:

1. Policy-oriented versus scholarship-oriented, i.e. who asks the ques-
tions and why?

2. Descriptive (local) versus explanatory (general), i.e. what is the
focus of the problem formulation?

Combining both dimensions, four basic approaches to comparative
research-policy studies are found:

• Square 1. Policy-driven national reports that use international com-
parisons to illustrate a policy issue or policy. They usually pursue
the particular standpoints of individual stakeholders in the research-
policy system.

• Square 2. Policy-driven international reports based on an overall
international policy perspective, but which use it to carry out stud-
ies of individual countries.

Example: the OECD Reviews of Innovation Policy series.

• Square 3. Academically oriented studies that analyse individual coun-
tries on the basis of a local empirical perspective. Usually method-
oriented and method-dependent.

Example: the EU model for projects with final reports in anthologies
laid out in such a way as to present results for a number of countries
in separate chapters.
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• Square 4. Academically oriented studies that, with a theoretical
hypothesis-testing approach, analyse and compare a number of
countries and attempt to explain the functioning of the system; in
brief, mechanisms are sought to explain differences in efficiency or
competitiveness.

Examples: Aghion et al., ‘The governance and performance of uni-
versities…’, 2010 (see note 19); Auranen & Nieminen, ‘University
research funding and publication performance…’, 2010 (note 20);
and Abramo et al., ‘The dispersion of research performance within
and between universities…’, 2012 (note 21).

Much could be said about the diagonal composed of Squares 2 and 3, i.e.
the OECD and EU models respectively. But for reasons of space we shall
leave this issue here and concentrate on the other diagonal, the one be-
tween Squares 1 and 4 — the opposition between national policy reports,
meagre in terms of theory and method, on the one hand and, on the
other, theoretically justified and, at best, methodologically rigorous in-
vestigations.

Figure 1. Meta-analysis of comparative research-policy studies
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Local policy report
in internationalist disguise

In discussions of how the Swedish research system should change, it seems
reasonable to compare it with the systems in other countries that are, for
one reason or another, regarded as good examples of well-functioning
and efficient systems. In rankings the US figures most frequently as the
leading nation, but the country we steal most ideas from is probably the
UK. Other countries put forward in this context are Switzerland, the
Netherlands and Denmark. Efficiency and competitiveness are thus the
focus for the questions posed and, accordingly, performance (output) is
placed in relation to resources (input).

Local and policy-oriented approaches are hardly concerned with ana-
lytical tools and explanatory capacity. Policy-driving reports focus on the
task of influencing debate on research policy and the Government’s lines
of research-policy action. Emphasis is usually laid on one or more spe-
cific aspects said to be crucially important for the country’s successes.
The authors not infrequently believe they have explained their own
country’s shortcomings by pointing out the absence or poor management
of these particular aspects. This is illustrated by the Royal Swedish Acad-
emy of Sciences’ (Kungliga Vetenskapsakademien, KVA) 2012 report
Fostering breakthrough research: A comparative study, which in its policy
examples refrains entirely from asking the question of what the trends of
resources have been over time.6 Accordingly, the authors also avoid pos-
ing questions about resource efficiency in the research-policy system. The
problems of normalising research production with funding contributions
have, unfortunately, meant that the report simply disregards funding,
which naturally has the consequence that, to a high degree, it confuses
good research systems with well-funded ones.

Instead, the KVA report is based on a number of defined Swedish
variables termed ‘quality-driving factors’: basic funding, weak manage-
ment structures, the professors’ status, the way research funds are distrib-
uted and the size of the institute sector, to mention a few. All these factors
are assumed to be equally significant. Consequently, questions about how
each country’s governance structures are systemically related to one
another and how changes at one end affect other parts of the system are
never posed. Analysis of the authors’ own country, which is the main
point, culminates in a number of factors, and data from other countries
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are used to illustrate that each individual factor can be dealt with differ-
ently.

It should be emphasised that the KVA report is, in many ways, a con-
structive contribution to the research debate, with good examples from
countries whose bibliometric results are better than those of Sweden. The
bibliometric survey is also well executed, but a comprehensive compari-
son is lacking and, in particular, differences in total research funding are
conspicuous by their absence.

Citation analysis as a starting point

The KVA report is founded on analyses from the Department of Research
Policy Analysis at the Swedish Research Council. These show that Sweden
has relatively few academic publications with high citation counts, com-
pared with other countries, and few subject areas with a high proportion
of highly cited publications. While several other European countries have
had rising citation counts for their publications, Sweden has long been
constant at a relatively mediocre level.

Other Nordic countries’ successes cannot be explained by changes in
database coverage.7 Since the Web of Science is very much a dynamic
database in which the number of indexed journals is constantly increasing
(from 6,000 to 7,000 journals in the 1990s to roughly 15,000 after 2010),
this entails a methodological problem. However, even if this is excluded
from the calculations, Denmark proves to have had a citation rate some
15 percentage points higher than Sweden in the period 2000–06. The
situation for other countries up to 2010 is shown in Figure 2, which is
taken from the Swedish Research Council’s report The Swedish production
of highly cited papers.8

Denmark’s rising trends are virtually unbroken, and level off only after
attaining the level of 40% above the global mean. Switzerland is already
there and the Netherlands is continuing to move steadily up to this level.
The UK is also on its way, but with a flatter curve. Finland and Sweden
distinguish themselves with virtually unchanged national citation rates
ever since 1995.

A pattern relating to trends after 2005 is also discernible from Figure
2. The trends are virtually uniform for all six countries, if with some dif-
ference in the size of the effect. This rise in average citation rates for
Western nations may possibly be attributable to the considerable expan-

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 45 31-Mar-15



46

ulf sandström & ulf heyman

sion of the database since 2005 owing, first, to the BRIC countries’
rapidly rising publication volumes and, second, to the indexation of East
European countries’ journals. The latter development may be seen as an
effect of the Web of Science database being unable to disregard commer-
cial conditions: it has been affected by competition from the Scopus
bibliographic database, which offers a similar service of journal and refer-
ence indexation. The aggregate effect of these two changes is that global
reference values for mean citation rates are tending to decline, at least in
relative terms. Simultaneously, it means that mean citation rates are ris-
ing in countries where they are already high. Hence the ‘uniform’ in-
creases in virtually every country, in Figure 2, in the period since 2005
— albeit not to the same extent for Sweden and Finland.

What explains why Sweden has been falling behind? This is the ques-
tion addressed by the KVA report. The author team chose a strategy in
partial contrast to the EU model, analysing every country in terms of one
country’s (Sweden) perspective. On the other hand an ‘analytical group’,
comprising representatives of the various countries and four ‘eminent’
Swedish researchers, was organised and met twice. At the second meeting,
the ‘collected material’ was analysed, but no source criticism was reported;
nor was anything said about whether this material is available to other
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Figure 2. Mean normalised citation rates (grey curves) and proportions in top 10%
(black curves) for six countries in the period 1991–2010. Source: Karlsson & Persson,
2012, p. 13.
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researchers in order to replicate the results. Very little was said about how
this anecdotal information might have affected the conclusions. Despite
the presence of representatives from all the countries, it is hardly likely
that these countries had uniform production of information relevant to
the issues under investigation.

As mentioned above, the KVA report addresses the task of analysing
quality-driving factors in a research system. The question, then, is which
factors have these characteristics. It is not the first time in world history
this has been done; indeed, there is a wealth of previous research. None-
theless, the review of literature and theory, as reported, is highly spo-
radic and general in nature. The report asserts that quality depends
partly on ambient social conditions and that interacting factors, espe-
cially a combination of intellectual competition and institutional stabil-
ity, are required to yield breakthrough research. The work of the Ameri-
can historian Rogers Hollingsworth is mentioned, but only in the form
of a list of factors regarded as having a bearing on creative breakthroughs
in research. Greater attention is paid to the British business economist
Amanda Goodall’s research on the importance of academic leadership.9

She asserts that universities that recruit leaders with high academic
qualifications get more departments into the top rank of the Research
Assessment Exercise (RAE) in the UK; and it is generally known that
KVA considers that a ‘new academic leadership’ is the solution to the
Swedish problem.

Based on these somewhat shaky foundations, the KVA report focuses
on the following factors that are deemed to have a bearing on research
quality: 1) composition of research funding; 2) research priorities and
policy; 3) academic leadership and control; and 4) career patterns and
mobility. Each of these factors consists, in turn, of various issues. The
first relates to such issues as the choice between basic and applied research,
the funders’ forms of decision-making, open competition or earmarked
resources and so forth. But in no case do the authors define exactly what
would be tolerable levels, or the limits beyond which these factors would
be considered dangerous to a research system.

Instead, the authors discuss these factors with relative freedom. In one
case, a particular circumstance is emphasised; in another, a different
aspect is stressed. But in none of the cases is any attempt made to quantify
or define precisely a level to which the authors are referring. They can
thus choose which circumstances to emphasise from each country and
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suppress others. The reader is in the hands of the authors and has little
scope for examining the reporting. The issue of whether research should
be governed by researchers’ interests or relevance to society is a typical
factor of this kind that can be used in multifarious ways. The answer more
or less lies in the eye of the beholder. What a report author should do in
this situation is to provide some quantitative data supporting the conclu-
sions, but any traces of quantitative comparisons in this report are con-
spicuous by their absence — with one exception, the proportion of block
grants to the universities.

Although the report gives the impression of systematic analysis, a
scrutiny of the country studies makes it clear that this is not the case. For
the Netherlands, there is virtually no information about national research
priorities; instead, the presentation concentrates on a few scanty descrip-
tions of initiatives relating to the Netherlands Organisation for Scien-
tific Research (NWO, the Dutch equivalent of the Swedish Research
Council) and the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences
(KNAW). This is remarkable, since there is plenty of information online,
such as a study from the Rathenau Institute that, moreover, focuses on
comparative analysis of research systems: Science Systems Compared.10 It
emerges from this study that, in the Netherlands, new funding bodies
have formed for new strategic areas such as ICT, genomics and nanotech-
nology, and that these funders are in charge of supplementary funding,
as well as research strategies.11 This would have been valuable information
to include, but since it does not fit in with the KVA authors’ preconceived
notions they opt instead not to report it.

Accordingly, one can go through the report and find, on several points,
that the argument is based on selective information. Information that
supports the authors’ starting theses is provided, while everything that
points in another direction is suppressed. In other words, the procedure
applied by the KVA is far from a scientific one. If a doctoral student were
to put forward such strong hypotheses, the supervisor would be obliged
to recommend that the student meticulously retrieve information capable
of contradicting the hypothesis.

This is not to say that everything in the report is off the mark. A great
deal is no doubt correct, but it is impossible to know what is right and
what is wrong since the approach is such as to leave a great deal to be
desired. In a scholarly context, what matters is not only to be right but
also to be able to show that one is right.
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An alternative way of tackling the question

Can different countries’ research funding be compared in an informative
way? Funding may plausibly be assumed to be the most obvious factor
in boosting both the quality and quantity of research in a country. In
recent years, with statistics both on publication (especially by means of
data from the Web of Science) and on funding (the OECD’s figures), a
number of comparisons have been made in which some form of biblio-
metric measure is divided by the funding, thereby gauging productivity.
We shall briefly review the literature and touch on some of the main
points as a springboard for the presentation below.12

More than 15 years ago Robert May, an adviser to the UK Prime Min-
ister, concluded in the journal Science that the UK was the country with
the highest efficiency in terms of the number of direct citations per GBP
billion spent on research in higher education R&D (HERD).13 Objections
were relatively soon raised: it was pointed out that the definition of the
‘research’ sector that generated costs was singularly narrow and hardly
comparable between countries. May soon came up with another indicator,
‘science-based R&D’ (SBRD), which comprised costs both at universities
and at non-commercial research institutes. The UK was still, however,
the country that showed the highest efficiency; but Canada, Sweden, the
Netherlands, Switzerland and others also had high ratios of output to
input.

A subsequent follow-up study, published in the highly regarded journal
Nature (2004), was carried out by the subsequent British policy advisor,
David A. King.14 King raised the discussion to a higher level by introduc-
ing ‘field-normalised citation impact’ — an indicator that was relatively
neutral towards the subject composition of each country’s research. On
the other hand, King continued to use HERD data alone, and he too
concluded that the UK was the nation with the best return from resource
inputs. This result rather precisely expresses the expectations of a policy
report.

But are research statistics genuinely reliable enough to be usable for
such conclusions? Criticism of this way of working has been eloquently
formulated by Staffan Jacobsson and Annika Rickne, both working at
Chalmers University of Technology.15 Their point is that the national
statistics are not at all comparable between countries. Cost situations
look different, depending on how funding of doctoral students, costs of
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premises, pensions and so forth are estimated. All in all, this means that
a simple division of funding items based on the OECD statistics is skewed
and cannot be used to assess productivity or efficiency in the systems. A
clear indication of the difficulties of comparing countries’ funding is that
no association exists between the number of weighted citations per cur-
rency unit, corrected for purchasing power, and that of weighted citations
per researcher, and it is difficult to find explanations for the variation in
the number of researchers per currency unit.

The difficulty of using the OECD statistics has resulted in numerous
initiatives in which organisations (the European University Association,
EUA), ranking institutes (Multirank, Thomson, Shanghai) and indi-
vidual higher education institutions have attempted to collect their own
statistics. Activity in this area is high, and these statistics will probably
become better and more comparable over time; but there are still no
comparable statistics on funding as a denominator for assessing the
efficiency of research systems. This means, too that Sweden’s self-image
as the country that invests most government money on academic research
should be questioned.

However, instead of directly comparing funding, it is possible to im-
prove comparability to a high degree by studying how much a percentage
rise in funding affects percentage output (such as publication impact).
Both variables are then unitless, and a high proportion of the structural
differences among countries that may be assumed to cause the poor con-
gruence will not affect the result.

To the extent that the relationship between a rise in funding and a rise
in research output is reasonably strong, different research systems can be
ranked in terms of efficiency according to how they deviate from this
ratio. To the extent that other variables are quantitative, their importance
can be assessed through some form of multivariate analysis; but it is also
possible simply to rank countries according to their (residual) deviation
from the ratio between output and funding. The residual can then be used
to analyse factors that may explain the variation in productivity, but such
a detailed analysis will have to wait for a later publication.

Academic production is preferably measured by means of an index
reflecting subject-weighted citations. Here, a quality measure is not
enough: there should also be a production measure (a volumetric figure)
to express the total production of the systems (including quality). This
would require production weighting based on field differences, but here
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(for want of a better method) we use article fractions, which appear to
be a fairly good substitute variable for differences between areas at macro
level.

Research funding has been estimated on the basis of the OECD’s data
on total funding of research in HERD. The reason for this limitation is
that the higher education (HE) sector, as defined by the OECD (i.e.
including institutes that are closely associated with the HE sector), pro-
duce the majority (85–90%) of academic articles in virtually all countries.
Production of articles in the remainder of the institute sector appears to
be relatively low, and increased resources there result only to a small
degree in a production increase that is measurable with bibliometric
indicators. Italy’s statistics differ from those of other countries in that
institutes closely associated with universities are not reported in the HE
sector, and this country has therefore been excluded from the data set.
The final data set comprises 32 countries.16 Funding has been expressed
in local currencies in fixed monetary values.

All the OECD countries have increased their investments in HE
research, but there is a big difference between Japan’s rise of 0.8% a year
and China’s of 17.2% for the period from 1999 to 2011. The average for
all the countries was 6% a year, while the mean for the old Western
countries was 4.4%, which is considerably higher than Sweden’s 2.7%
rate of increase.

The development of the output factor (publication/citation) is more
complicated, since major changes have taken place in the scale of the
database: it has been radically expanded and broadened.17 The heaviest
influence on publication figures is probably the emergence of new re-
search nations; China has assumed a distinctive position with its increase
from 1% to 11% of global production. The normalised citation rate is
related to the world average and is thus, by definition, 1.0% on average.
At the same time, however, it is interesting to find that citation rates have
risen for all the countries except the US over a 20-year period. The
American citation rate remains very high, but in the increasingly stiff
competition it is probably more or less impossible for the US to remain
the first choice for international collaboration and simultaneously retain
a citation rate far above other countries’. Trends for the US and perhaps,
to some extent, the UK may thus be expected to be influenced more by
the changed international research landscape than by these countries’
own funding.
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Do citation rates rise with increased funding?

Over the period 2003–2012, there are clear relationships between the
various countries’ relative changes in citation indices and their relative
change in funding (Figure 3). The countries included show a very large
variation in their economic and political development during the period
and are therefore divided into: 1) new, rapidly growing research nations
(China, South Korea, Singapore, Mexico and Turkey); 2) old Western
countries; and 3) the East European nations. For the previous Eastern
bloc states, there is no association between funding and citation index,
which is hardly surprising in view of the great upheavals in these countries
during the period.

For the other two groups, however, funding explains roughly three-
quarters of the trend of the citation index, which clearly demonstrates
the necessity of including funding in country comparisons. The relation-
ship between funding and publication of top 10% articles is, in all essen-
tials, the same in Western countries as in emerging ones, although the
spread in both the relative funding change and publication is clearly
larger in the new countries.

Changes over different periods appear to have some significance, and
can be analysed through study of trends over shorter periods with a
greater focus on policy shifts. We have tried eight-year periods with a
certain time lag, and it emerges that top publications do not covary with
funding for the period 1995–2004. Both before and after this period,
however, funding is the entirely dominant factor. This indicates that the
great changes in the publication pattern and in the database play a con-
siderably larger role than the funding, and that citation indices or num-
bers of highly cited articles published probably do not always give a fair
picture of research efficiency.

The conclusion is nonetheless that changes in funding are a dominant
factor that explains the trend of the publication factor. To assess the influ-
ence of other factors, the effect of funding must therefore be eliminated.
The strong connection between funding and publication in Figure 3 is
well suited for comparing how different countries deviate from the rela-
tionship, and these deviations have been visualised in Figure 4.

Given the large variation between the new research countries (hatched
bars in Figure 4), it is no wonder that they tend to fall into the outer edge
of the figure, but the negative deviations for Turkey and South Korea may
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seem surprising. South Korea’s large negative deviation is due not to a
poor publication trend, but to the massive rise in funding, and the un-
reliability of the OECD’s economic statistics may cause the deviation.
For Turkey, the reason is that research there is largely published in local
and/or regional journals, which are not included in the Leiden Ranking’s
‘core journals’.

Figure 3. Change in funding (x-axis) against change in publication output. Ring = 1 (new
nations), diamond = 2 (old nations) and plus sign = 3 (Eastern Europe).

Figure 4. Different countries’ percentage deviations from the linear relationship in Figure 3.
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The analysis shows that Spain, the Netherlands and Belgium clearly
have the highest efficiency of the Western countries, while New Zealand,
Denmark, Switzerland, Germany and Canada have efficiency just above
average. This is quite a different picture from the countries pinpointed
in the KVA report, especially when it comes to the UK. Countries like
Denmark and Switzerland apparently have efficiency slightly above aver-
age, but they hardly appear as the major role models. To investigate
efficiency, it would thus be appropriate to look more closely at the
Netherlands, Belgium, Spain and perhaps New Zealand.

The question is what these countries have in common. To be able to
answer this it would be necessary to turn to the more theoretical
approaches, i.e. to go to Square 4 in our meta-analysis. Here, a number
of interesting attempts have been made and we shall briefly comment on
them although we do not have much space for a constructive task of this
kind. In this contribution, our primary aim has been critical scrutiny of
policy-oriented proposals. Regarding future constructive contributions,
these must be focused on testing precise hypotheses with, for example,
multivariate analysis and on the basis of controlled and revised data from
several countries — at least the category of OECD countries in Western
Europe. The key problems to tackle are ensuring comparable data with
respect to categories like basic funding (general university funds and
institutional funding) and competitive project funding. This will be an
extensive task, and is a highly necessary one. The OECD has embarked
on work concerning project funding in various countries, but a great deal
remains to be done.18

Hypothesis-driven research
with explanatory ambitions

It is well known to be fairly common in social science contexts for dis-
cussion to be oriented towards single-factor explanations. This may be
unavoidable as long as we have neither a proper grip on the relationships
concerned, nor access to correct data. The discussion focuses on a few
competing hypotheses or combinations of hypotheses, of which the
following are dealt with briefly below:

• the autonomy hypothesis
• the competition hypothesis
• the academic freedom hypothesis.

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 54 31-Mar-15



55

funding and research quality

In their 2010 article ‘The governance and performance of universities’,
the French-American economist Philippe Aghion and colleagues show
results that indicate that universities are more productive when they are
both more autonomous and are forced to compete for research resources.19

Productivity is operationalised as positions in terms of the Shanghai rank-
ing; autonomy indices are constructed on the basis of a number of survey
questions to universities (and countries). There are weak points; the re-
sponse rates from universities were below 40%, but in terms of method-
ology there is much of value in this study. Factors such as wage-pay flex-
ibility and independent budget responsibility are strongly correlated with
rankings. Whether this is a question of a causal connection is investi-
gated by Aghion’s team, using a study of American universities at state
level, which suggests that the connection is causal since the same pattern
is evident there, although it is a matter of entirely different institutional
arrangements.

The competition hypothesis received a strong push forward from an
article in Research Policy by the Finnish researchers Otto Auranen & Mika
Nieminen.20 With an ingenious analysis of eight countries (the UK,
the Netherlands, Sweden, Australia, Denmark, Finland, Norway and
Germany), they provided a contribution that the KVA authors could have
used as their starting point, instead of ending up with a method with
which they tend to confirm their own preconceived opinions. Auranen
and Nieminen think that the combination of incentives connected with
direct funding and the proportion of external funding are two factors that
seem to have a crucial impact on the productivity (output) trend. They
construct a scheme that is both theoretically supported and empirical for
their analysis, which is based on cross-tabulating the orientation of basic
funding (input versus output) and the proportion of external funding
(large versus small). Their results indicate that efficiency is high in the
UK, Finland, Australia and Denmark, while Germany, Norway, the Nether-
lands and Sweden have a lower return in relation to resource inputs. This
would suggest that there are no simple correlations between financial
incentives and efficiency. Unfortunately, their analysis bears the same
weaknesses that we pointed out previously: they do not take into account
the essential differences between what they are comparing (‘apples and
pears’), and make no attempt to circumvent the problem. However, it
should be emphasised that they point out that they are aware of being on
thin ice.
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An Italian research team under Giovanni Abramo’s leadership, spurred
on by the Finnish results, proposed a way of investigating whether
competition prevails among universities and among researchers.21 The
existence of differing arrangements for competition should result in a
number of high-achieving researchers collecting in a small group of
universities, and simultaneously in a situation of low variation within the
universities concerned (microhomogenisation). If the opposite applied,
it would mean that the variation among universities was small instead
(mesohomogenisation). Abramo’s team, using the coefficient of variation
(CV) as a measure, find that the latter is the case for Italian universities;
and this tallies with their image of Italy as a country without academic
competition.

In a conference contribution from 2014, jointly with our Dutch col-
league Peter van den Besselaar, we have investigated the situation for a
group of countries and for Swedish universities, with the help of available
data from the Centre for Science and Technology Studies (CWTS) at
Leiden University.22 The data include figures on mean citations for the
countries (their universities) and the proportion in the top 10%. For
countries, we find no correlation between coefficients of variation (CVs)
and proportions of general university funds (GUF, i.e. basic funding for
universities). Belgium and the Netherlands have low CVs, while the UK
and Switzerland have high CVs. Applying the same method to Swedish
universities, the Italian model yields no unequivocal results either. Evi-
dently, the question of competition is more difficult to deal with and
clearly calls for more advanced data than the relatively simple measures
and hypotheses that are available.

Auranen and Nieminen had a laudably open attitude in their investiga-
tion, and particularly emphasised the fact that research funding is prob-
ably a matter of combinations of factors that may sometimes cancel one
another out and sometimes reinforce one another.23 Moreover, they think
it is highly likely that additional factors influence the picture. The gen-
eral research climate and publication culture in each system is something
that perhaps moves among different positions as a result of political
proposals and academic discourses.

The weakness in the Finnish contribution is, as highlighted above,
twofold: first, it is based on straight HERD data; and second, it uses
straight publication figures (Web of Science). At the same time, however,
it is something that can be corrected, although there are still crucial
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problems with respect to GUF and how diversity among funders could
be operationalised in index form.

The answers to many of our questions should be found somewhere in
the set of institutional arrangements that are associated with funding and
incentive factors at local level. The share of basic funding is likely to have
a bearing on the scope for conducting top-level research (which is, obvi-
ously, virtually a precondition for a high citation rate and good effi-
ciency). But this is not the case — at least, not for the ‘old countries’
listed in Figure 4. The connection appears weak and difficult to establish.
On the other hand, our attention turns to the incentive structure in some
of these countries, since one common feature of countries like the Neth-
erlands, Belgium and Australia is evidently that they have experience of
different types of publication incentives, and these incentives have been
organised in such a way that they have inclined researchers towards pub-
lishing in international journals.24

The peer-review-based British RAE does not, however, give the same
outcome. This can probably be explained by two facts. First, systems with
small or decreasing proportions of faculty funding make researchers more
dependent on external funders; second, the control of research that takes
place is exerted mainly through the dominant funders, in the British case
the research councils and leading charities like the Wellcome Trust. The
German sociologist Grit Laudel proposes that researchers in such systems
tend to avoid risky research and, instead, are propelled towards secure
niches for their research.25 The German social scientist Thomas Heinze
summarises research on peer review as follows: all the research findings
to date suggest that this procedure tends to avoid rewarding risky research,
and works against speculative, unorthodox and multidisciplinary research
proposals.26

Research funds applied for in competition can thus, under certain
conditions, be conducive to more mainstream, applied and relatively
rigid research. This in turn leads to processes of lower quality and weak
innovation capacity in the research. This could explain why the UK does
not have such a positive trend, despite its evaluation-oriented academic
culture.

Research based on Australian data suggest that funding which is stable
over longer periods has higher productivity and citation rates than
research based on short (usually two- to three-year) contracts.27 This can-
not be translated into a view that block grants are a superior funding
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method. But the longer, enduring programme and project periods that
characterise, for example, American and some European research pro-
grammes appear to be desirable. To show that this is indeed so, more
in-depth research inputs are needed.

Thanks to Peter van den Besselaar for comments on an earlier version of this
chapter. Comments from the authors of the report Fostering Breakthrough Research
may be found at rj.se.
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Features common
to excellent research

Swedish social sciences are holding their own well. However,
pressure to publish internationally may usher in a decline in
the amount of research done in subject areas, and on social

problems, of national scope alone.

For some years, Swedish research funders have treated me, in
my capacity as a foreign expert, to an amazingly rewarding bird’s-
eye view of current Swedish research in political and other social

sciences. My years in the Swedish Research Council and Riksbankens
Jubileumsfond have given me a good insight into the very latest, as well
as more longstanding, trends relating to Swedish research.

Let me say at once that my overall assessment is that this research is
of a high standard in several respects. It deals both internationally and
nationally, within individual disciplines and in societal terms, with rel-
evant themes and issues. Publication, national and international alike, is
actively pursued. Obviously, however, social sciences research in Sweden
does not appear to lack challenges and problems either. The absolute
majority of these are shared with other western democracies, albeit peri-
odically with more specific Swedish characteristics.

Current trends and their causes

In this chapter I intend initially to discuss the situation for present-day
social sciences research in general and then, against this background, to
express some personal observations of the state of affairs in Sweden. The
chapter has a resonance that has become ever more pronounced over the
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past few years. It resonates with elements that have recently been accen-
tuated in the developed western democracies’ university and research
policies and practices, in particular.

The primary trend is that state funding of universities has, in most
places, decreased de facto, or barely been kept at its former level. In
countries where this funding has formally increased, too, as a rule, the
general rise in universities’ costs has consumed the lion’s share of this
increase. Simultaneously, in their education policy, most nations have
come to stress efficiency and performance ever more strongly. In practi-
cal terms, this is manifested in the fact that, in the models that govern
the award of funds to universities, ever increasing weight has been
assigned to factors that measure educational performance in terms, for
example, of numbers of degrees and study credits. One clear but surely
unintended consequence of this shift is that the conditions relating to
research work at universities have become circumscribed. The focus on
teaching and administrative tasks has become so marked that, simplifying
slightly, we might say that research within staff positions has begun to be
somewhat scarce and a rare privilege at universities nowadays.

Parallel to these changes, the role and significance of research are
stressed very heavily both by universities themselves and by the Govern-
ment. What these two stakeholders have in common is that they concen-
trate both on international collaboration and publication and on the
importance of external research funding. Accordingly, it has become
virtually essential for a university department, along with achieving good
results from its education, to be able to establish research projects that
succeed in obtaining external funding and also meet with success in terms
of international publication.

This trend, as such, should be welcomed in that the growing competi-
tion for research funds and publication is making the research commu-
nity improve their performance further. Ideally, then, more as well as
more innovative and better project plans are being produced, while
international publication is increasing. However, in my view this research
policy, which is shared by most European countries, contains certain
built-in, latent and unintended mechanisms that may have adverse effects
in the long term.

These unintended consequences can be considered and judged from
the viewpoint of the individual researcher, the research group or the
universities and their organisational units, but also from that of the
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society concerned. Here, the most conspicuous phenomenon is the ever
accelerating specialisation of research. By this, I mean specialisation not
between but within academic disciplines. Somewhat simplified, the
explanation for this phenomenon may lie in three different, but related
processes.

First, the flow of contributions to the international journals, espe-
cially those with a high impact factor, has increased exponentially. Clear-
ly, several factors explain this development, but one important factor is
that a growing number of countries are, in their research and university
policy, and in their funding models, placing an increasingly heavy em-
phasis on this kind of publication. Scope for the individual researcher or
research group to pass through the needle’s eye of the most influential
and generalist international journals has thus decreased. The fact that
opportunities for international publication still exist is explained to a high
degree both by the rapid growth of the international array of academic
journals and by the fact that these journals have become ever narrower
and more specialised in their thematic nature. In everyday terms, the con-
sequence of this is that today, to achieve international publication, the
researcher or research group has to know more and more about less and
less, i.e. to possess extremely advanced expertise in a narrow specialist field.

Another, closely related phenomenon concerns research funding,
especially of relatively large, costly projects. Here, it has become some-
thing of a custom for the winners to be selected by panels with a high
proportion of international experts. I would like to emphasise that there
is absolutely nothing wrong with this as such; but one repercussion is
that, to succeed, projects must be large and at the same time heavily
specialised, with the most advanced expertise in the area concerned.

Third and last, the emergence of and, above all, proficiency in using,
the Internet have created entirely new patterns of work and collaboration
among researchers. In the past, they may have discussed their research
ideas and findings with a reasonably small but, in terms of thematic
breadth, wide-ranging circle of colleagues at their own universities, in the
units to which they belonged and at the national and European confer-
ences they attended. To some extent this situation persists to this day but,
in the main, researchers’ networks and collaboration patterns are now
characterised by their lack of geographical limits. Simultaneously, par-
ticipation in these networks has increasingly come to be more strongly
confined to narrowly defined specialist areas.
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An initial overall assessment is that internationalisation and the spe-
cialisation ensuing from it are markedly positive: in general, the quality
of research in western democracies has been enhanced. However, more
particularly, what counts here is the quality perspective applied to research
by the research community itself. This is a perspective that, given the
growing specialisation, means that quality must often be assessed by
specialised segments in the disciplines concerned — not by just any
researchers in these disciplines.

That is all very well, one might say. But if we apply an educational,
university or more broadly societal perspective to this development,
certain more negative repercussions emerge. This happens especially if
we focus on social sciences and humanities; the natural sciences live by a
partially different logic. There is a risk of very far-reaching specialisation,
governed by international publication ambitions, directing the research-
ers’ searchlights more or less away from their own countries, with their
specific phenomena and issues. This is because it is generally harder for
research on national thematics to cross the international journals’ publi-
cation thresholds. Simplifying slightly, this may result in researchers
paying less than adequate attention to the questions and challenges that
society’s citizens, decision-makers and public administrators perceive as
important. Since time immemorial, the situation has been that researchers
and the community at large have spoken somewhat different languages,
but now the risk of them also speaking about divergent phenomena and
issues as well is growing.
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The demands on specialisation and project volume posed by successful
research funding thus steers development towards specialisation on the
part not only of individual researchers and research groups, but also of
university departments. In large units, this is not necessarily problem-
atic since they can accommodate several kinds of specialisation. At small
units, on the other hand, it is possible that a couple of thematic speciali-
ties or, at worst, just one will dominate the unit’s research. Once again,
this need not be a problem from the research point of view. But when the
universities’ hallmark is the connection between education and research,
and ideally also research by their own staff, a situation may arise in which
the education should cover a large share of the various themes in the
staff’s disciplines, but the staff’s research-based expertise is considerably
narrower than this. Accordingly, a risk arises that, in the future, the vital,
fruitful link between research and education will be inadequate, and
research and education at our universities will increasingly begin to live
separate lives.

My image of Swedish research

Now that by way of conclusion, given the resonance outlined above, I am
about to reflect briefly on my image of research (especially in the area of
political science), I am acutely aware that I am stepping onto extremely
thin ice. Although I have read about and assessed hundreds of Swedish
research projects, it is evident that I lack a complete picture of political
science research in Sweden. It is equally obvious that generalising obser-
vations may always seem unjust and incorrect in relation to individual
projects, research groups and research environments. With these reser-
vations in mind, however, I will venture to express some general and
extraneous thoughts.

One preliminary, overall observation is that there are numerous active,
highly competent and proficient researchers in Swedish political science.
The number of young researchers engaged in very good research, who
publish their work actively in both national and international journals
and maintain good international contacts, is particularly gratifying. A
somewhat more specific observation, in the light of project plans and
CVs, is that the growing thematic specialisation to which I have referred
characterises these young researchers to a very high degree — for better
and worse, one might add.

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 5L
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A search for patterns in the research projects’ varying quality and suc-
cess reveals, in my view, that the most successful ones show distinguish-
ing as well as common features. On a positive note, I see that thematics,
design and methodology vary among the successful projects. This dem-
onstrates a generally high level of expertise in different subject areas, as
well as extensive know-how about project design and the use of various
research methods. At the same time, however, there seem to be certain
features that unite the most outstanding projects and distinguish them
from projects that may be very promising in many respects, but nonethe-
less fall short of attaining top quality.

In simplified terms, the most successful projects may be said to be
characterised more than others by their relatively large volume. Regard-
ing the research groups’ composition, they may also be said to contain a
fruitful mix of more senior and younger researchers; often to have com-
parative ambitions, in time or space; and to involve international col-
laboration at not only individual, but also institutional level. In my esti-
mation, the high degree of professionalism characterising these research
groups’ project planning and structure rests on longer experience and a
more developed infrastructure than is the case for many other projects.

In institutional terms, an image emerges here. It shows that quality
and success in research are, to a high degree, connected with large uni-
versity environments where research in political science has long tradi-
tions. But does this, then, mean that political science research at smaller,
younger university environments lacks quality or a capacity for success
in the future? The answer to each of these questions is an unequivocal
‘No’. The skills and quality of the individual researchers and the rela-
tively small research groups are often evidently high; rather, perhaps, the
problems may lie in a certain isolation or being confined to their own
university environments. What I would wish for Swedish political science
research, and endow it and its individual researchers and research groups
with if I could, is for more and larger regional and inter-university net-
works and projects to emerge. This could help to boost and safeguard the
manifestly high quality of the research. It would then also be feasible to
sustain the high degree of specialisation that international top-level re-
search demands, but simultaneously to limit the unintended and slightly
negative repercussions this specialisation may have from the viewpoints
of the individual university environments, the education provided and
society as a whole.

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 5R
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My concluding assessment is undoubtedly that, overall, Swedish
political science research maintains a very good level. Taking into account,
in particular, the vital funding it receives from the Swedish Research
Council, Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and other funders, it has every
prospect of strengthening both its national importance and its inter-
national position in the future.
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Centres of excellence:
reward for gender

or top-level research?

Women make up 30% of top researchers in Sweden. Thus, the fact
that women receive less than 20% of funds for research at centres of
excellence cannot be explained by a lack of top female researchers. It
is more probable that notions of who are ‘excellent’ are coloured by
gender prejudices. At the same time, half the recipients of excellence

funding cannot be characterised as top researchers.

Today, 24% of professors in Sweden are women. The proportion
is rising by less than one percentage point a year. It is twice as
hard for women as for men to become professors in the 12 years

after gaining their PhDs. In the past decade, Sweden has invested mas-
sively in excellent research environments: a total of some SEK 15 billion
has been spent on such programmes. But women have received less than
20% of these ‘excellence funds’, whose distribution is, accordingly, more
skewed in gender terms than that of the research funds from the research
councils. There are two main possible explanations for this: 1) that
women are less productive as researchers or 2) that they are discriminated
against, especially in funding calls based on notions of ‘excellent’ and
‘strategic’ research.

Here, we have identified the best 10% of Swedish researchers, defined
as those with the most citations in their fields in the period 2008–11. An
analysis of the Web of Science shows that roughly 48,000 people had
academic articles published in Sweden in these years, and the most cited
4,800 may be regarded as particularly skilled and productive researchers.
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Of these top researchers, 30% prove to be women, i.e. a higher proportion
than female professors and considerably higher than is reflected in the
excellence funds awarded to women. Moreover, we have identified the
people awarded funding for research at centres of excellence and investi-
gated what proportion of them are among the top researchers.

Our questions

In a research system based on meritocracy, positions and grants are award-
ed on the basis of merit, in terms of qualifications and experience. Wom-
en and men have the same chances of getting grants and positions if they
have produced equal amounts of, and equally good, scholarship. Meri-
tocracy is not just fair but also the most economical way of distributing
limited resources.

Data from Sweden show that men and women do not advance to the
same extent in the academic system. As mentioned above, the proportion
of women professors in this country today is less than one-fourth,
although the share of girls completing upper secondary schooling over-
took that of boys back in the mid-1960s. Everyone who is active in the
research community today, then, was educated at a time when more
women than men had the chance to pursue an academic career. Yet the
female proportion of professors is rising by only between 0.5 and 1 per-
centage point a year: at this rate, it would take between 26 and 52 years
to reach a point at which half of all professors are women. In 2004, using
education statistics from Statistics Sweden, Agnes Wold and Cecilia
Chrapkowska calculated how much further than women men had
advanced in the Swedish academic system from first degrees to professor-
ships, on the one hand, and from PhDs to professorships on the other.1

The database states the gender of all those who take first degrees and
doctorates in various academic disciplines every year, and reports the
number of professors in various academic fields, with their age and
gender. In 2002, there were 3,803 professors in Sweden. The women who,
in that year, were professors of humanities, social sciences and medicine
had, on average, had half the chance of becoming professors as the men
who took their PhDs in the same period and the same academic areas.
Men were thus at an advantage that, on average, doubled between PhD
and professorship and quadrupled between first degree and professorship.
This shows that there is no automatic connection between a high share

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 70 31-Mar-15



71

centres of excellence

of women in university education and a high proportion of female
professors, and also that women will not automatically become half of all
professors now that they have become half of those who get PhDs.

Helene Dryler, a researcher at the Swedish Higher Education Author-
ity, followed up broadly the same individuals who had taken PhDs in
Sweden over the past few decades, and estimated their chances of becom-
ing professors on the basis of their gender and social class.2 The results
show that women have roughly half as much of a chance of getting profes-
sorships as men in the same research field in a given period, such as 12
years. Parental educational level, on the other hand, does not affect
people’s chances of advancing to professorial positions if they have
doctorates.

There are, as mentioned above, two diametrically different explana-
tory models for women’s lack of advancement: that they are inferior
researchers and that they suffer from discrimination. In fact, there is a
third theory that is commonly used to avoid having to choose between
these two: that the explanation lies outside academia. According to this
hypothesis, women’s relatively poor rate of academic advancement may
be explained by the fact that they take, or are allocated, a greater share of
responsibility for the family and children. However, the theory has no
support in data, since women without families do not advance better than
those who have families and children. Since grants and positions are the
two indispensable factors for survival in the research world, a more im-
mediate factor appears to be the distribution of these rewards between
male and female applicants.

Christine Wennerås and Agnes Wold showed in 1997 that a female
applicant needed to have 2.6 times better publication qualifications than
a male applicant to receive the same competence rating in applications
for junior research positions at the Swedish Medical Research Council in
1995.3 Besides gender and productivity, it was possible to demonstrate
the influence of only one other factor on competence ratings: whether a
reviewer was involved in a conflict of interest in relation to the applicant:
in such cases, the applicants were rated more highly than their scholarly
productivity warranted.

This article triggered a major debate since it showed unequivocally, for
the first time, that women’s and men’s qualifications were judged differ-
ently. The Medical Research Council (MFR) also carried out its own
study in 1996. This study, published in MFR informerar in 1997, showed
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that applicants with the same overall ratings for their applications were
awarded grants of different sizes depending on their age and gender.
Older men received most money, while younger people and women were
given smaller sums.4

The Medical Research Council reformed its assessment process and
carried out continuous analyses of women’s and men’s chances of being
awarded funding. Ulf Sandström and Martin Hällsten were able to show
that seven years later, in 2004, the Council had a policy of treating
women more fairly, although conflict of interest still stood out as a
dominant problem in the assessment process.5

In the early 2000s, however, a development took place that was to
sweep aside all previous efforts to make men’s and women’s chances more
equal. Centres of excellence were launched under Thomas Östros’s lead-
ership as minister of education. Generous funding was now to be allo-
cated to the most ‘strategic’ research and to ‘strong’ or ‘excellent’ research
environments. While a research grant of one or two million Swedish
kronor had traditionally been regarded as large, tens of millions were now
awarded to individual researchers or research groups. By 2009, decisions
to award some SEK 10 billion in ‘excellence funding’ (excluding ‘strategic
research areas’) had been taken, and of this money women in medical,
scientific and technical fields received only 13%. By comparison, roughly
30% of grants from the research councils went to women.6

The evidence of low female shares of funding for centres of excellence
gave rise to some critical debate, after which the funders appear to have
made a certain effort to boost women’s share of funding in the new cen-
tres of excellence. Today, women receive some 19% of the excellence
funds, which is still considerably lower than their share of the research
funding from the research councils. In the Government’s strategic
research areas, female grantees made up just over 20% of the total. The
model of large grants to researchers assumed to be excellent has persisted
since 2009, and is an important part of several research funders’ activities.
These funders include the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Research
(SSF), the Swedish Research Council for Environment, Agricultural
Sciences and Spatial Planning (Formas), the Swedish Research Council
for Health, Working Life and Welfare (Forte) and the Knut and Alice
Wallenberg Foundation (KAW). It therefore remains important to
investigate whether this form of allocation of research funds favours men
more than women.
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In this study, we pose two questions:
• Does the share of excellence funding that goes to women correspond

to the proportion of women among the most successful researchers
in Sweden?

• Are the researchers awarded excellence funding among the most
successful ones (in terms of publications)?

As material, we have used bibliometric data from the Web of Science
database, comprising all articles from Swedish researchers in 2008–11
with citations up to and including August 2014. By identifying the most
productive and highly cited researchers systematically, we can investigate
1) the proportion of women among them and 2) the proportion of all
‘excellence grantees’ in the period 2005–12 who are included in the cat-
egory of the 10% most productive and highly cited researchers in Sweden.

Methods

Our purpose was to identify the most highly cited researchers during the
four-year period 2008–11. In small groups, as at individual universities,
CVs and publication lists are of course obtainable from all the researchers.
But for a study on this scale we had to use databases. To answer our two
questions, all the authors of an article had to be identified, and for the
first question their gender also had to be ascertained. We used the Web
of Science citation database. Using its contents, algorithms and consider-
able manual work, we have succeeded in identifying and stating the gen-
der of a great majority of virtually all the Swedish researchers whose work
was published academically in 2008–11.

The Web of Science is a database that contains information about
citations among academic articles. The database is classified according to
articles, not individuals, and it is no easy task to keep unique people
separate. Grouping the articles found in the Web of Science and attribut-
ing them to specific individual authors are a process that involves several
stages.

The task of identifying authors and keeping them separate is known
as ‘disambiguation’. With a combination of automatic and manual
methods, this task can be performed satisfactorily. An algorithm for
disambiguating unique individuals was developed by Ulf Sandström and
Erik Sandström7, based on research by the Spanish physicist José M.
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Soler8, and found to be more effective than the corresponding algorithm
proposed by Thomas Gurney at the Dutch Rathenau Institute and
colleagues.9 The method takes into account surnames and first-name
initials, the words that occur in article headings, and the journals,
addresses, references and journal categories used by each researcher. There
is also weighting for the importance of the various fields. This strategy is
used to give every researcher a unique identifier. Thus, the ‘Hedlund,
A(rne)’ engaged in mycology research at the Swedish University of
Agricultural Sciences in Uppsala can be distinguished from the ‘Hedlund,
A(nnika)’ who does neurochemistry research at Lund University. The
algorithm uses the surname and one first-name initial, and since the
number of first-name initials varies among authors and complete first
names are not available for all of them, information on more than one
initial is not usable for automatic methods. Until very recently, The Web
of Science and similar databases have been relatively unusable for iden-
tifying individuals, while they have been highly suitable for breaking
down the data by research field, country or author. Before 2008, the Web
of Science contained only information about the first author’s name and
that of the ‘corresponding author’, from whom reprints could be
requested. Since 2008 there has, in most cases, been an address linked to
most authors’ names, and this substantially facilitates the disambiguation
process.

Even if researchers always write their names in the same way, they are
not always identifiable since there may be thousands of Swedes with
exactly the same name. Since the ID numbers assigned to the researchers
are commonly based on the surname and one first-name initial, the prob-
lem is even greater. At Lund University alone, there are eight people
whose publications may have the author name ‘Andersson, K.’, and in
Uppsala (including the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU)
there are seven individuals whose names can be written ‘Andersson, A.’
Using the algorithm method, different people called ‘Andersson, A.’ are
distinguishable if they work in different fields, but a number of people
still remain that cannot be identified for certain. These are researchers
whose names (surname and one first-name initial) may be found in at
least six university locations.

Combinations of surnames and first-name initials that are common
have thus been excluded from our analysis. Altogether, just over 1,000
people have been excluded.
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All methods entail errors. Researchers have studied how a single
researcher’s name can vary in the Web of Science database.10 The varia-
tions can be divided into ‘legitimate’ ones, generated by the researchers
themselves, and ‘illegitimate’ ones that are incorrect owing to errors (such
as spelling mistakes). Errors in entering the data are, however, few and
do not constitute a great problem, while ‘legitimate’ variations can cause
problems when they must be attributed to a single researcher. Broadly,
four types of variation occur: direct misspellings, those that arise when
names are transcribed from other alphabets; variations caused by people
changing their names, as a result of marriage or divorce, for example; and
variations in the use of initials. We have tested the method several times
with randomly selected lists of references from researchers, compared
them with the lists generated for the same researchers by the Web of
Science, and examined our disambiguation method and manual adjust-
ment procedures. As a result, agreement of more than 98% is achieved.

Since 2008, the author’s first name (which is necessary for gender to
be assigned) is usually included in the Web of Science database. However,
there are still journals that traditionally state authors’ first names using
initials only, which means that the articles lack information about first
names when they are listed in the Web of Science. When the disam-
biguation procedure is complete, the next stage is to assign gender to each
unique author. To do this, we have applied a combination of methods. In
some cases, the last two letters of the first name state the gender: this is
true, for example, of names ending in ‘-na’ or ‘-va’, which are usually
women’s names (Lena, Irina, Kristina, Eva), while those ending in ‘-an’,
‘-av’, ‘-rs’ or ‘-lf ’ (Håkan, Gustav, Anders, Rolf, Ingolf) are men’s names.
In this way, with simultaneous manual checks, it has been possible to
assign gender to the majority of names in the Swedish dataset.

Further information is available in name databases, such as the US
Census, Wikiname and Wikipedia. The method has been used previ-
ously by the Canadian bibliometrist Vincent Larivière and colleagues, to
assign gender throughout the Web of Science database in 2008–12, i.e.
for more than five million articles.11 In this global material, the research-
ers have been able to assign gender for roughly 65% of the shares relating
to authors. For the sake of clarity, it should be emphasised that their
method focuses solely on those shares containing full authors’ names,
since they have not used methods of identifying unique authors. With
our combination of methods, we can thus reduce dropout considerably.
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To reach further in the work of assigning gender in the Swedish
researcher material, we have also applied manual matching, using staff
databases from the major universities and also SwePub (swepub.kb.se),
which contains publications from these universities with full authors’
names. In addition, we have manually sought Asian authors on the In-
ternet, especially the names of Chinese, Japanese, Iranian and Arabic
authors. In many cases photographs of the authors are available, and this
has made gender recognition possible.

With this method, we have succeeded in assigning gender to 94% of
the authors in our material, and to more than 98% of the article shares.
The cases where identification has not been feasible relate to articles in
which the authors are not listed with their complete first names and only
their initials are given, and also authors with Asian names where it is
mostly impossible to recognise gender on the basis of names in western
transcription.

In the Swedish database, covering 2008–11, there are 74,000 articles
and 195,000 author shares that have been judged to belong to Swedish
organisations. In a few cases, articles from people who have worked both
in Sweden and in one or more Nordic countries have been kept together,
and articles have thus been included even if they came into being outside
Sweden (the process of distinguishing names is thus carried out at Nordic
level).

Bibliometric method

Every researcher’s impact has been calculated on the basis of articles writ-
ten in 2008–11, with citations in the period from 2008 to August 2014.
We count fractions of articles: if five researchers have written an article,
each co-author is credited with 0.2 of the article.

All the articles in each disciplinary area are then ranked, based on these
citations. The field is defined according to their subject categories (some
260 in number) specified in the Web of Science, and the articles are
divided into percentile classes (the top 1%, 5%, 10% etc.). Measures based
on percentiles have the advantage of not being affected by causes of bias
in citation distributions.12 In certain disciplinary areas, a few publications
with very numerous citations otherwise boost the mean13, which can
result in 70% of the articles in the area being below this mean.

We have ‘translated’ the percentile indicator into a number of points
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for each article, with an article that is among the most highly cited per-
centage of the articles being assigned 100 points, ranking in the top 5%
being given 20 points and so forth (see Table 1). An article that is among
the 50% least cited is given 1 point, which means that a researcher can
never lose from getting an article published.

The points thus received by each article are adjusted by means of the
field-adjusted production (FAP) method14 to compensate for differences
among research areas in the rate of scholarly production. All the journals
in the Web of Science have been classified according to five categories
(applied sciences, natural sciences, health sciences, economic & social
sciences, and art & humanities).15 On this basis, analyses using the Waring
method have served as the foundation of an FAP factor.16 The measure
we use is thus a composite one that, in a single value, expresses productiv-
ity (the number of articles) and citation level (quality). The advantage
compared with other, similar measures, such as the h-index, is that this
measure was designed to be used across and among all disciplinary areas.

A researcher identified by means of the above method gets a total
number of points based on article shares and their citation-based points.
Accordingly, all Swedish researchers can be ranked.

Results

We have thus, using various methods, attempted to identify how indi-
viduals in the Swedish research community who had academic articles
published in the period 2008–11 are cited according to the Web of Science
database in the years 2008–14. The first question is how many research-
ers are active in Swedish research. Using our methods of identifying

Table 1. Distribution of points among
percentile classes

Percentile (%) Points

0.01 100

0.05 20

0.10 10

0.25 4

0.50 2

1.00 1
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unique researchers by means of their Swedish addresses, we have found
some 48,000 unique authors. People whose common surnames and ini-
tials made them unidentifiable number about 1,200, i.e. less than 3%. A
number of people are included who, in fact, work outside Sweden or are
temporary guests at Swedish research institutions, and this means that
we cannot immediately define the population of ‘Swedish researchers’
with any precision.

We can approach the problem by dividing the corps of authors in the
publication database into various categories: 1) recurring Swedish
researchers (‘continuants’), 2) ‘novices’ (such as doctoral students), 3)
‘transients’ (who come and go) and 4) ‘terminators’. Since the database
we have analysed holds only four years’ data, we cannot be sure of the
category to which an individual author belongs. However, we have opted
to assume that people who produce three or four articles during the
period are continuants.

Our database of ‘Swedish’ articles in the Web of Science in 2008–11
comprises some 74,000 articles with an average of six authors each (a
total of some 410,000 author shares), of whom 2.7 count as ‘Swedish’ by
our definition (some 195,000 author shares). The 48,000 researchers thus
produced an average of four article units, shared among the authors con-
cerned, over the four-year period. This makes one article unit a year: for
example, six articles with six authors of each article or three articles with
three authors per article. Each article share is assigned to its field-
normalised percentile class and receives points based on the author
fraction and percentile class, after which this is summarised at individual
level, at a value that then forms the basis for the ‘national’ ranking of all
researchers.

If we look at how the various disciplines are represented in the top
decile, we find that 40% are categorised as science & engineering, 40%
as medicine and health sciences, and 20% humanities and social sciences.
The same distribution applies to the top percentile. The entire ranking
is composed of 40% natural sciences and engineering, 45% medicine and
health sciences, and 15% humanities and social sciences. The divergent
proportions in the top decile may be regarded as an effect of the FAP
weighting factor.
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Gender and publications

Are any differences in citation performance between men and women
discernible? ‘No’ is the answer. Women and men, in various author posi-
tions (as first or last author) have equivalent citation rates.

We identified the 10% best researchers (numbering 4,800) based on
total field-normalised citation rates. The American health-policy
researcher John P. A. Ioannidis and colleagues showed that a core group
of researchers engage in continuous production and account for the lion’s
share of highly cited publications.17 This core represents roughly 1–2% of
the total.18 Of the 4,800 ‘best researchers’ identified in our material, the
majority work in the natural sciences, technology/engineering and medi-
cine, while slightly over 800 work in social sciences and some 60 in
humanities. The majority, 3,500, are continuants, i.e. had at least three
or four article units (composed of article shares, for example four articles
a year with four authors on average per article) in the four-year period,
while just over 300 researchers had only one article unit published during
the period. The gender of those in the top decile (10%) was identifiable
in all cases. With these results, we have identified the Swedish researchers
in the best decile, which enables us to ascertain the proportion of women
in this group: 30% (some 1,300 women, against 3,400 men).

If we investigate how these roughly 1,300 women belonging to the top

Figure 1. Gender distribution of percentiles in the top decile, with each bar (percentile)
representing 474 researchers.
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decile are distributed in terms of the percentage points comprising this
tenth, we see only marginal variation around 30% and above in the low-
est percentiles, while the incidence of women in the highest percentiles
range from 18% to 28% (see Figure 1).

Grants for centres of excellence, 2005–12

The findings consist of identified grants for centres of excellence, defined
as follows: ‘Grants consisting of research funding of SEK 10–100 million,
awarded according to grantees’ characteristics or performance, denoted
as “strategic”, “strong”, “leading”, “potential”, “high-achieving” etc.’

In recent years, initiatives in this form have been undertaken by virtu-
ally all research-funding organisations in Sweden (see Table 2). The
purpose has often been defined as being ‘attainment of such concen-
trated or concerted resources in university research that it can deliver a
strong impact on industry’. This quotation is from SSF and the Swedish
Governmental Agency for Innovation Systems (VINNOVA), but similar
wording may be found in several other excellence programmes.19 In the
present analysis, we have included research funders’ initiatives that have
been implemented in such a way as to result in decisions to award large
amounts of research funding per individual grantee or group of grantees.
It should also be pointed out that this survey does not take into account
grants from the EU and other funders.

Altogether, some SEK 15 billion was distributed in 2005–12. The table
shows amounts decided upon, not what was subsequently in fact award-
ed. We have identified 165 projects for each of which there is one main
applicant (the principal investigator) and some co-applicants (mean:
seven). Where the application specifies a long list of researchers, we have
registered only the researchers with professorial titles.

The category of researchers identified as excellent by virtue of receiving
one or more excellence grants contains some 1,500 people. Just under
20% of these are women, this being a considerably lower female propor-
tion than that of recipients of research funding from VR (about 30%).
The population falls, in fact, into two parts: the principal investigators,
responsible for the projects, and the co-applicants. The responsibilities
of the latter are not always clarified, but we assume that being listed as a
co-applicant entails a certain responsibility and, above all, some influence
on decisions.
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Table 2. Excellence programmes, 2005–12, included in the survey

Programme name
Total grant,
SEK million

Berzelius Centres  400

Swedish Council for Working Life and Social
Research (FAS) Centres    500

Formas Strong Research Environments    525

Formas X  150

Linnaeus Centres, 2006 and 2008  2 500

Mistra programmes    500

Nano Vinnova  70

RJ programmes + Golden Jubilee Initiative *    300

Swedish Environmental Protection Agency  150

SSF Research Centres II  750

SSF Framework Programmes  2 200

Swedish Research Council (VR) Strong Research Environments    220

Strategic Research Environments 3 000

Wallenberg Scholars 2009–2012  675

Wallenberg High Potential  2 000

VINNOVA VINN Excellence Centres    500

VR Leading Researchers     60

TOTAL 15 000

* RJ’s initiative comprises a number of foreign researchers in the humanities who have not, however, been
included in the grant survey.

In 86% of cases the principal investigator is a man, and 85% of the
research funds are awarded to male principal investigators. Of the 20
researchers who received the largest amounts altogether (several excel-
lence grants may be received, and this is even common), 18 are men.
Women thus make up a remarkably small proportion of those who, as
main applicants (prospective principal investigators), have been awarded
excellence funding.

Among co-applicants, too, the proportion of men is very high: 81%.
Evidently, the largest share of women among main applicants and co-
applicants may be found among the projects awarded SEK 7.5–9 million.
Moreover, the projects that receive more money than the median appear
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Figure 2. Proportion of women per tenth of excellence grants distributed when
grantees are sorted by grants received, divided equally among project members.
Decile 1 received the largest amount and Decile 10 the smallest.
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to involve a higher proportion of men than those that have received less
money than the median project.

When we analyse the productivity and/or quality of researchers who
received excellence grants, those who were unidentifiable in the publica-
tion database because of their very common names — a total of 14% of
the principal investigators and co-applicants — drop out. This dropout
shows no crucial differences with respect to mean grant size and gender
distribution. The remainder for analysis comprises 1,326 recipients of
excellence funds who received a total of 1,890 grants.

One explicit purpose of the very large excellence grants was that top
researchers would escape the constant toil of applications and have time
to do their research. But the outcome has been different: among a group
of mainly male researchers, applying for and collecting excellence grants
has become common (see Table 3). Thus, a group of researchers have been
able to accumulate substantial funds and, since there is no superior
authority to assess the reasonableness of distributing the total amount of
funding awarded to particular researchers or research groups, no one has
considered whether this procedure is appropriate. Overall, it may be said
that Swedish research funders have shown scant interest in following up
and evaluating the results of the grant-allocation policy pursued.
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Table 3. Number of grants received, by gender

Number of grants Men Women Total Funding, SEK m

1  817 201 1 018 1 018

2  166  41   207   414

3    58   9    67   201

4    23   4    27  108

5  12  12    60

6     6     6  36

7     4     4    28

>7     3     3    25

Total 1 089 255 1 344 1 890

Table 4. Distribution of excellence researchers by decile of research
quality

Decile Number Per cent

  1  724  55%

  2   229 17%

  3  130 10%

  4  46   3%

  5  34   3%

  6  33   3%

  7  13   1%

  8  16   1%

  9   1%

 10  11   1%

(11) Missing or no publications    96   7%

Total 1 326 100%

Each decile represents some 4,800 individual researchers.

Do the top researchers include
excellence grantees?

We have estimated how many of the recipients of excellent grants are
among the 10% best Swedish researchers, based on the percentile model
with field-normalised citation as described in the method section above.
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With this definition, only 55% (724/1 326) of the ‘excellence grantees’
count as ‘top researchers’ (Table 4). Altogether, 14% of these ‘excellence
researchers’, i.e. nearly one in six, belong to the lower half of their research
area in terms of quality, measured by citations, and many of these
researchers had no international journal publications at all during the
period.

Looking more closely at the group of people who have received four
or more excellence grants, we find that 70% of them are in the top 10%
of Swedish researchers. Conversely, 30% of those who together received
more than SEK 600 million in excellence grants after 2005 do not belong
to the ‘research elite’, if this is defined as the 10% most highly cited
researchers in their respective fields.

Discussion

We found no difference in scholarly activity or quality, measured in terms
of field-normalised citations, between men and women. This finding is
in contrast with the results presented by Larivière’s team.21 Our Swedish
database is considerably more complete than the international one, which
succeeded in ascertaining the gender of only two out of three researchers.

We have shown that women make up 30% of the top researchers,
defined as the 10% most highly cited researchers in their fields. This is
not reflected in the allocation of excellence grants, of which less than 20%
have been awarded to women. The reason why there are so few women
among the recipients of excellence funds is thus not that women are
lacking among the most high-achieving researchers but probably that
allocation of the large sums characterising the strategic programmes, the
centres of excellence and the ‘strong research environments’ has not been
gender-blind.

One may also, perhaps, wonder whether the use of language itself does
not prompt grant providers to choose men. Who is ‘strongest’ on average,
a woman or a man? Why are the environments described as ‘strong’ and
not ‘wise’ or ‘proficient’? After all, research has nothing to do with
strength; what counts are intelligence, creativity and tenacity. The word
‘strategic’ is connected with ‘strategy’, which has connotations of a gen-
eral’s worth and the use of military and other instruments of power. Why
has the terminology been taken from warfare, when researchers are prob-
ably one of the most peaceful and globally oriented of all occupational
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groups? Why are the metaphors not taken from farming or gardening
instead? These would be much more suitable for research work: we sow
and harvest, cull among ideas and projects, fertilise with new and expen-
sive equipment, and so forth. ‘Excellent’ means that someone is raised
above all others; might this be an image that is not readily attached to
women? In round figures, as we have seen, SEK 15 billion has been
allocated to centres of excellence of various kinds, without any thorough-
going analysis being carried out before the programmes were launched.
Nor have any genuine evaluations taken place afterwards, unless one
counts those carried out by the people who are themselves responsible
for the programmes. The sum of SEK 15bn may come to be raised, since
the strategic research environments in the grant survey were estimated
as using funds for only four years but, according to the plan, these
environments are to persist for ten years or more. It should also be
pointed out that nearly half of the strategic research environments in the
Government’s initiative were allocated to researchers who had already
received excellence grants.
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Women have, as we have shown, received a considerably lower propor-
tion of these funds than would have corresponded to the share of profes-
sors (24%) or top researchers (30%) who are women. The immense size
of the excellence initiatives have meant that other researchers — those
not defined as excellent — have received a smaller sum to share for their
research than if Sweden had not chosen to implement this policy. Wom-
en have thus lost out twice: by getting less money than they would have
done if the excellence policy had not been launched and by being ex-
cluded from the definition of ‘excellent’ researchers, which has also fed
prejudices that women are not among the best.

A high proportion of the Swedish researchers who have been awarded
excellence funding are not among the research elite who can be identified
through analysis of citations in the Web of Science. Half of all these
‘excellence researchers’ are outside the limit we have assessed as reason-
able. Up to 30% of those who have been awarded funding for more than
one centre of excellence have come to benefit from more than SEK 70
million each without belonging to the tenth of researchers in their subject
area who produce most articles and are cited most in international
academic journals.

If it were possible to turn back the clock to before the funding went to
the latter group of researchers, who do not fulfil the conditions for the
top 10%, we would have at our disposal more than SEK 5 billion, corre-
sponding to far more than SEK 1bn a year for four years.

We can perform a thought experiment. Supposing that this money
were allocated according to the percentile model, researchers would then
be rewarded for what they have attained, not for what they claim to be
capable of doing.22 One objection might be that only senior individuals
were then rewarded, while young researchers would be left out in the cold.
But the same may, of course, be said of the funding for centres of excel-
lence that, in principle, goes only to researchers who are strongly estab-
lished in the academic community, and often to them who already have
very large grants.

Nicklas Lundblad, Google’s director of public policy and government
relations for Europe and the EU, has proposed just such a model.23 Re-
wards instead of grants are one of his prescriptions, and the percentile
model is a proposal that can easily be reshaped into a reward system. This
is independent of factors that constitute strong limitations for many
researchers today. Reviewer selection is a factor that, with another model,
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will cover all the peers that each researcher has to take into account. What
will emerge is thus bibliometric peer review instead of a selection of
unclear criteria from a handful of peers for assessing proposals for future
research. Several researchers24 have presented results indicating that re-
search systems based on peer review underpin conformity and avoid
supporting innovative research. At the same time, other researchers show
that atypical combinations of results from different research fields are
what yield the most cited articles.25 This may be difficult for reviewers to
grasp, but it provides results that are clearly reflected in bibliometric peer
review.

And women, who thus make up 30% of the top researchers, would
receive 30% of the grant funds. This would be fairer and more efficient
than any system for distributing funds today. The excellence initiatives
have, with no reasonable basis, given less than 20% of the funding to
women.
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Research ties:
sine qua non of higher education?

The great majority of people think research and education belong
together and both improve from collaboration. But research that

clearly supports this thesis is lacking.

Few issues in higher education (HE) are as multifaceted,
comprehensive and perennially topical as the connection between
research and education. The issue of the role and importance of

research at universities has been a concern since the early 19th century.
With the ‘Humboldtian’ university model emerging at that time came,
more explicitly and programmatically, the idea that university teachers
should also carry out research. Their function had long been confined to
passing on what previous thinkers had said and done, not producing
knowledge themselves. This was true in Sweden right up to the second
half of the 19th century. As Carl Frängsmyr puts it:

During the first half of the 19th century, research was viewed as somewhat
suspect. Revolutionary scientific discoveries were considered distinctive
and rare, resulting mainly from individual geniuses’ brilliance or pure
chance. They were thus nothing that a university, other than in excep-
tional cases, could be expected to produce. Scholarship was therefore not
equated with systematic pursuit of knowledge. Teaching, in the form of
lectures given from the lectern, remained the principal task of Swedish
universities, and it followed that pedagogical skill, length of teaching
service and general education were the key promotion and appointment
criteria for filling positions.1

The function of carrying out research as well, alongside the teaching, was
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first imposed on university teachers in Sweden by the university statutes
of 1916.2

Things are now fundamentally different. Modern universities have
been characterised by the steadily growing importance of research. It is
above all by having ‘world-class’ researchers that the higher education
institutions (HEIs) obtain prestige and high rank.3 Ranking, bibliometrics
and other ways of measuring and assessing performance now affect aca-
demic teachers’ everyday existence.4 HEIs compete for status and reputa-
tion on a global market where publications and grants are viable forms
of currency.5 In his book The Great American University, Jonathan Cole
writes that although high-class teaching is vital, research is the crucial
characteristic of an excellent HEI. Nonetheless, education plays an
important role for the most prestigious universities as well: ‘Even if the
quality of undergraduate education is not what defines the unique char-
acter of the most distinguished research universities, it influences the
culture of the institutions and affects their ability to attract the best
scientists and scholars.’6

The pursuit of prestige also applies at individual level. Whatever one
may think of this it is, in many countries, through productive and origi-
nal research that academics build their careers. It is true that appointment
and promotion criteria include aspects of teaching, supervision, coop-
eration, administration or ‘citizenship’, but it is research above all that
determines whether you reach the top.7 The balance between research
and education at two American research universities, Stanford Univer-
sity and UC Berkeley, has recently been covered in a report issued by the
Swedish Centre for Business and Policy Studies (SNS). This report finds
a risk of the present bias towards research in the Swedish system threaten-
ing the quality of teaching and, accordingly, Swedish universities’ inter-
national competitiveness.8

In this contribution, I look closely at current research on the connec-
tion between research and education. In conclusion, I discuss some con-
ceivable areas where, in my estimation, more knowledge is needed. It
should be said initially that the theme investigated here has many names.
‘Research ties’ is one, and ‘research-based teaching’ is another term used.
The weakness of these, in my view, is that the connection is seen only from
one viewpoint: that of education. A more neutral, two-way expression is
‘the teaching–research nexus’.
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The latest international research

The teaching–research nexus is a constant theme in the international
literature. The issue is of such magnitude that it applies to most education
systems. Thus, numerous studies have been carried out, especially in and
on HE systems that are markedly differentiated, such as the British or the
American. In an overview of research carried out by the Norwegian Jens-
Christian Smeby9 a few years ago, the research was divided into the fol-
lowing themes:10

1. The first group of studies relate to the general history of the teach-
ing–research nexus. These studies explore why and how the association
has arisen. The majority of them were policy documents; academic stud-
ies were less common.

2. The second group of studies focus on the relationship between re-
searchers’ (or their departments’) academic production and teaching
quality, reflected in students’ course evaluations, for example. Several
acclaimed studies have found no clear evidence for the connection. John
Hattie and Herbert Marsh asserted, for example, in one notable study
that a university with a high volume of research does not necessarily have
a relatively strong connection between research and education.11 But
many of the researchers who criticise the notion that strong research
automatically impacts positively on education nonetheless consider that
research provides a dynamic learning environment.

3. The third group of studies show how the concrete connections be-
tween education and research can be variously manifested. These studies
are often based on interviews from a selection of disciplines, which makes
it difficult to draw any general conclusions based on the material. Some
studies show the differences between various academic fields. The con-
nection between research and education is impeded in strongly specialised
research environments, and in new research areas where researchers have
a greater need to stay up to date with development on the research front-
line.

The question is whether themes and issues have changed over time.
What has the research of the past few years been like? Have new questions
been addressed? Have new theories been used? Or new methods? A search
of articles in three of the leading journals for research on HE (Higher
Education, Higher Education Research and Development and Studies in Higher
Education) in the years 2012–14 yielded the following titles:
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Higher Education

• ‘A critical evaluation of recent progress in understanding the role
of the research–teaching link in higher education’

• ‘Understanding the scope of undergraduate research: a framework
for curricular and pedagogical decision-making’

• ‘Constructing teaching and research relations from the top: an
analysis of senior manager discourses on research-led teaching’

• ‘Buying-out teaching for research: the views of academics and
their managers’

Higher Education Research and Development

• ‘Chemistry professors’ descriptions of the impact of research
engagement on teaching’

• ‘“Learning is an endless journey for anyone”: undergraduate
awareness, experiences and perceptions of the research culture in a
research-intensive university’

• ‘Interdisciplinary science research and education’
• ‘When academics integrate research skill development in the

curriculum’
• ‘Teaching and research: new relationships and their implications

for inquiry-based teaching and learning in higher education’
• ‘Challenging dualities’

Studies in Higher Education

• ‘Embedding undergraduate research experiences within the
curriculum: a cross-disciplinary study of the key characteristics
guiding implementation’

• ‘Connecting expectations and experiences of students in a
research-immersive degree’

• ‘Student experience of final-year undergraduate research projects:
an exploration of “research preparedness”’

• ‘Creating a culture of research in teacher education: learning
research within communities of practice’

• ‘Academics’ perceptions of the purpose of undergraduate research
experiences in a research-intensive degree’

• ‘Faculty Research Productivity and Standardized Student
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Learning Outcomes in a University Teaching Environment: A
Bayesian Analysis of Relationships’

• ‘“It feels more important than other classes I have done”: an
“authentic” undergraduate research experience in sociology’

• ‘An output perspective on the teaching–research nexus: an
analysis focusing on the United States higher education system’

• ‘Relating academics’ ways of integrating research and teaching to
their students’ perceptions’

The interesting aspect of the above titles is that they reveal that the teach-
ing–research nexus has continued to intersect more areas, including teach-
ing itself, policy issues and management matters, in research on HE.12

They include articles on views of the nexus from various quarters:
academics from diverse disciplines, students, managers and so forth.
There are also contributions that cover the ways in which teaching
methods that promote student activity have been developed. There is
close agreement with Smeby’s observations from the 1990s. Interestingly
enough, researchers from the Anglo-Saxon countries still predominate.

Below, I address a few of the above-mentioned themes in more depth.

Academic work

Academic work is many-sided and rich in content. In many investigations,
these features have been emphasised as being among the attractions of
choosing an academic career. In the course of a whole career, one can
combine and alternate between teaching, research and administration or
management in various ways. Attempts have also been made to soften
the boundaries between research and education and to develop views of
what a university teacher should do and master. In his classic book Aca-
demic Duty Donald Kennedy, former President of Stanford University,
emphasised the following functions, or duties, for faculty: to teach, men-
tor, serve the university, discover, publish, tell the truth, reach beyond
the walls and change.13 These give a considerably more composite picture
of what university teachers may be expected to do than the deceptively
simple dichotomy of research and teaching.

One well-known categorisation of academic functions has been carried
out by Ernest Boyer.14 He classifies scholarship into various types: the
scholarship of discovery (basic research), of integration (interdisciplinary
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understanding of research), of application or service (applying research
findings in interaction with the community at large) and of teaching.15

These notions have been used in the US to develop the relationship be-
tween research and education further, and have also inspired various
other countries. In particular, the notion of the ‘scholarship of teaching
and learning’ has been used to strengthen and justify research on HE
teaching theory and practice all over the world.16

The idea of alternating between work duties is valid in theory, at least.
In practice, the fact is that many people do more teaching and administra-
tion than they had imagined during their research education. Being
allowed to do research in one’s working hours, which in many cases calls
for external grants, is not a universal privilege. Some research in the area
reflects the fact that many would like to change the existing distribution
of tasks.17 Not infrequently, universities then stand out as a fairly discon-
tented occupational group. When a volume from the Changing Academic
Profession (CAP), a major international research project, was published
a few years ago, the editors laboured with an allusion to the Rolling
Stones hit I can’t get no satisfaction, because the questionnaire results in
their study showed a discontented group. Nevertheless, they settled for
the more neutral title Job Satisfaction around the Academic World.18

Academic teachers’ job satisfaction, or lack thereof, is associated not
only with their perception that they have too much to do. Many also
think that they devote time to the wrong things. The (failing) attraction
of the academic career has consequently been a theme in international
HE research.19 Some of it has touched on the issue of the teaching–
research nexus.
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Who should do what?

The connection between research and education is also a matter of who
should do what at different levels. This is a relevant question in the age
of mass education, when almost half of all upper secondary school leavers
in every annual cohort proceed to HE; where in Sweden alone there are
more than forty HEIs; and where the aggregate size of the sector makes
it the largest one in the central government sector. At sectorial level, it
is a matter of role allocation and requirements for profiling of the uni-
versities, which in turn is associated with, for example, such issues as the
HEIs’ autonomy and financing structure.

Developing profiles that deviate from the classic models, in Sweden
represented mainly by Uppsala and Lund, has proved difficult. Progress
has involved establishing more research at the HEIs. It was also long
possible to strive for university status, a clear and motivating objective
for many, but this has been impossible for many years now. Since 2005,
the various Swedish governments have put a stop to more universities.
The quartet of Växjö, Karlstad, Örebro and Mid Sweden University were
the last, and this means that the HEIs must now pursue other aims and
strategies. The past decade has also seen growing diversification of the
Swedish HE sector, with research resources being increasingly concen-
trated in the older universities.20 This raises several questions. Do these
concerted efforts mean that the teaching–research nexus becomes strong-
er at the older universities? And the other side of the coin: how little
research can be conducted at an HEI while the claim is nonetheless made
that ‘academic education’ is still being provided? What is the minimum
level? And finally, is the mustering of forces we have seen in the past few
years what is best for the sector as a whole? In a recent article, Leon
Cremonini, Don Westerheijden, Paul Benneworth and Hugh Dauncey
pose the interesting question of whether the ‘world-class university’ ini-
tiatives launched around the globe have genuinely resulted in higher
quality overall in this sector, manifested in more growth or increased
human well-being, for example.21 Examples are taken from Finland, Ger-
many and France. The authors find that the politicians have succeeded
in identifying the existence of shortcomings in the system. However, it
is less clear how the initiatives studied are to remedy them.

The teaching–research nexus very much concerns the structure and
historical emergence of the HE systems, but also their control mechanisms,
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driving forces and ground rules. Several authors have studied in depth what
happens when a systemic change takes place. Perhaps the best known is
the introduction of performance-based allocation of research funding at
national level, exemplified by the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) and
its successor, the Research Excellence Framework (REF), in the United
Kingdom. Liudvika Leisyte has written a thesis contrasting medieval
history with biotechnology in Dutch and English HEIs. Studies of eight
environments show that, in both countries and both subjects, pressure
on university teachers to deliver results has been increasing. In general,
separation between education and research is also under way at individual
level. This should be juxtaposed with the attitude found among academ-
ics themselves, which hinders integration of research and education.22

In the past few years, there has been a considerable boost to resources
for research and innovation in Sweden, but it has not been accompanied
by the same increase on the teaching side. At the time of writing, the
‘research-intensive’ universities are heading for a bias towards research.
Whether this is good or bad, both for research and for education, is de-
batable. Ample research funding should surely, at least in theory, mean
that the teaching becomes more research-based. However, recent studies
have shown that it is by no means certain that research-intensive univer-
sities have a stronger association with research than those HEIs with
smaller government grants for research. On the contrary, an excessive
focus on research may mean that teaching becomes a lower priority, which
of course has an adverse impact on quality.23

Putting students’ learning first

The interesting aspect of research on the teaching–research nexus is, as
mentioned above, that it spans various parts of HE research: it includes
research on teaching and learning, as well as on policy, management and
systems. A great deal of the more recent research on the nexus has argued
that we need to get past the issue of teachers’ expertise and research activ-
ity. One way of doing this is, as we have seen above, to broaden the dis-
cussion of academic teachers’ work duties.24 Another is to shift focus.
Instead of counting how many teachers have PhDs and how much research
their positions entail, we should shift the discussion to focusing on stu-
dents and their learning, some authors think.25 The ways in which learn-
ing takes place within subjects and programmes may thus be more or less
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connected with, based on and related to research. The discussion also
broadens our ways of understanding the actual term ‘teaching–research
nexus’, beyond teachers and their research. About a decade ago, Alan
Jenkins and Mick Healey created a matrix that has been highly influential.
Apart from extending the term, it focuses on the fact that the nexus is
not just a matter of teachers having undergone research training or the
teaching provided being based on research. The term also captures and
problematises student activity, and its starting point is student learning.26

There are a multiplicity of pedagogical ideas and schools that focus on
student activity. The term ‘undergraduate research’, for example, has had
a major impact since being spread by the Boyer Commission in the
1990s.27 Angela Brew, in particular, has discussed how student learning,
rather than how many teachers have PhDs, can be the starting point for
discussion.28

The teaching–research nexus
as a threat to ties with employers

One crucial issue is whether research ties are always desirable. Is there a
limit beyond which the nexus no longer boosts quality in education and,
rather, threatens it? Or, more simply expressed, can ties with research be
too close?

At first sight, the question appears preposterous or at least incorrectly
worded. The stronger research ties are, the higher the quality of educa-
tion… surely? Here, one must take into account the fact that HE, in a
system such as Sweden’s, contains great breadth in terms of the diversity
of programmes and courses. Every so often, the nexus is said to be in
opposition to preparation for working life. There has been a great differ-
ence between a general degree and vocational training. In their endeavour
to achieve academisation and thereby acceptance in the HE sector, voca-
tional training courses have lost their practical application. Several re-
searchers have warned of what is described as ‘academic drift’, a notion
originally intended to capture development at British polytechnics in the
1970s.29

A recent example of studies of academic drift is Jonathan Harwood’s.
He writes critically of an exaggerated or misdirected academisation of
vocational courses.30 The Danish researchers Steen Hyldgaard Chris-
tensen and Erik Ernø-Kjølhede have described what happens when a
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small institution that runs vocational courses merges with or into a large
HEI with a stronger research profile.31 These authors, too, are strongly
critical of this trend. In several publications, Svein Kyvik too has de-
scribed the Norwegian HEIs’ aspiration of legitimacy and status as
‘academic drift’. He has also developed the term and defined it more
closely. He distinguishes between six different but related academisation
processes, which take place at various levels: 1) students, 2) employees,
3) programmes, 4) HEIs, 5) the sector and 6) the government. In his view,
academisation can go in both directions, so to speak: it is not necessar-
ily initiated from above, thereafter trickling down, but may also be based
on bottom-up initiatives.32

The question of academic drift, often in the sense of unfortunate and
exaggerated academisation of vocational courses, is important and worth
taking seriously. A vocational course, like other HE courses, needs to
train students for a labour market outside academia. In this discussion,
one sometimes gets the feeling that it is an either/or question, a zero sum
game in which ties with the world of work can suffer from or be reduced
by strong research ties. I believe this is an erroneous simplification.
Courses, environments and whole HEIs can have both a strong connec-
tion between research and education, on the one hand, and close links
with employers on the other. The latter may be maintained in close co-
operation with private and public organisations outside academia. The
‘knowledge triangle’ that, to a varying extent, has had an impact in
European countries may possibly be a conceptual tool for broadening the
discussion, especially in applied environments and those close to industry,
beyond the dichotomies of research versus education and ties with
employers versus ties with research.33

A look at the Swedish literature

The issue of the teaching–research nexus also has its own Swedish classic.
It is now nearly a quarter of a century since Stefan Björklund, a professor
of Political Science from Uppsala, published his Forskningsanknytning
genom disputation (‘Research Ties through Dissertation’). At the time, in
the late 1980s and early ’90s, integration of professional training courses
in HE was a process in full swing. In his book, Björklund presents argu-
ments on the development of research subjects for education in health
sciences and teacher training courses. He relates this development to his
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own subject, government. He emphasises not only the major structural
issues, such as academic teachers’ time for research, but also the minor
or, in any case, less visible aspects, such as the importance of conducting
scholarly discussions at coffee and lunch breaks, which in turn calls for
good and appropriate premises. In his publication, he succeeds in bring-
ing the students’ as well as the teachers’ role into focus in the teaching–
research nexus. His view is that academic discourse, especially the PhD
disputation, is the key ingredient in developing strong research ties (or
‘educational ties’, another term that should also, in his opinion, be em-
phasised).34

The former Lund University Vice-Chancellor Carl-Gustaf Andrén
recently issued a fact-filled and interesting retrospective account of his
long and eventful work in HE. The book contains not only personal
glimpses of the past with a unique chronological perspective; it is also
well documented and up to date, including the latest developments. The
interesting aspect is that the teaching–research nexus is the most salient
and consistent theme of the book. Andrén describes the challenges fol-
lowing the reform of 1977; the advantages and disadvantages of the
subsidiary campus system; and, not least, what was in his view the un-
fortunate introduction of lecturers as a new occupational category with
no obligations at all to carry out research.35

Anne-Charlotte Ek, Malin Ideland, Sandra Jönsson and Claes Malm-
berg have written about attitudes among heads of department towards
the teaching–research nexus and market adaptation in a Swedish context.
They interviewed 16 heads of department on these forces for change, and
carried out a comparison between discipline-oriented and programme-
oriented departments, finding that there are major differences between
them in their view of marketisation and academisation. For heads of
discipline-oriented departments, marketisation was a threat associated
with challenged autonomy, while programme-oriented departments per-
ceived academisation as a complex issue to deal with since the focus is
then on academic qualifications, rather than on practical skills.36

In the essay mentioned above, Anders Broström and myself addressed
the question of who should do what in the HE system.37 Using a combi-
nation of analysing existing statistics, conducting a questionnaire survey
and interviewing directors of studies, and also prominent researchers and
teachers, we problematised the questions of which teacher categories were
preferred and which were expected to teach at various levels. One finding
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from this survey is that directors of studies (and equivalent) preferred
lecturers for teaching at all levels; another is that junior lecturers were
preferred to professors. Postdoctoral fellows and assistant university
lecturers were not included at all in the teaching. The study shows how
difficult it is to plan education in environments that are largely dependent
on external grants for their research. A decision on these grants can re-
move individuals at short notice. Replacing them, on the other hand, can
take a long time. Interviews with outstanding young researchers showed
that they gladly engaged in teaching. For several, it was an important
reason for them remaining in academia; but too much teaching at under-
graduate level risks devastating their careers.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have examined the literature on the teaching–research
nexus. Some of my impressions are as follows. Internationally, a great
deal of research on the nexus is under way. This research is about manage-
ment and policy issues, as well as issues of teaching and learning. The
research conducted has, in many respects, concerned a) how different
stakeholders perceive the nexus and b) how, in practical terms, they in-
tend to strengthen it. To a lesser extent, the nexus has been linked to
theories and concepts. The research is fairly atheoretical, often deals with
an individual case (programme, HEI, subject) and is seldom comparative.

I was planning to conclude this chapter with a few reflections on what
I see as areas in need of more research. In an overview of research on
learning in HE carried out by Lillemor Kim and Eva Olstedt a decade
ago, more research on the teaching–education nexus was called for.38 This
call has not been heeded to any great extent. When Swedish research on
HE was surveyed recently, the nexus was once more identified as an
underexplored area, in the light of research planned and implemented
over the past few years.39

The following would be a couple of interesting cases to investigate.
While the short vocational courses have been discussed on a large scale,
the long professional training programmes have not been in focus for
researchers in the same way.40 In their long walk of academisation, the
shorter programmes, such as those for nurses and social administrators,
have also been tried out and examined by public agencies, not least in
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terms of their research ties. The longer programmes, for high-status pro-
fessions such as engineering, medicine, law and architecture, have not
been studied to the same extent. However, there are good reasons for this.
In particular, the insertion of the various levels of the Bologna system
into these course programmes is one interesting aspect. Another reason
is the attention paid to degree projects in these programmes, owing to
the current system for scrutinising their quality. The programmes balance
between ties with the world of work and ties with research, but in varying
ways. Here, a comparative study would be interesting.

Another area that would be exciting to investigate is that of art. In the
past few decades, the importance of research has increased in Sweden’s
colleges of art. The recently implemented merger of the Stockholm col-
leges of art, for example, had the explicit purpose of strengthening the
research ties of their education. How the development of research is
envisaged and how research and education are integrated, and interact,
in the artistic sphere should be studied in greater depth.
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A European research space
in the making

The concept of a joint European research area is now well
established. But is the focus on collaboration in terms

of ideas, policy or organisation?

The idea of a european area for science and research has
been current for years. One starting point for these discussions is
the new ‘European Research Area’ (ERA) vision launched by the

EU in 2000. Despite a fairly rocky start, the ERA concept has been in-
creasingly prominent in European debate. Originally envisioned for 2010
and now revised to encompass strategies and visions for 2020, it is con-
sidered a centrepiece in the Europe 2020 strategy and a key to fulfilling
the Innovation Union mission. The European Council has therefore
called for the ERA to be completed by 2014.1 And so here we are, in 2015.
Do we have a European area for research and, if so, what is it?

The current changes and the European research area there are plans to
create may be characterised in several ways. Here, I propose three pos-
sible interpretations of the notion of an ‘area’, each of which describes
part of the processes, actors and dynamics characterising the development
of a European agenda for research and science. Below, I describe the
emerging area as a political, an organisational and an ideational space.
Together, these form the basis for a coherent European research area.

A political space for science and research

An initial possible interpretation is that the emerging European Research
Area is a political project aimed at creating scope and a position for a
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European research policy and an agenda for the same. This will then
become a political space, one in which political agendas and initiatives
are formed, political actors interact, and both policy and policy instru-
ments are developed and established. This political dimension is perhaps
the most striking and controversial, although it was far from self-evident
from the outset. For many years of the EU’s history, there was no given
support for policy and decision-making on research and science at Euro-
pean level, and several previous attempts to establish a common Euro-
pean research and innovation policy failed. These included efforts to cre-
ate a ‘single common area for European science’ in the 1970s and the
‘European scientific and technological space’ in the early 1990s. None of
these projects gained momentum in earnest.2 What is different this time?

Most observers now agree that things are indeed different this time.
European science policy has become more pervasive. One marked change
is that there is now a clear ambition to set a political agenda for science
and research, not just to distribute money through the joint Framework
Programmes (FPs). The EU’s political repertoire has therefore expanded
to include new policy instruments and methods for controlling structures
and conditions for science in Europe. Various financial and legal instru-
ments, and mechanisms of policy coordination, now supplement the FPs
in influencing EU science and research.

The political processes have centred on the notion of the ERA, a coher-
ent space for European science and research.3 Launched in 2000, its
political ambition was to create a ‘European market of supply and demand
in knowledge and technology’4, and thus a free ‘market’ for research and
researchers in Europe. This largely followed the visions adopted in the
Lisbon Agenda, including creation of a competitive ‘knowledge-based’
economy, and the ‘four freedoms’ established by the Single Market
Act: free movement of goods, persons, services and capital within the
Union. The ERA, with its free circulation of researchers, knowledge and
technology throughout Europe, has been hailed as the ‘fifth freedom’.

Key elements in the initial versions of the ERA included efforts to
boost collaboration among, and coordination of, national and European
research efforts and programmes, and improved use of research resources
in all the member countries. The purpose of these measures is to remedy
the fragmentation of European research systems, policy declarations and
projects. This vision for the future embodies a distinct, ideal view of a
unified European landscape for research, essentially formed around the
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notions of coherence, coordination and collaboration. These ideals are
propounded in policy documents, through various policy instruments
and mechanisms, and in many of the funding schemes and initiatives that
fall within the FPs. The ERA vision has been revised and renewed sev-
eral times since its inception, but remains a central feature of policy
discussion. The vision of the ERA is now described as an ‘open space for
knowledge and growth’.5

Initiatives within the ERA framework have been organised largely in
terms of voluntary agreements. Among developments during the first few
years of ERA, from 2000, were the Charter for Researchers and the Code
of Conduct for the Recruitment of Researchers, shaped to promote the
mobility of researchers across Europe. Subsequently, the Partnership for
Researchers was launched within the renewed ERA programme in 2007.
All these initiatives sought to enhance European researchers’ career
development and prospects, and create a cross-border recruitment market
for researchers. Another example of a voluntary measure is the proposed
management of intellectual property rights, including a code of practice
for universities and other public research institutes, that was also launched
as part of the renewed ERA initiative.

We see not only new initiatives and mechanisms but also a shift in ‘old’
ones, especially the FPs, which remain the central feature of EU research
policy. The Framework Programmes have been extended in terms of areas,
but by defining the areas and subjects, they remain a way of governing
specific research areas and research practice in detail. They are also drawn
up with a view to encouraging collaboration and coordination of various
approaches. The FP budgets have also expanded over the years. Replacing
the 7th FP is the Horizon 2020 plan, which provides approximately €80
billion for research and innovation activities for the years 2014–20. This
represents an increase of almost 30% compared with FP7.6

The FP has changed in another important respect as well. It has come
to include at least a discussion of what is commonly known as ‘basic sci-
ence’, as opposed to industry-related or applied research, which most of
the FP initiatives have promoted. This is particularly clear with the
establishment of the European Research Council (see below). While the
meaning of ‘basic science’ — or ‘frontier’ research in Commission terms
— remains debatable, this development has at least refined discussions on
the nature of science and the types of research needed to promote a coher-
ent research area within the framework of European research policy.
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Before turning to this more specific development, we need to reflect
on this political space and its dynamics. How does the emerging Euro-
pean political space relate to other possible political spaces, notably the
one defined by the nation-states?

One option is to consider European development as a shift in the right
to decide from the national to the transnational level. Science has long
been a core national concern closely linked to the development of states
and establishment of national competencies and competitiveness. Thus,
it is not surprising that national governments’ slight reluctance to cede
power over this area to the EU, or to any other form of transnational
governance, is discernible. Examples of this attitude have recurred in the
debate over time.

However, and more importantly, these different spaces may be seen as
interrelated rather than as involving mere variations in authority and
governance. The national and the transnational (in this case the Euro-
pean) aspects thus go together. The great efforts put into creating volun-
tary agreements and policy coordination measures, as discussed above,
are indicative of such interrelatedness.

How this European space interacts with the national political agendas,
mechanisms and principles developed to shape and govern science and
research is debatable. Developments at European level clearly influence
national contexts and systems, but are also affected by them. As one
example here, we note a growing similarity in political rhetoric and de-
velopment of national policy initiatives and practices. A Swedish Govern-
ment research bill of 2008 proposed an increase in the overall research
budget, along with an explicit aim of distributing a larger share of the
funding to ‘strategic research areas’.7 These strategic research priorities
are not unlike those developed in the FPs, and support the idea of dis-
tributing funds according to politically negotiated and established topics
and issues for research. They also show a clear ambition to defend national
governance of research. In other words, we see that various initiatives are
being developed in relation to one another, both nationally and trans-
nationally.

This does not mean, however, that the relationship between the trans-
national and the national is always problem-free. The political agenda at
European level clearly envisions increasing interaction among, and coor-
dination of, national programmes and systems, particularly to counter
what is perceived as a fragmented research field. Several initiatives, such
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as the ERA-NET scheme, which is an instrument for collaboration among
research funders, and more recently also the Joint Programming pro-
posal, have been launched for this purpose. The purpose of these initia-
tives is to set a common agenda for European member states’ strategic
research efforts, with linking of national public research programmes and
some pooling of national research funds to serve jointly established goals
and objectives.

This is clearly an attempt to enhance political governance of research
efforts and strategies at transnational level. But how likely are national
actors, for example, to open up for funding European projects within
programmes established at European level? And what would it mean for
national research systems and funding structures if programmes were
coordinated, strategies adopted and funds provided at EU level? While
the political ambitions are clear, it is thus far from certain how this will
work in practice, and how willing European nations are to coordinate
their research agendas and open national funding streams to international
programmes and participants.

In other words, multiple political wills and processes are at work sim-
ultaneously. Construction of the emerging European political space and
its mandate to govern conditions for research in Europe are far from
complete, and continue to be negotiated. Constructing a political space
is a burdensome and time-consuming process, requiring active efforts on
the part of not only political but also other actors. Some of the actors and
dynamics involved in such work will stand out clearly when we proceed
to explore the next aspect of the European space — the organisational
one.

An emerging organisational space

A second perspective on the European research space is to see it as an
organisational space — one in which activities are organised, relationships
created and organisations developed and changed. One aspect of the
organisational space relates to the national–transnational debate dis-
cussed above. Here, it is clearly a matter of national research councils and
funding agencies finding partially new roles and functions as the EU and
other parties develop a clearer political agenda. But it is also a matter of
what roles they have had, and will have, in forming the European Research
Area. Much of the policy coordination and reform is taking place at
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national level. But, in parallel, a growing process of organisation at
European level is under way. This is partly related to the emergence of
the political space, as many organisations have developed or regrouped
to meet the challenges of the new European science policy. Thus, people
and groups have organised and reorganised to meet the changes ahead,
but also to influence and shape developments. Old organisations are
taking on new roles, new ones are being created and new alliances and
pacts are being formed.

There are numerous European examples of organisations and pro-
cesses of these kinds: the European Science Foundation (ESF, founded
in 1974), the European Heads of Research Councils (EUROHORCS,
1992), and the more recent Science Europe (formally established in 2011)
are prominent examples. The latter was formed in part through collabo-
ration between EUROHORCS and the national funding councils and,
on the other hand, the ESF. Today, Science Europe has obtained a prom-
inent role in the debate on European research policy, and has the special
assignment of facilitating creation of the ERA. In the work of reforming
and reorganising the ESF, Science Europe has taken over most of the
ESF’s research-policy functions previously fulfilled by the ESF. Mean-
while, the ESF has adopted a partially new mission to become a ‘high-
quality international evaluation service provider’,8 focusing on develop-
ing and managing peer-review processes at transnational level. With this
new focus, the ESF is withdrawing from most of its involvement in re-
search funding and organising activities, such as the EUROCORES
(European Collaborative Research) scheme, which has brought together
national funding organisations to fund collaborative research agendas
and programmes at European level.

As an example of a new organisation in this European space, the Eu-
ropean Research Council (ERC) is particularly interesting. While playing
a distinct role as a funding mechanism at European level,9 it simultane-
ously represents something new as an organisation and an idea. The
Council was established and set up as an independent executive agency
(albeit one with considerable limits), separate from the EU’s usual
assignment structures. It is subject to DG Research, which also organises
and governs work on the other parts of the Framework Programme for
Research. Nevertheless, the ERC has also been given great freedom and
its own funds to control. It has its own premises, staff, governing council
and management structures, and appoints its own secretary-general. The
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ERC is intended also to break with the traditional ideas of European
science policy, especially by focusing on basic as opposed to applied or
industry-relevant, research; fostering competition rather than focusing
on collaboration among European researchers; and being led by scientists
and scientific representatives. They also distribute funds based on scien-
tific criteria alone, as opposed to the FPs’ principles of fund distribution,
which are often perceived as more bureaucratic.10

What makes the ERC a particularly interesting example of a Euro-
pean organisation is also that it is clearly one element in building the
authority and influence of the political space. One possible interpretation
of the organisation is as an attempt, at transnational level, to imitate a
national scientific system. Here, countries like Sweden, Germany, the UK
and the US provide role models and inspiration. In these countries, and
many others, national research councils are considered the cornerstones
and main guarantors of a free, competitive and functional science system.
The aim and the hope are clearly that the ERC will come to play this role
for the ERA as well. The structures and procedures of national scientific
systems are thus imitated partly at European level and with many of their
elements intact, including advanced procedures for evaluation and assess-
ment of research, researchers and research plans.

The process of setting up the ERC, too, is interesting as an example of
how the European research space can be structured and organised, and
how it is taking shape in interaction among numerous actors and
organisations.11 The emergence of the ERC was a process that started at
national and local levels, driven partly by a strong commitment from the
research community and research organisations. Among the first initia-
tives was an informal Swedish group that labelled itself the Committee
for a New European Research Policy (CNERP). It included the heads of
the Swedish Research Council and Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, two
major research funders, and the head of the Nobel Foundation. This group
started working on a voluntary basis to lobby and gather political, as well
as collegial, support for the idea of a European funding organisation.
Through such organising activities as conferences and workshops, these
and other early initiatives were important in securing support and con-
certing forces for extended lobbying activities in relation to EU research
ministers, and in getting researchers and research organisations in many
of the major member states interested in the project. The ERC idea was
promoted and elaborated by many, and discussed and developed at a
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number of conferences and meetings, and by working groups, before it
culminated, in the early 2000s, in a political proposal and became part
of the European Commission’s agenda. In several ways, work in the
organisational sphere thus preceded the political one.

While individuals and small groups of people were instrumental in
putting the idea forward in the European context, established and formal
organisations were also involved in various stages of the ERC’s develop-
ment. National science organisations, such as the German Research
Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG,) and the French Na-
tional Centre for Scientific Research (Centre National de la Recherche Sci-
entifique, CNRS) as well as transnational organisations, such as the ESF,
EuroScience, Academia Europaea and ALLEA (All European Academies),
all of which spoke out in favour of these efforts. The Swedish and Danish
Governments and states also had an important role in pursuing this idea
during their respective EU presidencies. This, once more, indicates the
collaborative nature of various political activities, actors and levels that
characterise the development of a European research area. Thus, the
process of creating an organisation and an initiative at this level involves
a great deal of organising, although not in a concerted form. The example
of the ERC also illustrates how this kind of organisational work generates
further organisation, as the parties and groups find a need and desire to
organise meetings and participation in the processes.

A slightly different aspect of the developing organisational space is how
this also changes the roles of universities and other actors engaged in
research. In particular, we note how these organisations’ roles and
responsibilities are increasingly shaped in the new space, and how it influ-
ences them and their ways of organising their own activities. In the cur-
rent European debates, there is clearly a growing focus on the university
as an organisation. As the main producers of research and ‘knowledge’,
universities are under considerable pressure to change and reform — es-
sentially to become more ‘manageable’, ‘market-oriented’, ‘international’
and competitive, or better at serving the needs of the economic, political
and social environments.12 Expectations are high: universities are ex-
pected to produce knowledge that solves a wide range of pressing social
and environmental problems, fosters social equality and cohesion, gener-
ates innovations and contributes to economic growth and competitive-
ness (to name but a few of its functions). If science is the panacea, our
universities have become the factotums of contemporary society, serving
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multiple purposes and being the ‘solution’ to all kinds of cultural, social
and political problems. Heavy pressure on the universities is clearly no-
ticeable, not least in debate at European level.

An interesting factor to note here, taken from the current Swedish
debate, is the challenge posed to the fundamental structure and organisa-
tion of universities. A proposal presented in Sweden in 2013 expressed
the view that some universities should be allowed to become private
foundations, regulated in long-term contracts with the state.13 This has
prompted significant debate and much work at universities on the pos-
sible repercussions on their organisation, functioning and role, and on
how they relate to other important stakeholders, such as students, local
communities and other universities. While the proposal met substantial
criticism and was withdrawn for an indefinite period, the example high-
lights how the very idea of the university as an organisation and its funda-
mental principles have come to be scrutinised and reconsidered. The
Swedish example resembles reforms carried out in other European coun-
tries, all aimed at enhancing the universities’ degree of autonomy. The
idea of the university and, in particular, its organisational form and
status and the degree of political involvement in its governance are thus
topical issues of debate.

Overall, these different examples show increased organisation, new
forms of organisation and changed roles for established organisations,
and that the form and process of organisation play an important role in
the European research space. They are important in shaping and creating
this space, but equally important for an understanding of the implications
of the ongoing changes. Organisational increase and change are both a
direct and an indirect result of changed politics and policy. Besides dis-
cussing the content and form of research policy and the governing mech-
anisms this creates, we should also strive for a better understanding of
the organising process that is under way and still largely developing.

An ideational space of excellence

This leads us to the third interpretation of the notion of ‘space’: that of
ideational space. While less tangible and more elusive than the previous
two — which are manifest in political initiatives, relationships, actors and
organisations — this is perhaps the most important of the three. It con-
cerns ideas (ideas that both form and are formed by this European space)
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about what science is and should be, who should practise it and how it
can contribute to our society. While the ideational space may be diverse
and varied, a few prominent, ideal images seem to form the backdrop for
much current European debate.

One of the foremost ideas in the debate about the European space for
science is the issue of markets. With market rhetoric and logic comes the
view that knowledge is a commodity and that the evolving space is a
market in which knowledge is produced, traded and used. This market is
also one where universities and other knowledge production entities
compete for resources, including money, faculty and students — or per-
haps, to take the market analogy to its logical conclusion, for ‘custom-
ers’.14 But universities also compete for attention, legitimacy, reputation,
status and recognition. This marketisation is sweeping through not only
higher education and research but many other sectors of society. As
noted in the political space, this market rhetoric is clear in contemporary
European changes: the key concerns are to create free movement of
knowledge and knowledge workers in a planned market for knowledge
and research.

One key term in this marketisation rhetoric is competition, which is
fundamental to success and progress, it is argued. Here, competition is
envisioned at many levels: competition among universities, scientists and
groups of scientists, funding organisations, national systems and prin-
ciples. Moreover, Europe competes with other actors in an envisioned
global market for science. In the European debate, the US, Japan and
China are most often cited as competing research systems. This competi-
tion logic may seem fairly contradictory to the idea of science and research
as cumulative and cooperative endeavours — and also to the strong
emphasis on collaboration and coordination originally envisioned in the
European space — but the two now seem to go hand in hand. While many
of the European programmes still seek to encourage and support col-
laboration and joint research across countries and groups, competition
has been promoted much more strongly in recent years, notably through
the creation of the ERC and the principles of competitive funding, as
discussed above.

Closely aligned with the rhetoric of competition is the notion of ‘excel-
lence’, a buzzword in contemporary policy debates on universities and
higher education reforms. The dominant rationale underlying much re-
form is that competition creates excellence. We seem to assume that if
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market-like conditions and competition among European universities
and researchers are created, excellent research, knowledge and researchers
will follow.15 There may be many objections to the causality implied in
this reasoning, but what is most important to note in this debate is the
notion of excellence itself. What is excellence, in fact, and how do we
know when something is excellent?

Pursuit of excellence drives the continuing growth of interest in com-
parisons, rankings, measurements, quality assurance systems and other,
similar procedures for evaluating and assessing higher education and
research performance. New systems for evaluating and assessing results
and success in research are cropping up almost daily, while old systems
— including peer review — are questioned, reformed or re-evaluated.16

Universities, faculties, subjects, programmes and individual researchers
alike are being evaluated, assessed, compared and scrutinised.

As one manifestation of both marketisation and the drive to increase
assessment and scrutiny, the emergence of rankings is particularly salient.
Rankings promote the idea of competition and excellence, both by stim-
ulating comparisons and the idea of universities as ‘competing’ and by
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establishing criteria and measures of success. A clear feature of the rank-
ings is that the results obtained depend on the data used. They are pow-
erful tools — for politicians, university managers, the media and other
interested parties — to promote a particular view of science, universities
and positions and/or status within the field. The definition of excellence
in these types of system is, at best, simplified, and rests on various
assumptions about what quality is and should be. While the specific
measures, rankings and methodologies are hotly debated, the underlying
values and assumptions on what constitutes quality or excellence are
hardly ever disclosed or validated. ‘Excellence’ ultimately boils down to
being better than one’s neighbour.

That rankings are political systems that can be used to promote spe-
cific ideals and principles is clear from some of the current initiatives in
the area. The recently completed process of devising a Europe-based
ranking system for higher education institutions is a clarifying case in
point. This initiative, developed partly under the French EU presidency
in 2008, has been promoted as a way to strengthen European universities’
positions in international higher education. A report from the Joint Re-
search Centre, analysing the robustness of the Shanghai World ranking
and the Times Higher Education ranking, states that ‘both measures fail
when it comes to assessing Europe’s universities’.17 As a remedy another
ranking is suggested — one that would, presumably, define excellence and
quality in such a way as to highlight European universities’ particular
strengths compared with others. A process was thus initiated to propose
a European-based ranking, partly funded by the EU, and this resulted in
the publication of the first official U-Multirank comparison in early 2014.
This ranking18 was developed by a consortium of organisations, including
the German Centre for Higher Education (CHE) and the Dutch Center
for Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS). Again, the importance of
organising efforts to construct this space, and to promote a European
notion of excellence and competition in this field, may be noted.

This example is by no means the only illustration of rankings used to
construct ideas about competition, excellence and prominence of a par-
ticular set of organisations. The Shanghai ranking, originally intended to
improve Chinese universities and highlight features of world universities
that would benefit their development, has set a world standard. While
not necessarily a critique of any of these initiatives specifically, it serves
to show how these systems work, their political character and the dynamic
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of these systems and of work to define excellence. The difficulty of this
work, and the continued and increasing importance of rankings for what
is defined as good and excellent science, should not be underestimated.
Rather, it relates indirectly to overarching questions of who and what
define science and what makes it good and excellent — questions that
need continuous discussion and negotiation.

Concluding remarks

What, then, can we learn from the three interpretations of the notion of
‘space’ discussed above? First, we can recognise that the European
research area, or the scope for its existence, depends on ideational, as well
as both political and organisational, actors and processes. It is in the
interaction between politics and science, in relationships among nation-
al and European, local and regional actors and organisations, and among
a multitude of ideas, principles and ideologies that the new European
space is taking shape.

Political initiatives and visions are both influencing and being influ-
enced by organisations and organisational efforts at both national and
transnational levels. Ideas and visions are tied to and built into systems
of measurement, assessment and the like, which in turn shape the
organisation and practice of research. Thus, in order to understand the
developing European space, we need to examine the various notions of
space and their relative dynamics, but also their interrelations.

Second, it may be noted that when we look at these as separate spaces,
the European higher education and research dimension is less obvious.
Why has this become a European issue at all? It is thus not clear that this
should be a European concern, rather than a national concern. Perhaps
even a fully international or global research space is desirable. The
ideational space described above, for example, largely overlaps with a
global context. The idea of a global research area may also possibly be
played out, and global assessments, comparisons and rankings have be-
come predominant today. To explain this developing European space,
however, interrelationships among political struggles, organisational
antagonisms and ideational processes have been shown to create, in
interaction, the dynamics of this new and largely developing space.
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This text is based on ongoing work that will be presented in a book, Towards Euro-
pean Science, edited by Linda Wedlin and Maria Nedeva, to be published by Edward
Elgar Publishing. References to forthcoming work represent chapters in this volume.
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What is a university?
Answers to a very German question

For anyone who wants to know what a university is — and should
be — there is no way around Wilhelm von Humboldt and the
broad German discussion on the role of research and higher

education in contemporary society.

Those who follow the debate on the basis of universities
over a long period sense a tension between the virtually eternal
and the strongly time-bound aspects. On the one hand, the same

contradictions recur time and again: between general education and
vocational training, study and research, the demands of the outside world
and academic freedom. On the other hand, discussions are unequivo-
cally embedded deep in their own epochs and the contributions are replies
to very distinct questions.

In no other case is this tension between the historical and supra-his-
torical approaches as obvious as in that of Germany. Here, there is a long
tradition of examining the idea of university, dating back to at least the
late 18th century. Virtually all significant thinkers since Kant and Schil-
ler have contributed to this ‘theory of university’ genre. The debate has
at the same time been strongly coloured by the changeable and often
turbulent history of German society.

In the 21st century, German universities have had difficulty in holding
their own against the most eminent Anglo-Saxon seats of learning. True,
there are a number of vital research environments that combine domes-
tic intellectual traditions with international impulses. Many of these are
associated with a Max Planck Institute or generously favoured by funding
from German top-level research programmes. But German universities
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have still found it strikingly hard to measure up to the foremost British
and American ones. In one survey after another, the German higher
education institutions have ended up far down the academic ranking
tables, provoking a sense of crisis in broad intellectual circles. Since the
turn of the millennium, countless debate contributions — from sober
analyses to caustic pamphlets — have been published. Together, they form
a multifaceted discussion. When it comes to conducting basic research
on the cardinal academic issues, Germany is still a nation of scholarship
in a class of its own. Accordingly, anyone wishing to explore the idea of
university should follow German tracks.

Below, I explore the historical roots of 21st-century German reflection
on university. This is not intended solely as an interesting sketch of the
background. On the contrary, in my view, historical understanding is an
unconditional requirement for those who wish to form a true perception
of the features that distinguish the academic debate in this political and
economic powerhouse of Europe. This is because present-day German
exchanges of views, too, derive their special strength and tone from a
historical resonance. Contemporary academics seeking answers to the
very German question ‘What is a university?’ still inevitably turn to the
past. In particular, the German university tradition, which is more or less
associated with Wilhelm von Humboldt, serves as the starting point.
With a series of historical examples, each characteristic of its own epoch,
I show what this classic German line has meant during the modern
period.
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Discovery of Humboldt

Wilhelm von Humboldt, the civil servant, linguist and education theorist,
was born in 1767. For a brief but eventful period, in 1809–10, he was in
charge of education and culture in the Prussian interior ministry and
played a crucial part in setting up the new University of Berlin. At the
same time, he put his academic principles down in writing. Those who
consult an encyclopaedia or overview today get a summary of Humboldt’s
ideas: the combination of research and teaching; academic freedom (often
expressed as Lehr- und Lernfreiheit, ‘freedom of teaching and learning’);
general education rather than vocational training; and the idea of the
unity of scholarship. However, the history of the Humboldtian tradition
is more composite than this.

On his death in 1835, Wilhelm von Humboldt was acclaimed as a
statesman, man of letters and education reformer. The fact is, however,
that he never became a point of reference in the 19th-century Germany
discussion about university. This is a crucial realisation in the new
research on Humboldt’s legacy, conducted in the past two decades.
Historians have pointed out that Humboldt’s programmatic writings
remained unknown, even unpublished. Accounts of the history of
university cited writings of Schleiermacher, Fichte and Steffens that
predated the foundation of the University of Berlin, but the name of
Wilhelm von Humboldt is seldom, if ever, mentioned.1

Nor was the University of Berlin a beacon in academic waters. Fred-
erick William University (Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität), as it was
renamed in 1828, was one higher education institution among others. It
was, admittedly, described as young and dynamic; but nothing in its
statutes or structure proclaimed that it represented a new kind of model.
Similarly, Berlin did not serve as an exemplary model in 19th-century
academic discussions. Rather, the birth of the modern university was
ascribed to the Göttingen and Halle of Enlightenment rationalism.2

Around 1900, however, something happened. In his work on a book
about Humboldt, the historian Bruno Gebhardt made a weighty discov-
ery in the very last year of the 19th century. In an archive, he found the
unpublished memorandum Über die innere und äussere Organisation der
höheren wissenschaftlichen Anstalten in Berlin (‘On the internal and external
organisation of higher scientific institutions in Berlin’). All at once, Hum-
boldt’s short, unfinished treatise of 1809–10 became central in the turn-
of-the-century university debate.3
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Humboldt’s text was used not only to justify basic research in general.
It proved equally useful for sanctioning the research university that only
at the beginning of the 20th century was fully developed in Germany.
Humboldt bestowed on this type of knowledge institution a nearly
century-long prior history. His rediscovered treatise, somewhat para-
doxically, also provided arguments for those who sought to work for
research institutes outside university, such as the Kaiser Wilhelm Society
for the Advancement of Science (Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft), which was
founded in 1911. When its first president, Adolf von Harnack, wanted to
legitimate the new, independent research institutes, he cited Humboldt.
He interpreted Humboldt’s century-old programme as meaning that
development of scholarship called for academies, universities and also
relatively autonomous institutes — the latter appropriately in the form
of Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes. These dedicated research establishments
were intended to help assert Germany’s academic status in the stiffening
international competition. In this respect they were successful, even after
1945, when they lived on under the name of ‘Max Planck Institutes’.4

The success narrative about the University of Berlin found its proudest
expression when, in 1910, its centennial was celebrated. The philosopher
Eduard Spranger was outstandingly important. In his fervent speeches
and writings, Spranger consolidated the notion of Wilhelm von Hum-
boldt as originator of the modern German university. Better than anyone
else, Humboldt had reconciled free scholarship with the state, creating a
remarkable unity.5

Humboldt’s return must be understood as meaning that every institu-
tion in society rests on a set of notions about its own remit. The idea of
university therefore cannot, as political scientist Björn Wittrock has
affirmed, be regarded as ‘a free-floating abstraction but a guiding concep-
tion, rooted in the experiences, traditions, and life-worlds of individuals’.
The most significant of these ‘guiding conceptions’ was undeniably the
one associated with Wilhelm von Humboldt.6

In this wider perspective, the ‘Humboldt Renaissance’ of the early 20th
century becomes merely part of a long discussion about the essence of
the modern German university. With varying intensity, this discussion
has continued ever since. In the changeable intellectual terrain of the
Weimar Republic, Humboldt cropped up in many guises. For Carl Hein-
rich Becker, the education minister in the 1920s and influential debater,
the German university was im Kern gesund (‘healthy in the core’), but all
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the same he eagerly propounded adjustment to a new democratic age. In
the Third Reich, Humboldt was a hated figure, embodying a humanist
tradition that it was considered essential to overcome. Those who open-
ly espoused his ideas, such as René König in Vom Wesen der deutschen
Universität (‘The Essence of the German University’, 1935), were shown
the door. As a signpost and intellectual reservoir, the Humboldtian tradi-
tion was and remained significant.7

University rebirth

By the time war ended in 1945, many higher education institutions had
been reduced to rubble, numerous academics were ideologically compro-
mised and German scholarship was in a bottomless crisis. In these difficult
circumstances, intellectual reflection on the idea of university simultane-
ously began. One central question that engaged many of Germany’s lead-
ing thinkers was how to revive the ravaged nation.8

The single most important voice in the debate was that of Karl Jaspers,
the philosopher. In speeches, articles and the book Die Idee der Universität
(1946; The Idea of the University, 1959), he discussed how to vitalise uni-
versities after the great disaster. In the Third Reich, married to a Jewess,
he had been forced to leave his positions in academic management and
become subject to a publication ban. After the war ended, Jaspers saw it
as his task to restore the moral and intellectual honour of Germany. What
this required was a historical balance-sheet — a summary of the German
nation’s liabilities and assets. A genuine return therefore presupposed
also making the most of what was good, and could be built on, in their
German heritage. Here, university played a crucial role.9

Jaspers was convinced that the core of the German university was in-
tact. Despite the Nazis’ inroads into research and education, there were
professors and students who had held out against them. Now it was time
to reawaken the spirit of scholarship. This could happen only if univer-
sity once more became a hothouse of free research and teaching. In ad-
dition, it was crucial for university to include all human activity and
promote a broad concept of education; it must not, he believed, become
a conglomerate of specialist higher education institutions.

Karl Jaspers was a typical exponent of a substantial proportion of Ger-
man professors. These pundits, learned humanists with deep roots in the
educational culture of their own country, set the tone in the debate of the
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occupation years. In common with historians like Gerhard Ritter and
philologists like Karl Vossler, Jaspers embraced a neohumanist univer-
sity ideal with origins around the year 1800. All these thinkers argued in
favour of well-known academic principles, not infrequently citing Wil-
helm von Humboldt and the University of Berlin. With war and dictator-
ship fresh in their memories, they emphasised the importance of aca-
demic freedom and the pure quest for knowledge. Subsequently, these
German professors have been blamed for thereby making excuses for the
moral shortcomings and ideological confusions of academics under
Nazism. There is undoubtedly something in this, but the reference to a
classic mood was just as much a matter of overcoming the sense of crisis
that had taken hold. The Humboldtian tradition was a stable foundation.

Not all the pundits, however, thought that the way forward called for
a return to an older academic model. As a Jew Werner Richter, a German-
ist, had fled the country in 1933. In the 1940s he came into contact with,
and was deeply influenced by, several academic environments in North
America. On returning to his homeland a couple of years after the end of
the war, Richter threw himself into the public debate about research and
higher education. Like so many other German intellectuals who had spent
the war years in exile, Richter regarded German lines of thought with
marked aversion. His conclusion was that the German university had to
break with the 19th-century ideal and pay more attention to the collected
needs of society. Future educational programmes must, he asserted, seek
to make ‘good Europeans’ of the Germans. Scholarship could help to
re-create a sense of Western fellowship after the split of the Second World
War, he thought. He also made a passionate plea for German academics
finally to affirm democracy and get involved in the major issues of the
future.10

The debates of the early postwar period reveal the tension between
what was time-bound and what transcended time. The pundits sought
answers in the classic German tradition to the question of what consti-
tuted a university. Some of them advocated a return to an older system,
while others argued for democratic and social reforms. They were united
in a wish to reinstate university as a societal institution. Simultaneously,
ideas were being formed in a very distinctive phase. The university debate
intervened in, and was an aspect of, major contemporary differences of
opinion: about German culture, education and the bourgeoisie, the Ger-
mans’ place in Europe, and their relationship with their own dark past.
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A Humboldt for the postwar years

In the early 1960s, discussions about university flared up again. It was an
era when, in the West German academic community, pessimism was
being superseded by trust. During the first decade after the war, it had
been increasingly clear that the country’s universities were inhibited by
a rigid academic culture, and that there was a severely pent-up need for
reform. Now a new generation took over. They adopted a stance on the
emerging mass university’s place in modern, democratic, industrial
society, but also posed questions about freedom of research, the content
of education and the orientation of studies.11

Along with Ralf Dahrendorf and Jürgen Habermas, Helmut Schelsky
had a powerful voice in this debate. A sociologist, he had come to the fore
in the 1950s as a leading social scientist in the Federal Republic. In 1963,
Schelsky published the most refined postwar contribution to the dis-
cussion on the idea of the university: Einsamkeit und Freiheit (‘Solitude
and Freedom’). As a book, it was a hybrid between a learned historical
depiction of the advent of the modern German university, a sociological
analysis of the postwar world of scholarship and a veiled appeal for reform
of the contemporary German university.12

In the foreword, Schelsky accused the immediately preceding genera-
tions of focusing one-sidedly on history in their reflexions on university.
He, too, argued that Humboldt’s ideas were still relevant; but what dis-
tinguished Schelsky from older academics was that he combined a his-
torical and philosophical approach with a sociological one. When he
tackled the past, it was to find out what was still valid. One starting point
for Schelsky was that the University of Berlin was a new type of institu-
tion. It had rested on two fundamental ideas: an intellectual one, ex-
pressed in the slogan Bildung durch Wissenschaft (‘Education through
Science’), and a social one captured in the formula Einsamkeit und Freiheit.

The former ideal, education through science, contradicts the idea that
university should provide knowledge of practical use. Schelsky agreed
with Humboldt that the primacy of research must prevail and that the
function of university was never to mediate a series of dogmas. Instead,
students should be inculcated with a basic normative attitude in life, and
trained to become intellectually independent. In the second set of prin-
ciples, solitude and freedom, the basic social idea of university found
expression. By ‘solitude’, Schelsky meant that a measure of social isolation
was necessary for good academic research and teaching. Anyone who
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sought the truth must be located at a distance from society at large.
‘Freedom’ entailed taking the side of knowledge with no set purpose in
polemic against the notion of university as a provider of academic voca-
tional training.

When Schelsky turned from history to contemplating his own day, he
came up against difficulties. The classic ideal of education still lived on
in memory, but in practice the university of the 1960s had abandoned
the idea that it should shape a basic normative attitude, work for an
association between research and teaching and preserve the kind of aca-
demic freedom that preferred solitude. Nonetheless, the majority seemed
to think that the German university was essentially sound and there were
no reasons to scrutinise its foundations.

To Schelsky, on the other hand, it was clear that a veritable reform of
university. The need — as it had once been for Humboldt — was to find
a new overarching principle. Schelsky found inspiration in the classic
ideals, but reinterpreted them thoroughly in relation to the postwar uni-
versity. His motto was that the old slogans had to assume new shapes and
forms. Nevertheless, Schelsky realised clearly that the modern university
was too multifaceted for finding a common formula to be feasible. His
solution was, instead, a more differentiated university — but one in which
the various parts jointly formed the foundation of an academically based
ideal of education.

With this background, he proposed the setting-up of a new kind of
university was required: the ‘theoretical university’. This should not, he
believed, have vocational training or academic specialisation as its objec-
tive; instead, it should seek to be a combined research and educational
institution. He outlined a university with unlimited ‘freedom to learn’
that knew no regulatory impediments for those who wished to study.
Activities should be concentrated on the theories of the various disci-
plines, and collaboration across subject boundaries should be rewarded.
Accordingly, the solution was not a series of loosely linked research in-
stitutes with highly advanced specialisation.

During the 1960s, Schelsky was transformed from a theorist into a
politician. In 1965 he was tasked with drafting a proposal for a new uni-
versity in North Rhine-Westphalia. He presented an ambitious pro-
gramme in which many of the underlying ideas were recognisable from
Einsamkeit und Freiheit — not least the emphasis on research, academic
freedom and the combination of research and teaching. When the new
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university opened in Bielefeld in 1969, the research imperative was ex-
pressed most strikingly in the Centre for Interdisciplinary Research
(Zentrum für interdisziplinäre Forschung, ZiF), an institute for advanced
interdisciplinary studies that bore a strong resemblance to the theoretical
university.

Helmut Schelsky was one of many contemporary intellectuals who
became involved in the future of German universities. To him, Hum-
boldt’s view was an essential asset that nevertheless had to be constantly
renewed and reinterpreted. Far from everyone agreed. To numerous
socialist and liberal debaters of the 1960s, Humboldt was largely a dead
weight and a hindrance to the longed-for democratic reforms. But in
shaping their idea of university they, too, were unable to ignore the Ger-
man academic heritage. To seek answers, they had to ponder critically on
that tradition.13

New century, new Humboldt

The first decade of the 21st century was characterised by reforms and
wide-ranging initiatives in Germany. After the reunification in 1990, a
great deal of energy had been expended on incorporating the East Ger-
man higher education institutions into the West German system. At the
beginning of the new millennium, however, it was clear that the German
universities had to be remoulded, both to be fit for the students’ pur-
poses and to be able to hold their own in the global competition. The
European Bologna process reshaped the old structure of education and
substantial funds were invested in cutting-edge research within the frame-
work of the German Universities’ Excellence Initiative (Exzellenzinitia-
tive).14

As so often happens when university undergoes rapid internal trans-
formation, a feud on the basic issues arose. When academics’ life-world
judders and changes shape, they respond in writing. This seems to be
particularly true in Germany, where contributions continued along his-
torical lines. Reacting to one another, they formed temperamental con-
versations within the bounds of tradition.

In very many writings, the situation in the early 21st century was
characterised, not infrequently in pointed comments on tendencies in
research and higher education. In this debate, the name of Wilhelm von
Humboldt recurred time and again. The Prussian education reformer was,
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to many, a corrective to contemporary market adaptation and the cult of
usefulness.15

One of the most acclaimed books about university education published
in recent years is Jochen Hörisch’s Die ungeliebte Universität (‘The Unloved
University’, 2006), with the subtitle Rettet die Alma mater! (‘Save the Alma
Mater!’). As in many of the other writings, the Bologna process came
under fire; but Hörisch’s approach was broader and his work took on the
form of a general review of the academic world. The growing workload,
the application hysteria, the changed status of professors in society, the
dictates and primacy of money — he covered all these aspects. In contrast
to many other people’s writings, however, Wilhelm von Humboldt was
not invoked as a saviour. Hörisch was amply familiar with the era that
shaped Humboldt and, for this very reason, was able to maintain an
ironic distance from all the present-day kowtowing to the Prussian edu-
cation reformer. This did not prevent him from returning to the Hum-
boldtian tradition. Hörisch thought something absolutely fundamental
had been lost in the classic German research university: students and
professors no longer love their alma mater. The strong emotional rela-
tionship with the university, the almost erotic desire, that characterised
academics in the past has disappeared. To revive this dormant love rela-
tionship, a new academic sense of community must be created. Only
thereby, in Hörisch’s view, can a free academia and a true concept of
education be reinstated.16

Christoph Markschies, President of the Humboldt University of Ber-
lin in 2006–10, issued a collection of writings and speeches, Was von
Humboldt noch zu lernen ist (‘What is still to be learnt from Humboldt’),
ahead of the Bicentennial. Markschies made use of lessons from the his-
tory of the university to distinguish two main types of participant in the
debate on education policy: the constant pessimist and the indomitable
optimist, with their respective beliefs in decline and progress. The pes-
simists apply a kind of decadence model in which, step by step, we have
moved further away from a golden age; the optimists, in contrast, have
unbounded faith in the power of their own departments and institutions
to expand. Markschies, a Protestant theologist, resolved the basic issue
in the book — what may still be learnt from Humboldt — by proclaiming
a number of theses. Refraining from empty, speechifying reverence for
the monument that is Humboldt, he declared that we must read the
original documents to see what he had to tell us. The university idea of
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the early 19th century was permeated by the all-inclusive dreams of
romanticism. Markschies saw clear limitations in such notions, but
simultaneously expressed a strong belief that present-day universities,
too, can overcome dualistic ways of thinking and create an understanding
that goes far beyond specialist studies or subject boundaries. To him,
Humboldt was more or less an interlocutor, a provider of ideas whom
one could revisit to discuss matters with and test one’s ideas upon.17

The classic German university model has continued to be a self-evident
point of reference in the German debate in the 2010’s. In his Philosophie
einer humanen Bildung (‘Philosophy of Humane Education’, 2013) Julian
Nida-Rümelin made a plea for renewal of the humanist educational tra-
dition and a closer relationship between philosophy and pedagogics.
Yehuda Elkana and Hannes Klöpper adopted a different stance in Die
Universität im 21. Jahrhundert (‘The University in the 21st Century’, 2012).
They identified a number of challenges for the future, but thought that
the German university was too rooted in 19th-century structures and
ways of thinking to be capable of meeting them. Nevertheless, the sub-
title of their book — ‘Towards a New Unity of Teaching, Research and
Society’ — had a Humboldtian ring.18

The criticism expressed has shifted its ground innumerable times since
Nietzsche’s general attack on the German culture of education: its strong
historical orientation is a constraint on anyone who seeks to think in new,
expansive ways. No doubt it is true that the tradition-bound nature of
the German university has been a factor in making it increasingly rigid,
and in curbing the dynamism of knowledge. It may possibly also have
made it less easily influenced by trends and more resistant to external
impulses.

Twenty-five years after reunification, Germany is stronger than it has
been for a very long time. Simultaneously, Europeanisation of research
policy is under way in our part of the world. Perhaps European academ-
ics should all follow German development, since it may soon come to
affect them personally. It may then be necessary to be aware of the his-
torical and intellectual features of this debate. Century-old principles
have come to the fore every time a new generation has sought answers to
that very German question, ‘What is a university?’

*
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Intrinsic tensions and future
challenges of peer review

Researchers spend a great deal of time assessing research, an activity
with several intrinsic tensions and potential role conflicts. Future

challenges to peer review include the question of how demands for
transparency and usefulness to society can possibly be met while, at

the same time, academic independence is sustained.

One important task included in the researcher role is evalu-
ating other researchers’ work. The intention is to promote good,
at the expense of poor, research. Evaluators give or deny their

colleagues access to research grants, publication and advancement through
the collegial process of peer review. The problem, according to the British
physicist and theorist of science John Ziman, is that this calls for large
amounts of the most valuable resource in research: the most competent
researchers’ time.1 Research evaluation has also increased in both import-
ance and scope in recent years, partly owing to the fact that a larger share
of resources is being distributed in the form of project grants. Moreover,
requirements of higher quality in university research, greater relevance
to society and improved efficiency (value for money) have resulted in a
wave of evaluations focusing on the organisational level.

Different evaluation roles and tasks

The researcher’s role as evaluator comprises at least nine distinct tasks:

1. assessing doctoral theses
2. selecting new staff and promoting staff
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3. distributing research grants
4. assessing manuscripts submitted for publication
5. reviewing books and writing review articles
6. assessing candidates for academic awards
7. evaluating research organisations
8. assessing research as the basis for policy and decisions
9. assessing future research strategies and priorities.

The first three tasks are about providing human and financial resources
for the research system; the next four concern the products of research;
and the last two relate to future strategies. Some of these evaluation tasks
are included in university employees’ work duties (assessing theses and
applicants for university positions), while others are performed as fee-
based extra services (evaluation work for other organisations) and still
others are carried out as unpaid work in the researcher’s own subject area
(assessing journal articles).

The expectation that academic staff will assist in performing these tasks
is embedded in norms, and seldom in formal rules or regulations. The
role as evaluator is voluntary; but it offers a chance to exert academic
power and is important for the distribution of prestige and credibility in
the research community. Extensive literature about peer review exists,
but it deals mainly with scrutiny of applications for research grants and
of manuscripts submitted to academic journals. Studies of the other
assessment roles are more limited. The key aspects of the nine different
roles are presented below.

1. Examiner. In most countries doctoral students account for a substan-
tial proportion of total university research, and reviewing doctoral theses
is an important assessment role. First, this is a way of certifying the PhD
candidate as a researcher; second, it identifies promising and talented
researchers. Scrutinising theses is also an important way of staying up to
date with new research and promising young researchers. An analysis of
thesis examinations suggests that the examiners assume a role similar to
that of readers of any new text,2 but assessing theses is nevertheless one
of the more demanding evaluation tasks. Theses are, in general, long; and
thorough reviews, often both oral and written, are expected.

2. Staff selector. Assessing applicants for academic positions includes, for
example, deciding whether an applicant fulfils the requirements to be
appointed as an associate or full professor. In this evaluator role, research-
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ers can influence a particular department’s future academic profile, and
also the gender composition of its staff.3 These are processes that may
cause conflicts.4

3. Distributor of research grants. A third important role is that of serving
on committees set up to distribute research grants, or acting as an indi-
vidual referee of applications for these grants. Since a rising proportion
of resources for research is distributed through research councils, founda-
tions and other organisations that support research, where peer review
forms the basis of these awards, the importance of this role has grown.
The downside of this is the increasing share of rejections, which are frus-
trating both for the applicants concerned and for the evaluation panels.
Consequently, the use of peer review for distribution of research grants
has been called into question and there have long been proposals to re-
place it, also for reasons beyond the argument that the assessment takes
up valuable research time.5 On the one hand it is difficult to judge research
that has not yet been done, and there is not always much point in doing
so. On the other, partial assessments may have a far-reaching influence
on the type of research that is funded and who fails to receive funding. If
only certain schools of thought are represented in an evaluation panel,
the consequence may be that other approaches are discouraged.6 Ensuring
impartial decisions in multidisciplinary assessment committees is an-
other challenge.7 Peer review of project applications is thus a controversial
form of assessment and the one that could most easily be replaced, for
example by direct allocation to departments on the basis of previous
performance.

4. Referee and editor. While the referees assess the quality and relevance
of manuscripts submitted to journals for publication, the editor takes the
final decision on the basis of advice from, normally, two or more people.8

A closely related but less formalised task is to assess abstracts and papers
for academic conferences. There is an extensive literature on peer review
for publication, and there are also special conferences in this area.9 Re-
viewer bias is a central issue in this discussion.

5. Review writer. This function includes writing book reviews and review
articles about the current state of knowledge in a defined research field.
Review writers assign praise and blame to the researchers concerned, and
can also indicate their opinions by neglecting articles, books and other
academic contributions.

6. Prize awarder. Awarding academic prizes and other distinctions is
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regarded as a prestigious duty and can take up a great deal of time.
Evaluation work of this kind can also provide scope to exert power and
join, at a high level, in knowledge policy. This is evident in, for example,
studies of the work underlying the academic Nobel Prizes.10

7. Evaluator of research organisations. Evaluating research groups, depart-
ments, programmes, institutes and even whole universities has become
a great deal more extensive over the past quarter-century, in response to
the needs of the ‘evaluative state’.11 This relates not only to assessments
of quality; it may also include concrete recommendations on how to
improve the research and organise the unit evaluated. There are major
differences between countries regarding the purpose of these evaluations
and how they are carried out.12

8. Policy adviser. Another important task is to review research to be used
as the basis for policy-making and regulation. For example, extensive
review work is performed by researchers employed at public agencies in
areas like health and the environment. Academic committees of various
kinds also serve public bodies with summaries of this kind, and research-
ers serve on international bodies like the IPCC (UN Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change). The combination of peer review and practical
policy poses, however, a number of challenges, such as possible disagree-
ment among researchers and potential bias.13

9. Foresight viewer. In the 1980s and ’90s, public research funding bod-
ies were encouraged by their governments to become more strategic in
their funding policy by such means as creating large-scale R&D pro-
grammes focusing on particularly promising new research areas. John
Irvine and Ben R. Martin, the British science-policy researchers, used the
term ‘foresight activities’ for the mechanisms and procedures used to
identify areas of basic research with major future potential.14

All in all, researchers seem constantly engaged in evaluating and being
evaluated: they belong to an evaluation spiral in which the same research
is reviewed repeatedly. A project may undergo its first evaluation (1) when
the researchers apply for one or more research grants, and later (2) when
abstracts for conferences, (3) journal articles, (4) doctoral theses, if any,
and (5) book manuscripts from the project are submitted. In addition,
(6) publications from the project undergo scrutiny when the authors
apply for academic positions, (7) when they are nominated for prizes and
awards, and (8) when their departments or (9) the research programme
that funded their projects are evaluated. One or more (10) reviews of
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books from the project may be published in academic journals, and (11)
publications from the project may come to be evaluated in review articles.
If the project yields results of political or economic importance, or con-
tributes interesting openings for new research, it may also become part
of (12) policy-making processes and foresight studies. Finally, the results
from the project are fed back into stage 1, when researchers’ previous
achievements are assessed after they have submitted new applications for
research grants, and so the evaluation spiral continues. In addition, on-
going evaluation is an integral part of the research process. Thus, besides
all the formal peer review, continuous scrutiny of approaches, methods
and results takes place.

There are numerous ways in which peer review affects research and the
research community, and consequently the role of evaluator may, in sev-
eral different respects, come into conflict with the researcher role.

Tension 1:
Time for research versus time for evaluation

The most obvious tension between the roles of evaluator and researcher
is the time conflict. The more time researchers spend on evaluation, the
less is available for their research.

Little is known about how much time is devoted to formal evaluation
tasks. A study we carried out in 2001 among all permanent academic
employees at Norwegian universities investigated four of the nine evalu-
ation roles: scrutiny of doctoral theses; assessment of applicants for
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vacant positions and promotion to more senior ones, review of manu-
scripts for publication, and assessment of research organisations.15 Alto-
gether, some 80% of the academic staff were engaged in at least one of
these four evaluator roles in the course of a year, and these individuals
spent an average of nearly 17 working days on these tasks. The task that
most were engaged in was review of manuscripts. The evaluator role took
most time for professors (19 working days). Since the survey did not
cover all the nine evaluation roles, the total number of days is higher than
the figures observed. If we add to the figures above a few days for scru-
tiny of research applications, the result obtained for an average research-
er (one of the 80% who took on any evaluation tasks) is approximately
20 working days a year (some 25 for professors16), corresponding to be-
tween four and five working weeks, spent on evaluation work.

The question of whether the evaluator roles have changed over time
can be partially answered by our questionnaire data. The proportion of
employees who joined in reviewing doctoral theses and selecting staff rose
from 46% to 58% between 1991 and 2000. The average number of days
spent on these tasks was the same on the two occasions, indicating an
increase in the total time spent on these two different tasks during the
1990s. For the other tasks, too, there is reason to believe that there has
been an increase in total pressure on the staff. Referee work has hardly
decreased in the past few decades, partly because a growing share of re-
sources for university research is distributed in response to applications,
which has the effect of getting more researchers engaged in the work of
assessment. But the reviewer role that has probably increased its time
requirement most is evaluation of research organisations. This is because
of the introduction of new public management, with its greater emphasis
on retrospective assessments. Another change emerging from the ques-
tionnaire data is a much more international profile of the evaluator role.
In 1991, 9% of academic staff at Norwegian universities took part in
evaluation work abroad; the proportion rose to 22% in 2000 and 38% in
2012.17 Summing up, there is thus every reason to assume that both the
importance of and the time required for the role of evaluator have in-
creased.

It may reasonably be assumed that the time conflict makes it impos-
sible for the researchers most in demand to undertake all the evaluation
tasks they are invited to take on. They then limit their inputs to what
they perceive as the most important assignments. The probable result is
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that the highest-ranking academics will assume the most prestigious and
powerful evaluation tasks18, leaving the less prestigious ones to more
junior researchers.

Tension 2:
Peer expertise versus impartiality

Some severe tensions between the roles of evaluator and researcher derive
from conflicts of interest. The researchers who are the most competent
to evaluate particular research are often close colleagues or competitors
of those who have done the research19, but close colleagues are disqualified
under conflict-of-interest rules.

Conflicts of interest may be an argument for taking precautions to
ensure the autonomy of scholarship, while in other cases it can be an
argument for alternatives to peer review, i.e. inducing the research com-
munity to refrain some of its autonomy to avoid ‘setting the fox to mind
the geese’. For example, if a researcher with commercial interests in the
drugs industry is asked to scrutinise manuscripts about effects of drugs,
it would jeopardise the autonomy and credibility of science. It may there-
fore be asserted that only ‘pure’ academics should perform such tasks. On
the other hand, taking part in the review of proposals for a research
programme may disqualify the evaluators and their research group from
applying for grants from the programme. Such losses of rights are in
conflict with researchers’ academic interests and may make them more
hesitant about taking on such review assignments.

These tensions can be tackled by restricting autonomy of the indi-
vidual research fields or limiting the use of peer review. The former could,
for example, involve using foreign reviewers or broadly composed panels
without true peers in the research area concerned. Researchers from the
home country then lose the chance to distribute research resources with-
in their own area. An example of the latter case is distributing more re-
sources through channels that do not require peer review, for example by
transferring public funds directly to universities, based on result indicat-
ors or administrative decisions, and also through commissioned research
and tender competitions.
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Tension 3:
Neutral judge versus promoting research interests

There are also tensions connected with double expectations concerning
evaluators’ neutrality. On the one hand, the evaluators are expected to
be neutral judges who carry out an impartial and thorough scrutiny. On
the other, the evaluators expect to be able to influence what is considered
to be good research and how key resources in their area are distributed.
These double expectations leave a negotiable space for the requirements
and significance of a ‘neutral assessor’. Such a person obviously cannot
pursue personal interests, but what about conflicting views based on the
evaluators’ research fields, research interests or ‘schools of thought’? In
some respects, the notion of an academically neutral evaluator is mean-
ingless. Researchers have different academic backgrounds and divergent
opinions about, for example, method and theory, and the resulting dif-
ferences in assessments may reasonably be regarded as legitimate differ-
ences, not as bias.20 In other words, evaluators are not expected to be
academically neutral; instead, they are supposed to make assessments
based on scholarly discretion. The tensions that arise originate from the
lack of any clear boundaries for scholarly discretion, i.e. no clear bound-
ary between what evaluators may legitimately attempt, and what they
should refrain from attempting, to influence. For example, it may be
difficult to distinguish promotion of academically appropriate methods
and research perspectives from assessments that support the evaluator’s
own research interests.

Tensions between expectations of a neutral assessor and of being able
to influence the outcome may be particularly disturbing when there are
no clear norms for selecting evaluators and when the processes lack trans-
parency. Some of the literature on examination of doctoral theses is about
this very lack of national standards for PhD examinations21, and gives
examples of procedures that make distortions and other disruptions pos-
sible. For example, lack of standards and openness about how examiners
are selected may entail detrimental power relations between supervisors
and examiners.22
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Tension 4:
Deviant assessments versus unanimous conclusions

Different scholars have divergent assessments and priorities. At the same
time, processes of peer review are intended to bring about unanimous
conclusions on distribution of scarce resources and prestige.

There are two main ways of handling these tensions. One is for the
expert reviewers to meet in person and reach a compromise through
discussion. The other is for non-experts to take decisions based on a
number of individual peer assessments. Journal editors’ decisions on
whether to publish papers submitted are an example of the latter. An
example of the first method is decision-making in grant review panels.
Studies show that an important mechanism for attaining unity in such
groups is to respect the assessment of the panel member with the most
established proof of competence on the application in question.23 The
way in which the process is organised can also affect the outcome.24

In the assessment of manuscripts and grant applications, and in most
other peer review allocating scarce resources in the scientific community,
deviant assessments are unproblematic and even considered an important
part of the dynamics of research. On the other hand, in the assessment
of research for use in public policy divergent assessments often cause
problems. Stakes are high and review processes that leave scope for bias
or random results are not tolerated. The potential for bias is more pro-
nounced in reviews relating to public regulations and policy than in
ordinary academic peer review, since the reviewers’ research perspectives
can influence how risks are assessed.25

Tension 5:
Peer review versus quantitative indicators

Alongside the evaluation spiral described above and the general rise in
the use of peer review, the use of quantitative indicators is also increasing.
Quantitative indicators are compelling since they offer simple answers at
a low cost.26 Even when quantitative indicators are aggregate conclusions
from previous peer assessments (i.e. bibliometric measures), there are
tensions between these indicators on the one hand and peer review on
the other, and they may yield different conclusions. Studies comparing
the outcomes of peer review and bibliometrics have found some correla-
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tion, but in many cases they are much less closely correlated than one
would expect.27 Although both methods are ultimately based on peer
review, directly or indirectly, they rest on very different logics. Peer review
is based on subtle and tacit judgements and detailed knowledge of the
research frontier in the area under assessment28, whereas the bibliometric
method counts articles and citations in indexed journals. Bibliometrics
can provide important information about a researcher’s previous activi-
ties, networks and collaboration patterns, but are disputed as evidence
for academic quality. In some cases, such as evaluations of major research
programmes, peer review and bibliometrics are combined, which may
save time. In other cases, peer review is outcompeted by quantitative
measures, e.g. when funding authorities are looking for ways to increase
accountability and efficiency, and choose to replace fixed block grants to
universities by funding based on quantitative performance indicators29,
rather than by research grants based on peer review.

Tension 6:
Autonomy versus responsibility

Although peer review is a key control mechanism in the academic com-
munity, it may work against responsibility in relation to society at large.
Peer review serves as a mechanism of ‘professional self-regulation that
affords scientists a degree of autonomy from scrutiny by the public’.30

Academic quality is one of the least politicised aspects of research, and
the academic community commands full autonomy in defining and as-
sessing its research. At times when the autonomy of academia is con-
tested31 and there is little overlap between public and academic research
interests, society’s demands to determine the research agenda will prob-
ably strengthen the researchers’ efforts to fortify academic autonomy.
Researchers invoke peer review in their own defence32, one example being
the evaluations of research programmes in which the reviewers recom-
mend an increased share of resources to fundamental researcher-initiated
research.33

The academic community’s ability to protect its own independence is
generally strong. The need for peer experts to assess academic quality is
obvious, and researchers often succeed in defining ‘quality’ as ‘scientific
quality’. The scope for non-peer participation in the evaluation of re-
search is clearly limited. However, there are salient differences among
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different evaluator roles. While the task of assessing doctoral theses can-
not be performed by non-peers, research grants may be distributed
through, for example, direct awards based on previous productivity.

In addition, non-peer assessments of applications may add tensions
relating to academic autonomy. Decisions on research grants are often
based on additional aspects alongside academic quality, such as whether
a project fits into the desired allocation of funds in terms of theme, geo-
graphical and institutional location, gender balance, potential societal
impacts and ethical considerations.34 In general, peer competence is not
required for assessing such issues. Nor is it obvious who can best assess
the effects of the proposed research on society. Researchers may assert
that the societal merits of a project are more uncertain than the aca-
demic ones, and that effects on society depend on scientific success;
accordingly, they may prioritise scientific quality over benefit to society.
Moreover, if a research-funding body were to organise its own assessment
process in such a way that non-experts could outvote experts, it may be
perceived as illegitimate and deliberately opposed by the reviewers. Even
when peer review is defined as a part of the system ensuring accountabil-
ity for public expenditures, public accountability and ensuring that pub-
lic funding for research serves public needs are not the priorities of the
peer reviewers.35

The role of the research evaluator is undergoing change. In the past
two decades, the work has become increasingly international, and this
helps both to improve quality and to prevent conflicts of interest. Open
peer review is another trend possibly contributing to more egalitarian
review processes. Certain journals have introduced more open peer review
processes, including open invitations to comment on manuscripts submit-
ted.36 Below, we discuss an agenda for future studies of the research
evaluator role in the light of increased globalisation and the tensions
analysed above.

Choice of evaluators, shortage of time
and academic stratification

The outcome of peer review depends on who carries it out. Nonetheless,
there is very little research on how evaluators are selected, or on the avail-
ability of appropriate expertise and their time constraints. Here, there
are important research questions to explore. Who are the evaluators most
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in demand and why? Which are the most attractive evaluation tasks and
how is time spent on the various evaluation tasks today?

Selection processes and time constraints may affect work distribution
and stratification in the academic community, including the global dis-
tribution of work, in various ways. There are limits to how much time
researchers are willing to spend on evaluations. When the total volume
of evaluations increases, the most senior and most frequently consulted
evaluators will most likely have to prioritise the evaluation tasks they take
on more strictly, and allow more junior scholars and/or researchers, from
a broader range of countries, to be involved in evaluation. Introducing
open review (self-selection of reviewers) may reinforce this tendency.
Nevertheless, there is reason to assume that the top-ranking researchers
can retain the assignments of greatest political importance. Relevant
research questions here include how much time researchers are willing to
devote to evaluation work and how they choose evaluation assignments.
For example, when academic autonomy is called into question, researchers
may be more willing to spend time on evaluation processes to ensure that
scholarly quality is not overrun by other considerations.

Autonomy, indicators and non-peers

Another key issue is the threat to academic autonomy posed by the use
of quantitative indicators and evaluations that do not require peer com-
petence. A low approval rate in research funding agencies and concerns
about bias and conflicts of interest in peer review may prompt measures
to restrict the time researchers spend on carrying out peer review and
writing applications, causing more emphasis to be laid on quantitative
indicators. Moreover, more concern about societal relevance and the
accountability of research may result in evaluations performed by non-
peers.

Extending the use of quantitative measures in the allocation of research
funds may reduce the importance of peer review. On the other hand,
the aggregate importance of peer review is enhanced by peer review of
funding based on previous performance. When funding is performance-
based, important key figures are the number of peer-reviewed publications
and the rate of success in obtaining research grants based on peer review.
Moreover, in several countries peer review is the basis for performance-
based funding; one example is the UK Research Excellence Framework.37
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Quantitative measures give rise to two sets of research questions re-
garding researchers as evaluators. First, how far are evaluators aware of
the aggregate importance of their assessment work, how much does this
affect their willingness to take on evaluation assignments, and to what
extent does it influence conflict-of-interest considerations and use of
foreign reviewers? Questions in the second set relate to researchers’ opin-
ions and wishes concerning indicators and expert review. Do researchers
prefer research funding to be distributed on the basis of quantitative
measures and incentive systems, or of peer review of grant proposals?
Both approaches are frequently criticised by researchers. Peer review is
criticised for being conservative, i.e. discriminating against interdis-
ciplinary and groundbreaking research, and time-consuming. Since
performance-based funding is based on aggregate outcome of peer review,
there is a risk that it may reproduce the latter’s weaknesses. Quantitative
measures may, moreover, produce dysfunctional incentives, such as giving
higher priority to quantity than to quality. What is perceived as the
fairest, least conservative and most efficient way of distributing research
grants is not evident.

Quantitative measures imply a competitive regime based on (presum-
ably) predictable criteria, while the introduction of non-peers and
stronger emphasis on benefit to society in the evaluation process repre-
sent a clearer challenge to academic autonomy. Some researchers also
challenge traditional peer review and propose more openness and broader
selection criteria.38

There are many arguments against full academic self-governance in
allocating research resources, and arguments for placing more emphasis
on external considerations and involving non-peers in setting research
priorities. It is usually held that public funds for research should serve
public needs or at least some general interests. To legitimate heavy pub-
lic spending on research, openness to external criticism and responsive-
ness to the needs and concerns of the public are also required. We have
also seen rising demands for citizen influence (democratisation of re-
search), greater emphasis on societal impacts and accountability, as
well as challenges associated with controversial issues characterised by
high uncertainty.39 Including societal criteria and lay people in assess-
ments may better ensure that research serves public needs and the needs
of disadvantaged groups better.40 Non-academic competences may
reduce insider bias41 and better ensure that a broader set of criteria — e.g.
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social, economic, environmental, or health concerns — are taken into
account.

Since assessment of research applications is a zero-sum game that
defines the research focus in a programme or research field, this reviewer
role is likely to be perceived as important in terms of protecting academic
autonomy. In-depth studies are required to find out how introducing
non-peers and broader relevance criteria affects review work and respon-
siveness to public concerns. Moreover, both evaluators’ and research-
funding agencies’ perceptions of academic autonomy should be studied.

The text is an updated and somewhat shortened version of L. Langfeldt & S. Kyvik,
‘Researchers as evaluators: Tasks, tensions and politics’, Higher Education, 62, 2011,
pp. 199–212.
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Little for many
or much for few?

Determining which research matters is hard to impossible.
This is true whether the research is assessed before or after

its implementation. In other words, it applies to assessments
of applications and publications alike.

There is a trend, both national and international, of investing
research resources in big, established research groupings. We see
this in Swedish academia, where the higher education institutions

(HEIs) set up research centres they deem to be strong and competitive.
These become the flagships of the universities’ most compelling research.
Similarly, Swedish research councils have established research centres that
have been rated as excellent. All such trends are based on the idea that
concentrating resources on what are already robust, thriving environ-
ments makes groundbreaking research more likely. The funders quite
simply, it is assumed, get more value for their money. Perhaps, too, a
Nobel laureate waits round the corner — and we all know what lofty
prestige the Nobel Prizes confer on the universities concerned.

To be able to endow these environments with money, the universities,
research councils and other funders must also be able to locate and iden-
tify strong research groupings or leading researchers. They often rely on
peer review, with researchers assessing other researchers, but they also
use bibliometric measures, such as academic journals’ impact factors
(reflecting how far the articles they publish are cited by other researchers)
and individual researchers’ publication or citation counts. Despite these
various measures and approaches, good and important research is far from
easy to identify successfully. A growing number of studies are cropping
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up that elucidate the difficulty of assessing research. Can we really trust
peer review, and do the different bibliometric measures guide us cor-
rectly in our quest for research worth funding? This is doubtful, accord-
ing to a study published in PLoS Biology in 2013.

Retrospective research assessment

‘It isn’t easy to decide what research is important, and researchers are
much worse at it than one may think,’ says one of the two authors of the
research report in PLoS Biology: Adam Eyre-Walker, Professor of Biology
at Sussex University in the UK. He and his co-author Nina Stoletzki
studied more than 6,000 published articles that experts, i.e. research col-
leagues, had assessed after publication. The articles were taken from two
databases. One is kept by the Wellcome Trust, a research-funding
organisation that uses experts to retrospectively assess the research it has
funded. The other belongs to Faculty of 1000, a website where biologists
upload articles they like, along with ratings (one to three stars) and
recommendations, and discuss them. Eyre-Walker and Stoletzki show
that, in these two databases, researchers who assess the same article do
not give it the same rating any more frequently than they would have
done on a purely random basis. This should, to say the least, be seen as a
cause for concern.

Eyre-Walker and Stoletzki compared three common methods of
assessing research: post-publication peer review, citation counts and the
impact factor of the journal concerned. The results show that researchers
are poor at appraising the importance of an academic publication, and
that their assessments are highly error-prone and easily swayed by exter-
nal factors. Moreover, subjective assessments such as peer reviews are
both expensive and time-consuming. Researchers also have little ability
to predict the future importance of an article, in terms of the number of
citations. The latter, Eyre-Walker and Stoletzki think, is both because
researchers lack skill in assessment and because articles of similar quality
have different citation counts for purely random reasons.

One external factor that greatly influences assessors’ ratings of an ar-
ticle is the journal that publishes it. Researchers generally rate articles
published in prestigious journals with high impact factors more highly.
The same goes for articles that are comparable in terms of citation counts
but published in journals with divergent impact factors. Although impact
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factors, too, have their problems they are nonetheless the measure that,
in Eyre-Walker and Stoletzki’s estimation, is the most efficient and best
for assessing the importance of an already published article. It is a measure
that, above all, is clear and easy to understand; and it removes the
researchers’ problem of choosing which articles to assess. Accordingly, it
may be better to choose articles published in journals with high impact
factors than articles that have been cited numerous times or articles that
the researchers personally think represent their best work. Impact factor
is a low-cost measure to use and provides a direct indication of the im-
portance of research, Eyre-Walker and Stoletzki think.

One problem with journals’ impact factors is that they vary greatly
from one academic discipline to another. Another difficulty is that a great
deal of research is published in monographs, as book chapters or in
other channels that are not included in measurement of impact factors.
It is essential to make corrections for different academic disciplines, Eyre-
Walker says. This is not trivial, but not impossible either. This kind of
system exists in Australia. An even better system would presumably be
for researchers in a particular field to rank the journals in their field. For
research published in monographs and other, similar formats, we unfor-
tunately have to rely on peer reviews or citation counts, Eyre-Walker says.

Assessment of research applications

Now that post-publication peer review has proved problematic and some-
times almost random, one must ask whether the traditional pre-publica-
tion peer review, so crucial in the world of research, is not equally beset
by problems. Adam Eyre-Walker agrees that no doubt it is. But, he adds,
it is also worth pointing out that this kind of assessment is twofold. First,
it addresses whether the proposed research is of high quality in terms of
methods and expected results; second, it judges its importance. My guess,
says Eyre-Walker, is that researchers are better at the first and, as men-
tioned above, fairly poor at the second. An alternative to traditional pre-
publication peer review might be a model similar to the one used by
Faculty of 1000, with only one online magazine (with different subject
sections) to which researchers can send their articles (preferably anony-
mously). Other researchers can then submit their comments, and articles
with favourable comments can remain online. This way, the randomness
that sometimes determines whether an article is published in a high-
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impact journal or not is also avoided. But even this kind of system can be
misused, if friends and colleagues are enlisted to write positive things
about one’s article. A system in which all research that is considered well
executed is also published is nonetheless preferable, Eyre-Walker thinks.

In another study, published in PLoS One in 2013, the Canadian re-
searchers Jean-Michel Fortin and David J. Currie share Eyre-Walker and
Stoletzki’s conclusions in many respects. The question they posed was
how a researcher’s academic impact (in terms of publication and citation
counts) is connected with the amount of research funding awarded to
him or her. To exert the most academic impact with the money they in-
vest, in other words, should funders opt to give large sums to a few excel-
lent research groups or, rather, smaller amounts to more researchers? In
brief: much for few or little for many?

Fortin and Currie take their data from research funded by the Natural
Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC). They
trace the progress of researchers who received funding in 2002 for two
four-year periods, from 2002/03 to 2005/06 and 2006/07 till 2009/10.
Altogether, they studied 374 funded researchers and research groups.
Some of these were also awarded funding from other resources, such as
the Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), and this was integrated into
the study.

Fortin and Currie arrive at several important and exciting results.
Although there is a certain connection between the individual researcher’s
academic impact and the amount of research funding awarded, it is sur-
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prisingly weak. The amount of funding accounts for around 28% of the
variation in impact among researchers: thus, more money does not add
very much to impact. Impact per dollar received is even negatively cor-
related with the quantity of research funding. So if research funders want
to maximise the total impact of their money, a strategy favouring a few
major projects does not appear preferable to one benefiting many small
ones, in Fortin and Currie’s view. This is, moreover, a conclusion that
emerges if one studies Nobel laureates, who exhibit the whole spectrum
from non-existent funding to gigantic grants.

Neither, when the researchers look more closely and in depth at indi-
vidual articles with a high impact, do these seem to be more often the
work of researchers with large grants than of those with small ones. On
the contrary, claim Fortin and Currie: if articles with a high impact are
the funders’ objective, it is best to distribute money among many re-
searchers, rather than concentrating it on just a few excellent groupings.
Nor does the ability to attract research funds from several different
funders seem to result in higher impact on the part of researchers.

Thus, there do not appear to be any statistics supporting investments
of substantial resources in just a few large, elite research groups; and there
is, in fact, a great deal of evidence in favour of funding many small groups
or individual researchers. One reason for this, according to Fortin and
Currie, is that even a modest grant enables the researcher who is also a
university teacher to engage actively in research. A university teacher’s
job should, by definition, include research. Funding more researchers
boosts diversity and, through increased interfaces between students and
researchers, expanded opportunities are created for students to enter
research. Just as high genetic variation paves the way for biodiversity to
be sustained in a changing environment, so funding of a highly varied
array of research enhances the likelihood of successful research in an
unpredictable future. Perhaps, after all, giving every active researcher a
basic grant is not such a bad idea.

Both these studies, then, give thumbs down to the current research-
policy climate in which large projects are prioritised. One person might
ask whether a bit of Swedish moderation is not advisable, with funding
awarded to both large and small projects. This is the situation today,
surely, another might point out. True, to some extent. But political ini-
tiatives involving central themes and large groupings nonetheless tend
to result in small-scale, high-quality research in peripheral areas losing
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out. This is research that (to revert to the biological analogy) resembles
biological populations on the periphery of the species range, which pro-
vide crucial genetic variation that is often immensely valuable in times
of climate or environmental change. This kind of research is worth pro-
tecting, just like threatened species. Adam Eyre-Walker expresses this
best when he summarises his investigation.

‘Our study indicates that we should seek to fund a great variety, a broad
spectrum, of research rather than following the trend that is so common
today — that of investing heavily in a few individuals or research groups.
I say this because none of us seem to know what is, or will prove in the
future to be, significant and vital research,’ Eyre-Walker concludes.

*

Eyre-Walker, A. & Stoletzki, N., ‘The assessment of science: The relative merits
of post-publication review, the impact factor, and the number of citations’, PLoS
Biology 11 (10), 2013, e1001675 (DOI: 10.1371/journal.pbio.1001675).

Fortin, J-M. & Currie, D. J., ‘Big science vs. Little science: How scientific impact
scales with funding’, PLoS One 8 (6), 2013, e65263 (DOI:10.1371/journal.
pone.0065263).
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Open access:
expansion from articles to books?

By connecting open access with peer review, the key aspects
of the book as publication form can be preserved and its

status simultaneously enhanced.

More than a decade has passed since the idea of open
access to research results in digital form was defined and form-
alised. This happened through the pronouncements named

after their respective locations: the Budapest Initiative and the Berlin
Declaration.1 With these documents, a cornerstone of further efforts to
make research freely accessible was laid. The first, the Budapest Initiative
of 2002, starts with a description of how the Open Access (OA) move-
ment was created by combining something old and something new: the
old tradition of researchers publishing their work in academic journals
without getting paid for it, along with the new communication technol-
ogy, the Internet.2 The Berlin Declaration, signed by both the Association
of Swedish Higher Education and the Swedish Research Council, has
become a key feature of Swedish research policy.3

Discussion about OA has, above all, been about a particular type of
research publication: articles in academic journals.4 This discussion has
been broadened recently and begun increasingly to also be about book
publishing, an activity that is particularly important in humanities and
social sciences. Here, too, there are ample reasons for making research
freely accessible to all and thereby forming the basis for a systemic change
in how publications are implemented and financed. This is work that can
enhance the book as a publication form, but that also calls for the spe-
cific conditions of the book and the disciplines in which books are pub-
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lished to be taken into account. In this chapter I discuss this new focus
in OA, which is still in its infancy.5 I shall start with a discussion of gen-
eral arguments and apprehensions concerning OA and then cover issues
relating to book publishing: first financing and the publication model,
and then versions, archiving and rights. The chapter concludes with a
brief overview of quality control.

Argument for
and apprehensions about open access

Ideas about OA may appear startling, since they alter some of the founda-
tions of the publishing business. With OA, a shift takes place in financing
from the traditional business model, in which income is derived from
copies sold, to the cost being charged to the author instead. The cost of
providing access to the research is thus, financially, defined as part of the
research work itself.

There are several key arguments for the OA model, above all regarding
three aspects: access, added value and reach. Access to research is a mat-
ter of justice; OA gives other researchers and students a chance to study
research results irrespective of payment capacity, irrespective of whether
they have access to a high-class research library or not, and irrespective
of whether their own research library happens to subscribe to a particular
journal.6 The access issue also applies outside academia, where academic
professionals, small companies and the general public need to be able to
find out about research. One important principle underlying these ideas
is that publicly funded research should be accessible to the public — a
democratic viewpoint that is relevant in many subjects in humanities and
social sciences.7

The arguments about added value suggest that free digital access boosts
the value of the publication. For readers, different media have different
advantages; in the case of a book a printed work, for example, offers the
opportunity for concentrated in-depth reading independently from a
source of electric power, while a digital text makes digital searches pos-
sible. Thus, there is no contradiction between these media and, rather,
they have a complementary function. There is also added value in the fact
that OA is not just about publishing research results but also about
enabling the data collected in the course of research to be used by other
researchers. Open digital publication also makes it possible to carry out
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research by means of ‘data mining’, which requires digital access to large
quantities of research.

The third argument, about reach, is connected to the issue of access.
Increased access for readers also means a greater reach for the researcher
and scope for more impact and more citations. American philosopher
Peter Suber calls this ‘the access revolution to reach more readers’.8

Where reach is concerned there is also a clear counterargument: that
in an era of information overload making publications accessible is not
enough. What should one do to ensure that the research is not only
accessible but actually found and read in the mass of online publications?
The answer here is that OA publication, as much as other forms, needs a
publication context: inclusion in a selection and editing procedure, and
systematic promotion. This counterargument is connected with the fear
where OA publication is concerned, that what a publishing company
contributes to the publication process risks being lost. This includes edi-
torial revision, quality control and technical reworking procedures, i.e.
what may be termed ‘enhancement’ of the text. Since these functions are
equally important for a publication irrespective of the medium, the new
model of OA publication must preserve the best features of the old
model. Also when publishers are unable to obtain payment for their work
from individual buyers, this work must be implemented and funded.9

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 11L
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Open books:
funding and publication model

The notion of a ‘business model’ has already been mentioned, as has the
fact that it is changing where books are concerned. Traditionally, books,
like journals, have been based on a business model in which the pub-
lisher enhances and prints a work, and then obtains its income from
selling copies. Part of the cost is paid by every individual consumer, the
publisher takes a calculated risk and, depending on the success of sales,
an individual book may show either a profit or a loss. Sometimes the only
buyers are expected to be university libraries, and this results in very
expensive copies.

When journals began to move towards OA, a new business model was
established in which the author pays an ‘article processing charge’ (APC)
to cover the publisher’s work. The fact that publication is charged for
does not mean that authors buy themselves inclusion in the journal:
instead, academic selection and assessment of every article are carried out
first. The result that is then published is freely accessible; the publisher
takes no risk but cannot obtain additional income either in the event of
a work being extra popular. Neither do the authors earn any money on
their works, which they have not done before in journal publications
either.10

A large-scale example of a publisher that applies publication charges
of this kind is the commercially operated BioMed Central, which includes
more than 250 journals in biology, biomedicine and medicine. The charge
varies from one journal to another, but is between €1,000 and €2,000 per
article.11 This is paid, as a rule, by funders, institutions or university li-
braries.12 Compared with the major annual costs incurred by university
libraries for subscribing to large packages of journals, publication is paid
for here only once, on the occasion when it is published.13 The charges
imposed by BioMed Central are not typical of the whole world of OA
journals, as researchers David J. Solomon and Bo-Christer Björk point
out: in many cases the charges can be considerably lower, and charges do
not always apply.14 Here, I would also like to stress the importance of not
allowing unreasonably high charges, which are a risk in a new, as yet
unconsolidated market. To my knowledge this problem affects journal
articles most, especially those published on a ‘hybrid OA’ basis, which
combines toll access and OA by allowing an author to ‘buy out’ an article
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published in a closed journal in order to insert it, with OA, in the univer-
sity’s archive.15

To the extent that the new model is applied to books, a ‘book process-
ing charge’ (BPC) has been created, usually several times larger than a
single article’s APC. In many countries, paying for a book to be published
is something new and unaccustomed.16 In Sweden, matters are different:
since our language region is too small to enable academic books to be
sold in large editions and generate a profit, we already have a tradition of
printing grants, with funds from research funders or institutions used to
pay for book production. When other countries, such as the US and UK,
struggle to win legitimacy for a new way of thinking about books, we
thus have a head start in terms both of how authors think and of access
to grants for printing.17 Accordingly, the change-over will be easier to
implement in Sweden. Academic books are not written and published on
a speculative basis or to earn money; instead, they are an important part
of research and researchers’ work of disseminating their results. It is thus
not unreasonable to see the costs of book production as a natural part of
research projects.

In Sweden there is thus already a publication model in which printing
grants are needed. It would be relatively easy for the funders to adapt
their grants to make them a means of seeking OA publication more
clearly — Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and the Swedish Research Council,
for example, have already done this for articles — if the grant level is
simultaneously maintained so that it covers the work that needs to be
done.18 Free digital access to the resulting book would then be offered.
Readers wishing to obtain physical books would pay for the actual
medium, i.e. for the printed book as the form in which they access the
research. In the past few years there has been a tendency among research
funders to reduce the support they provide by means of grants for print-
ing. In terms both of the disciplines and of OA, it would be desirable for
the funders instead to maintain their grants, which are necessary to enable
high-quality books to be published, and connect them to OA dissemin-
ation. Rather than printing grants, the funds should then be known as
‘production grants’ or ‘publication grants’, which would indicate their
purpose better.

One important point when a model changes is to attempt to retain the
strengths of the old model. For academic book publication, this means
preserving the enhancement work that (in many cases) takes place at a
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publishing house. This includes the editing work that, first, improves the
text; second, makes it readable and consistent in terms of layout; and,
third, helps the book to reach out to a readership other than the purely
academic, i.e. enabling non-academics to read it and participate better in
public debate and cultural discussions. Reaching out in this way is par-
ticularly important for the disciplines that do not clearly distinguish
between original scholarship and its popularisation, where the purpose
is to reach both target groups with one and the same publication and
achieve several kinds of impact simultaneously.

This kind of model would protect the book as a form of publication,
which is essential at a time when there is pressure on researchers to switch
to writing articles only, while numerous research issues and much mate-
rial call for the longer, more thoroughly worked-out form that books
entail. The model would thus help to ensure that Swedish research poli-
cy takes varying research and publication practices into account instead
of making everything conform, as is so often the case, to how it works
for certain research areas — especially natural sciences, engineering and
technology, and medicine — and defining deviations from it as negative.19

The model would also ensure that as much as possible was achieved with
the production grants, since the condition of OA provides the greatest
possible dissemination of the research.

Versions, archiving and rights

In the literature on open access, there is an established distinction be-
tween ‘green’ and ‘gold’ OA. Gold OA means that a text is published in
a fully OA context, such as an open journal. Green OA means parallel
publishing instead: publication in a closed journal, with toll access, takes
place while the article is also made freely accessible in an archive, such as
an institutional archive like DiVA. Not infrequently, it is not the final
article but an earlier, less revised, pre-layout version that is placed in the
institutional archive.20 This distinction between green and gold OA is not
as important in book contexts, since a book is a work in itself and not
part of a larger publication. Whether a book is in print and also available
on an OA basis or whether an OA book can also be purchased in printed
form makes no essential difference. One possible difference is that it may
determine whether the digital version is immediately accessible or wheth-
er it is uploaded to the Internet only after an embargo period. The
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important requirement in this context is that there should not be rework-
ing of different versions. Having a text both as a manuscript in digital
form, and as an edited book with a layout in printed form, where neither
page numbers nor details of the text are entirely the same in the different
versions, is bound to cause confusion. It creates problems for the reader
and uncertainty about the integrity of the text.21 The work put into the
book in the editorial process needs to be included whether the book is
read in printed or digital form. With a production grant that pays for the
editorial work there is, moreover, no reason to publish different versions.

As for archiving, this is an issue that the universities — which maintain
the institutional archives — work on continuously and need to develop
further. How are long-time archiving and accessibility to be guaranteed
for digital files? This is an important question: works must be kept, and
be possible to read, after a long period in cases when they are not avail-
able in printed form, as well as when they are. One general recommenda-
tion to researchers is that they should use their own universities’ digital
archives. These mean that the archived works are as close to the research-
er as possible, thereby giving them more scope for influence and control
compared with commercial operators, which can go bankrupt, disappear
or change their business. One example of external storage is the option,
which some publishers have, of getting books included in Google Books.
This is an excellent way of ensuring that a book is seen and is easy to find,
in a place where many readers search for books. However, this is more
appropriate to think of as marketing than as archiving, and needs to be
supplemented with a copy in the institutional archives.

One key question that needs to be emphasised and discussed, on which
I can merely touch briefly here, is what researchers or departments spe-
cifically understand by the term ‘open access’. Peter Suber refers to two
versions: ‘gratis’, when only price barriers are removed and users can read
the work at no cost, and ‘libre’, when researchers not only allow free
access to the readers, but agree to remove different permisson barriers as
well concerning how it is allowed to be disseminated or used.22 As Helena
Francke points out, we usually think of OA in terms of ’gratis’, while the
additional rights granted to users in, for example, the Berlin Declaration
are discussed more seldom.23 This is something that should be discussed
more. The various ways of thinking about the originator’s and the reader’s
rights are clarified in Creative Commons licences, in which authors
themselves can select the rights they want to give their readers, by choosing
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among the various licence levels.24 The Swedish Research Council, for the
time being, specifies its forthcoming requirements in terms of such a li-
cence: the one that gives most freedom to the user.25

Conclusion

To conclude, I would like to mention that a national discussion is cur-
rently under way about academic books, OA and quality control. The
book as publication form is important in many disciplines, especially in
humanities and social sciences, which often have methods and material
that require longer, exploratory texts, and if printed academic books
ceased to exist it would entail a loss of large parts of what the subjects
include and study today.26

At the same time, academic books published in Sweden have tradition-
ally not undergone as rigorous a peer review process as articles. Instead,
a more informal type of quality control has been involved; in many cases
this has worked well but not been clearly defined, and in other cases it
has not been carried out at all. Simultaneously, and partly as a conse-
quence of this, we can see that the book form is not always fully valued,
or even sometimes devalued. For example, book publications are not
counted at all in certain bibliometric models. Books often have an unclear
status and sometimes poor dissemination, although they are so essential
for many disciplines.

Based on this description, since autumn 2014 three Swedish universi-
ties have been conducting a pilot project to investigate the scope for
creating an infrastructure for peer-reviewed OA books, to enhance and
clarify the status of books.27 These ideas were first formulated in a national
project that was implemented under the Openaccess.se programme run
by the National Library of Sweden, and with some modifications this has
now been taken over by the higher education institutions.28 By connecting
OA and peer review, the hope is to be able to preserve the important
aspects of the book form and at the same time enhance its status, to
ensure that it can continue to fulfil its key academic function in the future.
Here, open access plays a key role.

*
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1. The Budapest Open Access Initiative, 2002, and the Berlin Declaration (‘on
Open Access to Knowledge in the Sciences and Humanities’), 2003. A third ‘B’,
Bethesda, is usually also included in the basis for OA: there, in 2003, a written
statement was issued by researchers in biomedicine.

2. See the Budapest Open Access Initiative, www.budapestopenaccessinitiative.
org/read. All the websites in this chapter were accessed on 5 October 2014.

3. The Berlin Declaration, openaccess.mpg.de/Berlin-Declaration.
4. There are several reasons for this. This is the dominant publication form for

the subjects where the work started. It was here that the need was greatest, since
academic journals had become so expensive as to be an excessive burden on uni-
versity libraries. Journal articles were, owing to their relative brevity, well suited
for digital publication even before the development of on-screen book reading had
started in earnest.

5. One of the major projects is Oapen, a platform for OA books. This started as
an EU project, and is collecting several university publishers on its side, although
most of them appear only to have posted a small number of books on the site (see
www.oapen.org). A commercial example is the De Gruyter Open Access Books.
programme (see openscience.com/agata-morka-on-open-access-book-publishing-
and-emerging-scholar-monograph-competition).

6. The fairness aspect is usually emphasised particularly in relation to research-
ers in developing countries, where the libraries do not have large resources. For a
problematisation of this idea, see Jutta Haider, ‘Of the rich and the poor and
other curious minds: On open access and development’, ASLIB Proceedings, Vol.
59, No. 4–5, 2007, pp. 449–461.

7. However, it is worth noting that this is less of a problem for subjects in hu-
manities and social sciences publishing in Swedish, since many of the books are, as
a rule, available at public libraries.

8. Peter Suber, Open Access, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012, p. 1. Suber’s book
is an excellent introduction to OA and is also freely available in digital form: mit-
press.mit.edu/sites/default/files/titles/content/9780262517638_Open_Access_PDF_
Version.pdf. For in-depth background reading, see also John Willinsky, The Access
Principle: The Case for Open Access to Research and Scholarship, Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2006. An excellent survey of the Swedish research libraries’ work on publica-
tion, OA and otherwise, may be found in Helena Francke’s Publicera! Svenska forsk-
ningsbiblioteks arbete med publiceringsfrågor (‘Publish! Swedish Research Libraries’
Work on Publication Issues’), Stockholm: Swedish Library Association, 2013,
available at www.biblioteksforeningen.org/material/publicera/.

9. In this context, it is worth mentioning that publishers in the humanities are
highly diversified. Besides publishing houses, higher education institutions and
institutes there are also foundations, museums, local history associations and
other types of non-commercial publishers. Cf. Karolina Lindh & Gunilla Wiklund,
Open access för humanister och rättsvetare: En kartläggning av publiceringspolicy och prax-
is inom nordisk utgivning (‘Open access for humanities and law scholars: A survey of
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publication policy and practice in Nordic academic publishing’), BIVIL’s mono-
graph series 2010:1, Lund: Lund University, 2010, available at www.lu.se/lup/
publication/1578796.

10. Suber points out that this is something that distinguishes academic authors
from other writers, as well as musicians and filmmakers, and that they thereby have
a completely different relationship with OA (Suber 2012, p. 9). In book publishing
this is not always true. Sometimes the author can obtain some royalties, which
means that the change of model involves a somewhat greater change for the author
of books, compared with an article author. However, it is more common for book
authors not to receive royalties, and in general only small sums are involved.

11. BioMed Central, www.biomedcentral.com/about/apcfaq/howmuch.
12. At Lund University, the library has a special foundation that pays part of

the charges for OA publications. See Francke 2013, pp. 62–63.
13. Helena Francke points out in her report that, with the charges, OA does not

necessarily entail financial savings for the large higher education institutions
(Francke 2013, p. 24). During a transitional period the risk is, rather, that it will
be more expensive, since there are costs at both ends of the publication process.

14. David J. Solomon & Bo-Christer Björk, ‘A Study of Open Access Journals
Using Article Processing Charges’, Journal of the American Society for Information
Science and Technology, Vol. 63, No. 8, 2012, pp. 1485–1495, available OA in manu-
script version at www.openaccesspublishing.org/apc2/preprint.pdf. Biomedicine
is one of the most expensive subjects where APC is concerned. In the humanities,
APC is used more seldom, probably because the researchers have less money and
also prefer to publish their work in book form.

15. Solomon & Björk point out that ‘hybrid OA’ has not become particularly
popular, probably because it is often expensive. They give as an example the
Springer publishing company, which charges 3,000 dollars to make a hybrid article
of this kind accessible. The problem of high charges cannot be left to the individ-
ual researcher to solve.

16. It is then important in the discussion to distinguish this from ‘vanity pub-
lishing’, in which publication is purchased. In this model, works are selected
according to an academic assessment and a charge imposed thereafter.

17. This is discussed in, for example, a report from the Association of American
University Presses: Lynne White et al., ‘Sustaining Scholarly Publishing: New
Business Models for University Presses’, 2011, available at www.aaupnet.org/im-
ages/stories/documents/aaupbusinessmodels2011.pdf. Cf. the discussion in my own
report ‘Ny strategi för vetenskaplig bokpublicering vid Lunds universitet’ (‘New
strategy for academic book publication at Lund University’), Lund: Lund Univer-
sity, 2012, pp. 127–134, available at www.lu.se/lup/publication/2278649.

18. Riksbankens Jubileumsfond and the Swedish Research Council require OA
publication for articles. Book publishing, on the other hand, is not (yet) covered
by this requirement. RJ writes that they want to encourage monographs and book
chapters, too, to be published on a freely available basis on the Internet, while the
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Swedish Research Council writes that they have plans to extend the requirement
to books as well. For RJ, see www.rj.se/For-forskare/Stod-till-publicering/Open-
access/, updated on 12 January 2015; for the Swedish Research Council, see www.
vr.se/forskningsfinansiering/sokabidrag/vetenskapsradetsallmannavillkor/
fritillganglighetopenaccess, updated on 15 January 2015. However, there are major
problems involved in requiring OA for books. One problem arises if the require-
ment is imposed at a time when the researchers lack scope for living up to it prop-
erly, because quality OA channels are not sufficiently well developed. Another
problem is that this kind of requirement governs how researchers get their work
published, but not always in a positive way. If big international publishers provide
high prestige and good dissemination in the international academic field but do
not accept free availability, it is not reasonable to require OA. This would impair
the researchers’ scope for obtaining qualifications and, by extension, mean that the
same kinds of publication that serve as qualifications when a researcher is applying
for research funds would not subsequently be attainable in an approved project.
The solution, in both cases, is to wait until OA publication has become something
relatively normalised in the field, and this is no doubt also what the funders do.

19. An example of the tendency towards convergence is the Swedish Research
Council’s decision no longer to provide funds for publication of Swedish journals
in humanities and social sciences. One justification given for the decision was that
support is necessary only in certain disciplinary areas. See e.g. Kim Salomon’s
commentary ‘Vetenskapsrådet krymper utrymmet för mångfald’ (‘The Swedish
Research Council reduces scope for diversity’), Svenska Dagbladet, 21 November
2013.

20. See Suber 2012, pp. 58–64.
21. In a small study of what changes in academic articles in the copy-editing

phase look like, an article shows that a great number of alterations are made. To
some extent these apply to possible sources of misunderstanding, to a higher degree
linguistic errors, and above all to corrections of references. The latter are perhaps
even more important in digital form, where linking and similar operations are
possible. Edward Wates & Robert Campbell, ‘Author’s version vs. publisher’s ver-
sion: An analysis of the copy-editing function’, Learned Publishing, Vol. 20, 2007,
pp. 121–129.

22. Suber 2012, p. 65ff.
23. Francke 2013, p. 23.
24. Creative Commons, creativecommons.org/licenses/. CC is just one example

of licensing, but the best known.
25. On its website, the Swedish Research Council states that it will, from 2017,

require researchers to publish with the ‘CC BY’ (Creative Commons attribution)
licence. This licence requires researchers to give up their rights to a large extent,
and if it is to be at all feasible to implement, thorough discussion and a solid process
of obtaining support are needed. It seems reasonable, as a funder, to allow other,
somewhat less far-reaching licences as well. The Council’s definition also includes
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embargo periods of six to 12 months: www.vr.se/forskningsfinansiering/sokabi-
drag/vetenskapsradetsallmannavillkor/fritillganglighetopenaccess.

26. An in-depth, nuanced discussion of the methods, materials, publication
traditions and ideal types of the human sciences and natural sciences respectively
may be found in Janken Myrdal’s book Spelets regler i vetenskapens hantverk: Om
humanvetenskap och naturvetenskap (‘Rules of the Game in the Craft of Scholarship:
Human and Natural Sciences’), Stockholm: Natur & Kultur, 2009. Myrdal also
questions peer review as the sole way of assessing academic quality.

27. The universities concerned are the University of Gothenburg, Lund Uni-
versity and Uppsala University. I am one of the members of the steering group,
along with other representatives of the universities and invited representatives of
research funders and the National Library of Sweden.

28. David Lawrence, Katarina Bernhardsson, Jörgen Eriksson et al., ‘A Na-
tional Consortium for Open Academic Books in Sweden: Final Report’, 2013,
available at www.kb.se/Dokument/Om/projekt/open_access/2013/A_Consortium_
Approach_to_OA_Books_final_report_2013-08-27.pdf.
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Mobility and differences

Small contrasts make a big difference when researchers move
between departments and disciplines.

Iknow of no other researcher who, like myself, has been
employed at all five Danish universities (although two appointments
were only on a small scale). I have also held a two-year permanent

position at a Swedish university. In other countries I have spent only brief
study periods, but regularly — most recently in 2007, when I was in Lon-
don for two months.

Mobility is considered important and valuable, but it is not always
voluntary. My best and happiest move was also the most unfortunate.
After completing my undergraduate studies I applied for a kandidatstipen-
dium, a Danish scholarship that roughly corresponds to the old PhD
project grant but with more fixed employment conditions. Nevertheless,
the head of department refused to process my application because, in his
view, I was not doing history. I was a historian, but the subject I was
applying for — which should be mentioned — was gender research or,
more accurately, ‘Women’s lives in the private sphere: fertility and sexu-
ality’. It sounds innocuous today, but obviously things were different in
the late 1970s. I felt rejected, but shortly after that I met success with the
same application at another university, where I beat the internal candidate.

Changing my surroundings was good. I think I would have found it
difficult to liberate myself from old teachers and authorities. These are
structures in which, as a student, you are unconditionally enrolled. What
was more, with the move I entered a less one-sided, more interdisciplinary
environment where they were not busy maintaining the demarcation lines
between ‘real history’ and what fell beyond the subject boundaries. I had

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 171 31-Mar-15



172

bente rosenbeck

the wind in my sails and the courage to be mobile ‘subjectwise’, and was
able to move towards the peripheral areas.

After getting my licentiate thesis approved I voluntarily moved to
Copenhagen, believing there were more opportunities there. And sure
enough, there were — possibly because I made sure I had all my papers
and degrees in order. In those days, taking a licentiate was by no means
common. The traditional doctorate was, basically, the degree to take, and
only a few opted for the new licentiate degree, which resembled a PhD
like the Swedish doctoral degree. I was practically bullied, albeit in a
friendly way, and people wondered why I had to expose myself to being
examined again. However, the licentiate degree soon resulted in a new
job, and later a permanent position as well.

But I did in fact undergo another examination: urged on by my teach-
er from my history studies, I took the old doctoral degree. He thought it
would give me — or rather, perhaps, women’s studies — a stamp of
approval and, by the same token, freedom and mobility. He asserted that
many people were still unsure whether this new subject was a proper
academic discipline, and perhaps he was right.

All the same, mobility is also hard work. After living for longishperiods
in four different cities I was not keen on moving again. I actually turned
down a history professorship since I was unwilling to become what the
Danes call a ‘fast-train professor’ (lyntogsprofessor), one of the many
researchers who take the Danish intercity express to work. Besides, I was
leaning more towards gender research than history. So in due course, a
few years later, I accepted a professorship in gender studies at Lund.
Gender research had expanded more in Sweden in the 1990s than in
Denmark, where the 1980s had been more of a golden age for the field.
The fact that Lund was only an hour’s journey from Copenhagen was
also an advantage, of course.

So it was not the physical distance that made life difficult but various
other kinds of distance, but I shall not describe these here. Thus, I re-
turned to the University of Copenhagen after two years. But I have
never regretted going to Sweden and think to this day that it was the best
further education I could have received. I brought a great deal home with
me. It was a mixture of the kind of knowledge that could be used to
change the Danish university system and the kind that helped me to see
this system’s advantages. I often wonder at how relations between Den-
mark and Sweden are not seldom reduced to a defence of one’s own, a
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struggle about what is best, instead of being put to use so that that two
systems learn from each other. Wisdom is, in fact, gained from seeing
what is different. I shall make just one point here connected with mobil-
ity.

Only in the early 1990s did Denmark get research training that focused
on more course components than the old licentiate programme, where
the only part assessed was the thesis. Gender researchers, for example,
were quick to react, and secured approval for a programme entitled
‘Meanings of gender in an interdisciplinary perspective’. This was a col-
laboration among Danish researchers in women’s and gender studies. A
couple of ordinary doctoral fellowships were also approved and a series
of courses in the subject were held. The fact that the programme never-
theless did not succeed in getting established is connected with the fact
that the field lacked the same status as it had in Sweden.

In my view, the most important change in the reform was the strength-
ening of interdisciplinary studies and multi-institutional environments.
But the number of doctoral students was low. At the time, the whole
Faculty of Humanities at the University of Copenhagen had no more
PhD students than Lund University’s Department of History. Instead,
researchers were urged to collaborate nationwide and, over a ten-year
period, the research council in the humanities also provided copious
funding for networks. In addition, academic regulations were introduced
that were tied not to individual disciplines but to domains, such as
humanities, social sciences, medicine and so forth, and that might also
vary from one university to another. A rule was also imposed whereby
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doctoral students had to change their environment during their period
of study. It was, of course, desirable to spend some time abroad, but
moving to another higher education institution was enough. PhD stu-
dents from Copenhagen could move to Lund, or just to the Danish
University of Education. This was, of course, good for parents of small
children, who did not then need to move.

It is a great advantage for doctoral students to get away from their own
departments and encounter something different. The courses they at-
tended, too, were often held outside their own departments in other
departments or universities. In this respect, I found the Swedish system
more closed within its own disciplines. Every subject has its own aca-
demic study and degree regulations, and there are no mobility require-
ments.

Nevertheless, unless we are to keep sitting in planes and polluting the
planet, there must also be a local mobility. While writing this chapter I
have received an electronic newsletter, ‘Boundless’ (Gränsløs), which is
issued by the Centre for Oresund Region Studies. This time, it was a
theme issue about narcotic drugs, with a message about the forthcoming
eighth meeting of the Öresund network for research in gender history.

What, then, does this have to do with mobility? When I left Sweden
I wrote a review article for Sydsvenskan headed ‘So near and yet so far’.
Lund is only 50 kilometres from Copenhagen, and Malmö even less. Yet
it has taken quite a long time to build a ‘bridge of cooperation’ across the
physical bridge that came into being more than a decade ago. Despite the
short distance, you keep encountering differences. In the ‘Boundless’
newsletter, I have earlier read of the completely different attitudes of
Denmark and Sweden towards, for example, the disease ALS and the
sexuality of people with disabilities, and I am now glad to read about the
two countries’ divergent lines on hard drugs. So to encounter something
different you need only go a short way.
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Mobility, networks and excellence
In order for investments in Swedish researchers’ international

academic mobility to be effective, the investments need to be for
the long term and targeted at foreign elite universities.

Better knowledge of what influences researchers’ mobility and
how this mobility affects the research community is pivotal, par-
ticularly in the globalised society of today. One indicator of the

universities’ high degree of globalisation is the fact that three of the five
universities that supply most doctoral students to American PhD pro-
grammes are now in countries other than the US.1 We are seeing an
analogous trend in research organisation. Research groups are increasingly
global in composition, and co-authored articles are increasingly written
by people located at different universities and in different countries.2

In this globalised world, it is more and more important for Swedish
research institutions to establish stable and close relationships with the
leading research universities in the world. This does not happen spontan-
eously; it requires purposeful and long-term efforts. Researchers’ mobil-
ity is a crucial ingredient in this. When a researcher moves from one
department to another, a network link between the two departments is
created. Such network links are used to establish research collaboration,
spread information about suitable and recruitable researchers and so
forth. To enhance the Swedish research community’s productivity and
creativity, providing financial support for mobility in general is not
enough. There must be support focusing on the most productive and
creative environments in the world, and a high degree of permanence in
the links set up (more on this below).

The type of mobility I focus on here is, first, temporary visits at uni-
versities and research institutes outside Sweden — postdoctoral visits,
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sabbatical terms, etc. — and, second, more permanent mobility that in-
volves researchers at Swedish universities moving to universities abroad
or vice versa. Another type of mobility, not focused upon here, is domes-
tic — from one Swedish university to another. The reason for not consid-
ering this type of mobility is not that the level of internal mobility is
unproblematic. The fact that, for example, 70% of professors and more
than 80% of senior lecturers at Lund University took their doctoral de-
grees at the same university3 is anything but a sign of good health.4 Boost-
ing mobility between Swedish universities partly calls for measures other
than those needed to improve Sweden’s international position, however,
and these issues are therefore not dealt with here.

This chapter is organised as follows. I open with a brief discussion of
researchers’ international mobility and its effects. I then touch on the
importance of establishing stable long-term relationships with the lead-
ing universities worldwide. Finally, the implications this has for research
foundations like RJ are briefly discussed.

The chapter should not be seen as a report on the latest research find-
ings in the field, but as a series of personal reflections based on my own,
perhaps slightly idiosyncratic, experiences. I have not personally done
research on researchers’ mobility and its effects, but I have extensive
experience of research and teaching at various universities and institutes
in Europe, the US and Asia that are relevant in this context.5

Mobility and its effects

Most people agree that mobility is important for researchers’ productiv-
ity, creativity and ability to be at the international research frontier. My
own experience underlines this. In the early 1980s I had the opportunity
of staying at Harvard, first as an exchange student and then for my PhD
studies, and this period had a decisive impact on my career path. At Har-
vard, I became aware that research can be not only an occupation but a
vocation. The professors and doctoral students alike did not see their work
as nine-to-five jobs — an attitude that was common among Swedish
sociology PhD students and lecturers at that time. Instead, they often
worked evenings and weekends, not because they had to but out of
passion for their subjects. This attitude rubbed off on me, and my years
at Harvard came to shape my professional identity and attitude towards
my academic work. What is more, my time at Harvard and, later, Chicago
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and Oxford generated a large number of personal contacts that have been
immensely useful to me as well as to the departments I have been associ-
ated with.

Existing research on these issues, however, affords no unequivocal
support for the view that mobility and research visits abroad have any
marked effect on individuals’ productivity and creativity. The lack of such
effects is likely, however, to be due to the studies being based on small
and inadequate datasets rather than on mobility and contacts with lead-
ing research environments having no impact.6 Above all, it is important
to note that the effects of mobility vary strikingly from one individual to
another. A postdoctoral stay at a foreign university leaves no trace on
some people; for others, it has a crucial impact on their future careers and
research specialisations. To obtain an accurate picture of how periods of
residence at universities outside Sweden affect the researchers concerned,
taking such factors into account is essential. Otherwise, we are likely to
grossly underestimate the potential of mobility.

Another obvious key factor is the quality of the foreign university
visited. Universities’ productivity and creativity are extremely skewed,
and at least in the social sciences outstanding talent is strongly concen-
trated in the world’s 15–20 foremost universities. If a postdoctoral re-
searcher is given the opportunity to spend an extended period at any of
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these top universities, there is a substantial likelihood of creative influ-
ence. The probability of such influence declines rapidly, however, as we
move towards the lower levels in the hierarchy of universities. Family
situation permitting, the chance to visit a university abroad is, of course,
appreciated by most researchers; but for the above-mentioned reasons I
believe that it is in the research community’s best interest to be restrictive
in funding research stays at relatively undistinguished universities (at
least, if the funding for such purposes is limited).

It is sometimes said that those who have held postdoctoral positions
outside Sweden find it difficult to get recognition for the value of these
stays when they return to Sweden, and that this may act as a deterrent.
As far as longer stays at leading international universities are concerned,
my experience is the opposite. Such visits often have considerable impact
because they raise the researchers’ ambition levels and establish ties to
leading researchers that in turn tend to make the researchers more pro-
ductive and sought-after. In addition, the impact of such visits often is
amplified by the type of mechanism on which the leading sociologist of
science, Robert K. Merton, based his famous article about the ‘Matthew
Effect’ in science.7 People who cannot themselves assess the value of a
person’s research often fall back on which university (s)he comes from
instead. The university’s excellence can thus ‘rub off’ on even temporary
visitors, opening doors that would otherwise have been shut. The opposite
dynamic may, of course, be expected for stays at less prominent universities.

Stable relationships
with international elite universities

For a range of reasons seeking to establish stable relationships with in-
ternational elite universities is likely to be of great benefit to the Swedish
research community. Let me discuss a concrete example to clarify my
reasons. In the mid-1990s, the then Swedish Government announced
funding for ‘long-term, continuous research collaboration with elite uni-
versities abroad’.8 The Department of Sociology at Stockholm Univer-
sity received one of these government grants to develop collaboration
with Harvard and Oxford, and a few years later the Department also
obtained a grant from the Swedish Foundation for International Coop-
eration in Research and Higher Education (STINT) that enabled Colum-
bia to be included in the network as well. Over a ten-year period, there
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was a constant flow of professors from these universities presenting their
research at the Department’s seminars and teaching short, intensive PhD
courses. Many of the students and recent PhDs in Stockholm also spent
a term or two at these universities. During those years an annual confer-
ence for doctoral students was also established that still exists, with a
hosting rota among the universities. These annual conferences have been
extremely valuable for the PhD students in Stockholm, not only exposing
them to interesting research and spurring them to produce articles of the
same quality as the doctoral students at Harvard, Oxford and Columbia,
but also by establishing valuable social networks that could not otherwise
have been created.

Until the early 1990s, Stockholm University’s Department of Sociol-
ogy was a serious but slightly sleepy institution dominated by lecturers
who no longer had any interest in research. The stable relationships
established with Harvard, Oxford and Columbia resulted in a complete
change in the nature of the department and a new generation of PhD
students were trained who had a considerably more international outlook
than previous generations. The most outstanding doctoral students began
publishing articles in the foremost sociology journals worldwide, and are
now themselves professors in Stockholm, Lund, Barcelona and Uppsala.
The Department still holds its own very well. Doctoral students and
postdoctoral researchers are often recruited internationally, and the
department is among the best in Europe and at least among the top
25–50 in the world.9 This would have been inconceivable if the Depart-
ment had not become part of a network offering close, long-term relation-
ships with some of the most distinguished universities in the world.

What can and should the research funders do?

The example of the Department of Sociology in Stockholm shows the
great transforming force that stable relationships with leading universities
may exert. With relatively modest investments the Department’s inner
life was transformed, as was the type of research conducted there. Can
these results be generalised and corresponding measures be expected to
have similar effects at other departments? I am convinced that they can,
but it is vital to stress two crucial conditions for success: (1) the initiative
must be long-term and (2) it must be based on, and strengthen, existing
relationships.
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What is needed is special research funds for collaboration with depart-
ments at foreign elite universities (an ‘elite university’ may, for example,
be operationalised as one that, on any of the established ranking lists,
ranks among the foremost 15 worldwide). The funds should be used to
support postdoctoral stays at these elite departments, guest professorships
for these departments’ researchers, joint workshops and more.

Achieving the type of transformative effect referred to above calls for
long-term initiatives. My guess is that a period of eight to ten years would
be appropriate, since the relationship with the foreign universities can
then exert influence on the internal culture of the department, as well as
on numerous doctoral students.

For collaboration on this scale to be arranged and to work as intended,
there must already be established ties between senior researchers at the
Swedish departments and researchers at the departments abroad. With-
out such ties, the foreign researchers’ requisite motivation will be lacking
and the programme will probably either fail or be very costly.10 With a
long-term initiative involving leading Swedish researchers who are al-
ready engaged in some collaboration with elite foreign departments, on
the other hand, a substantial impact is attainable.

*

1. J. Mervis, ‘Top PhD feeder schools are now Chinese’, Science, 321, 2008, p.
185.

2. S. Wuchty, B. F. Jones & B. Uzzi, ‘The increasing dominance of teams in the
production of knowledge’, Science, 316, 2007, pp. 1036–1039.
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bility between Swedish higher education institutions among professors, senior
lecturers and junior lecturers’, in Swedish). Statistisk analys 2012/1. Stockholm:
National Agency for Higher Education, 2012.

4. By comparison, internal recruitment levels at the universities where I took
my PhD (Harvard) and where I started my academic career (University of Chicago)
are considerably more reasonable: only 24% of the full professors at the Harvard
and Chicago Departments of Sociology are PhD graduates of the same university.

5. My undergraduate education was obtained at Stockholm University and my
research training at Harvard. I started my academic career at the University of
Chicago and then became a professor at Stockholm University. After that I was a
professor at Oxford, Dean of the School of Social Sciences at Singapore Manage-
ment University, Director of the Institute for Futures Studies in Stockholm, and I
am now Professor and Director of the Institute for Analytic Sociology at Linköping
University.

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 180 31-Mar-15



181

mobility, networks and excellence
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Lerner & S. Stern (eds.), Innovation Policy and the Economy. Vol. 15, Chicago: NBER
& University of Chicago Press, forthcoming 2015.

7. R. K. Merton, ‘The Matthew effect in science. The reward and communication
systems of science are considered’, Science, 159, 1968, pp. 56–63.

8. Swedish Government Bill 1992/93:170. Research for Knowledge and Progress.
9. According to the 2013 QS-ranking of university departments it was ranked

as number 28 in the world and according to the 2014 ranking it was number 49.
See www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings/university-subject-rank-
ings/2013/sociology, accessed on 9 February 2015.

10. Singapore, where I worked briefly as a university dean, has shown that the
universities’ status can be boosted rapidly without necessarily building on existing
networks, but the costs are then on a completely different scale from the relatively
modest investments referred to here.
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Integrative platforms
for the humanities

Knowledge integration is key to advances in research and the digital
revolution is providing masses of data. Yet, humanities research

suffers from disciplinary and institutional confines that
perpetuate analogue research practices.

Despite persistent claims to the contrary the humanities
are not in crisis. The picture that emerges from a recent report
based on interviews with a large number of humanities scholars

is that they are deeply committed to the social value of their work and
appreciate its long-term importance for addressing global challenges.1

Humanities disciplines show vitality and alertness to new topics and
methods. It also emerged that institutional structures reflect questions
asked in the past and that therefore historical contingency often deter-
mines the support structures for research. What this means is that pro-
ponents of new lines of investigation not only need to be good researchers
but that the success of new ventures often depends on organisational and
lobbying skills. While obstacles will always be in place it may be fruitful
to consider whether lines of research inquiry may be furthered by other
support structures than those traditionally in place.

Molecular biology lessons?

In the 1960s biology broke through to the study of molecular life. How-
ever, advances within the discipline were not as quick as pioneers expected.
The delay has been explained by the fact that molecular biology did not
require ‘big, complex and expensive equipment like high-energy physics.
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European governments therefore lacked the incentive to pool their efforts
and to together build a supranational laboratory “modelled on CERN”.’
Historian of science John Krige argues, however, that this account over-
looks resistance within the discipline itself. Leading figures of the field
wanted to pursue national institutional avenues first, and indeed felt that
a European focus might ‘drain human and financial resources away from
incipient or planned programmes in universities and national research
centres’.2

Similarly, it is often maintained that the humanities do not require
large-scale facilities and indeed, because of the national agenda of much
research and its connection with university teaching, is best conducted
in university departments.

I agree with these observations but I do think there is merit in consid-
ering whether, in addition to such disciplinary and institutional founda-
tions, there would be added benefit from undertaking larger investments
on the supranational scale. The arguments in favour would be the same
that paved the path for the European Molecular Biology Laboratory
(EMBL), namely that (a) bigger (perhaps comparative) projects might
facilitate new risky research questions and (b) provide a social network
to help overcome what Ulrich Beck and Natan Sznaider have aptly named
‘methodological nationalism’.3

When eventually EMBL was set up in the 1990s it did give an immense
boost to the field, not least by providing a focus of research programmes
and by training a new generation of the very best young scientists, who
not only became exposed to the leading scientists of the field but were
endowed with a network of colleagues for their future career. EMBL
today consists of 85 independent research groups and 1,760 employees
from 60 nations who come from such disciplines as biology, physics,
chemistry and computer science. EMBL provides a host of training
opportunities for PhD students, postdocs and visiting scientists and pro-
vides core facilities that are expensive to set up or maintain. Again, there
is nothing in this that would be alien to advanced humanities research
needs today. The only difference is we don’t have them.

To meet these aims the Humanities World Report proposed ‘Integrative
Platforms’ as a possible new avenue. Let me now try to flesh out this
skeleton of an idea.
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Why do the humanities need integration?

In one sense the humanities like all quests for knowledge have always
needed integration. Karl Popper said it aptly: ‘We are not students of
some subject matter, but students of problems. And problems may cut
right across the borders of any subject matter or discipline.’4 But it is also
true that new approaches to fields such as cognition, environment, med-
icine, visualisation, etc. have dramatically opened new emerging research
fields and methods which rely on integrative approaches.5 In the Humanities
World Report we sum up these developments in this way:

[…] digital methodologies enable researchers to draw on and collate data
of multiple origin and form. New approaches have given rise to multi- and
interdisciplinary fields such as cognition, medical humanities, environ-
mental humanities, etc. New uses of humanities research are also helping
to integrate scholarship and other types of knowledge, e.g. as now occurs
in the use of historical data for public planning, of narrative models for
business, of arts technology for media, and of philosophy for bioethics,
etc. Furthermore, long-standing disciplines such as languages, literature,
history of ideas, etc., are becoming ever more important to overcome
cultural borders in a globalizing world.6

Conventional wisdom is that technology and scientific discoveries are the
main drivers of modern societies. The underlying assumption of the hu-
manities is quite the opposite — we as humans are driven not by what we
eat but by what we want to eat. The thought, the intention is primary to
human action. The human (and social) sciences deal with the most pow-
erful driving force of all: motivation. We humans are driven by aspiration,
by fear and hope, and we rationalise our acts by telling stories. In rap-
idly changing times, our chances of survival depend on confidence and
sense of direction.

Traditionally, the role of the scientist is to measure and understand
the world. We may offer advice but choice is best left to the politician.
The humanities often think of themselves as quite distant from or indeed
decoupled from the political process. That defining line between science
as an observational platform and human agency is challenged now by
changes within the scientific process itself and by changes in the world
around us.

For better and for worse, the 21st century is characterised by design
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supplanting tradition. We question, redefine and reshape processes and
products by choosing elements of disparate origin and context. This
design thinking provides us with hitherto unknown freedom, room for
creation and widening horizons. The flipside to a design-based rather
than tradition-based society is a constant fear that we ourselves and what
we believe in may be made redundant and emptied of meaning and
purpose. Globalised societies have experienced a backlash of resistance
to change and immigration. Indeed, we see entire religious systems such
as Islam being redesigned to drive the forces of Islamic State into a dream
world of a seventh-century caliphate using 21st-century media. The
ability of a society to grasp these challenges of creativity, sustainability
and inclusiveness is becoming ever more critical to economic, social and
cultural survival and growth.

These challenges provide a new role for the university both as an in-
terpreter of change and a source of innovation. The arts, human and
social sciences are part of both sides of the coin — but the novel aspect is
that those who master the elements of design are the winners in the de-
signer society. It no longer suffices to be an economic and technological
expert. Hard work remains an essential ingredient of economic success.
But we have long since come out of the Industrial Age, and competitive
edge depends less on producing boxes than designing their contents and,
more intangibly, how we organise ourselves and communicate. We need
therefore to harness all the knowledge available to us. Nevertheless, the
one resource that is still relatively untapped is the humanities. A focus
on humanities-led knowledge integration may therefore bring high gains
not only to knowledge production but to society at large.

What is an integrative platform?

Integrated platforms are known in fields such as business and learning.
In the world of Big Data, integrated digital platforms are the key to
collecting and analysing marketing trends and patterns. Similarly, inte-
gration across media has allowed for services to be provided across the
Internet on multiple mobile end-user products. In the world of education
Integrative Learning is a theory that helps students make connections
across curricula and develop multidisciplinary understanding.

An n-gram7 search for the compound ‘integrated platform’ reveals that
the word-pair began to be used frequently in computer science around
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1990. It was then defined as an Expert system which ‘serves as a front-end
toolset with knowledge representation in the Expert System knowledge
base which is linked to the object representation in the CASE [Computer-
Aided Software Engineering] encyclopedia’.8 Front-end toolsets were
developed in the 1980s to ‘bridge the traditional communication gap
between user and analyst’. However, toolsets often revealed new problems
such as either a highly restrictive toolset or a methodology-independent
toolset which, when coupled with a lack of standards, might result in
disaster. Ludwig Slusky and Parviz Partow-Navid therefore defined the
objective of building Integrated Platforms as to advise IT specialists on
business needs and methodological solutions by substantial interaction
with users. The means to the goal according to them was to add necessary
information, eliminate contradictions and vagueness and refine and hone
the scope and limitations of the problem.

Expert systems have come a long way since then but the challenges
identified have certainly not gone away. For the humanities the language
of Slusky and Partow-Navid may sound alien but it may be useful to
consider some potential implications of their discussion. It is certainly
not an alien thought to the humanities to add ‘necessary information,
eliminate contradictions and vagueness and refine and hone the scope
and limitations’ of a problem, nor is interaction with users (be they
academics in other disciplines or end-users of humanities insights). And
yet, I would hold that in the present academic set-up we suffer huge
opportunity costs because of a lack of integration of methods and insights
and lack of translation to users of knowledge in and outside the hu-
manities.

What is needed of an Integrative Platform
for the Humanities?

An Integrative Platform for the Humanities would go beyond the lim-
ited scope of research projects and humanities centres. In the words of
the Humanities World Report the crucial characteristic is that integrative
platforms should:

bring together experts from all fields of science and scholarship to identify,
review and develop current knowledge […] and to identify what we know
and what — given a large effort of money, collaboration, methodological
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improvement and theoretical honing — we might know. […] They should
aim to lower the barriers between the human, the social and the natural
sciences; multiply the learning capacity of many excellent research environ-
ments; and enable knowledge transfer and co-production among research-
ers and other societal actors. Moreover, the transnational structure of such
platforms, and the reflective processes of working groups, would develop
new best practices for global humanities research.9

In the most positive reading the present EU policy for research, the
Horizon 2020 programme, foresees mainstreaming the social sciences
and humanities (SSH) across all Societal Challenges in order to draw on
insights into human motivation, behaviour, policy and action. To my
mind what is lacking is a clearer articulation of how under-utilised SSH
disciplines might be brought to bear on the grand challenges. To that end
it may be helpful not just to talk in the broad term of SSH. It is clear that
some disciplines will get most of the Horizon 2020 funding for SSH while
many other disciplines will simply miss out. In the fields of food and
environment, disciplines such as economics, law, cognitive sciences and
some parts of sociology will get at least some funding. These disciplines
have a track record of EU funding since at least the 4th Framework Pro-
gramme. On the other hand, the new perspectives of human environ-
mental studies are completely ignored (geography, history, literature, art
studies). They address basic questions of human motivation and behav-
iour, and literally include thousands of scholars in Europe. Most of them
are totally disconnected from Horizon 2020 and their sense of detach-
ment will only be reinforced by the new work programmes.

The present lack of integration of knowledge from the full spectrum
of the human sciences in order to address the main societal challenges
represents a waste of insight and is detrimental to societal development.
I propose therefore that Horizon 2020 — or sympathetic private funders
— create Integrative Platforms as spaces for the networking, capacity
building and preparation of interdisciplinary and trans disciplinary proj-
ects, helping to bring together experts from all fields of science and
scholarship, to identify, review and achieve knowledge breakthroughs.

Integrative Platforms should help lower the barriers between the
human, the social and the natural sciences; multiply the learning capacity
of many excellent research environments; and enable co-production of
knowledge, as well as knowledge transfer and uptake, among researchers
and other societal actors. A Platform may begin as a virtual entity but I
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believe — again based on the lessons of EMBL — that one or more
physical entities are ultimately needed. The transnational structure of
such Integrative Platforms, and the reflective processes of working groups,
would surely establish Europe as a global humanities leader.

How it might work

What might one such European research project look like? I firmly believe
that research projects must be the result of bottom-up, curiosity-driven
research and therefore should not be predicated on a narrow policy pro-
cess. On the other hand, in order to give some substance to the idea it
may be useful to come up with one example.

The field of environmental humanities is a likely candidate. In the last
decade or so, European historians, literary critics, philosophers, etc. have
flocked in their thousands to study the nexus of humans and nature in
new and promising ways. As climate change is happening scientists may
debate measurements and trajectories, but at the heart of the research
challenge is how we as a species may be able to live with environmental
change and, in so doing, change behaviour to more sustainable lifestyles
on the global scale. This is at heart a problem of the humanities — a chal-
lenge that calls on all the humanities disciplines that deal with human
motivation and adaptation.10

A first trial of an Integrated Platform might therefore be a call to es-
tablish a Platform for Human Action and Environmental Change. The
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aim would be to channel expertise from the human and social sciences
by confronting societal, cultural and governmental framing of, and re-
sponses to, environmental issues. It would be an experiment in social
innovation for those humanists who are willing to collaborate outside
their zones of comfort to bring their expertise to bear on an agreed re-
search agenda. An Integrative Platform would enable Europe to capital-
ise on its first-mover advantage in conceptualising the relations among
social justice, global change and environmental challenges. An Integrative
Platform would also support co-production of environmental literacy in
order to improve societal resilience in the face of environmental change.
It would provide a training facility for doctoral students, postdocs and
early-career researchers working in a number of research groups on hu-
man perception of and living with environmental change.

Other likely candidates for integration might be questions of human
cognition or language. The cognitive sciences have made huge strides
forward and generated major challenges for humanities disciplines such
as philosophy and education. Linguistic research similarly has made huge
strides forward in collaboration with computer science, archaeology,
genetics and many other disciplinary approaches. The bottom line is that
so much more could be gained by a large-scale effort.

Conclusion

Australian physicist Michael Nielsen states it clearly: ‘We are living at
the dawn of the most dramatic change in science in more than 300 years.
The Internet is transforming the nature of our collective intelligence and
how we stand in the world.’11 In his view we are only at the threshold of
taking the leap from analogue to digital research methods. His concern
is with the natural sciences and I have proposed here that our concern
should be no less with the humanities. Methodological advances — many
based on digital tools — and conceptual breakthroughs are placing ever
more emphasis on the need for humanities both for knowledge and for
the safe future of our societies. That is why we need to scale up funding
for the humanities in a way that creates radically trans- and interdiscip-
linary research environments.12

Contrary to what is often said, the humanities are not cheap. We need
manpower as much as the sciences and we need the equipment and fa-
cilities as much as the sciences. We do not need a CERN-like investment
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— but then again nor do most of the sciences. We do need flexible fund-
ing conditions, a focus on senior researchers to deliver, and training of
junior researchers with a view to the needs of academic research by the
mid-21st century. We need to integrate intellectual energies and re-
sources right across the humanities, in a way that reaches out to disci-
plines and society beyond. The bottom line is that existing and emerging
disciplines will benefit from socially innovative research environments
such as Integrative Platforms.
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Memories, ideas and moods

As a humanities and social sciences funder, Riksbankens
Jubileumsfond has a unique and vital role in the Swedish

research world — one it is important to safeguard.

Historians with poor memories are not particularly rare.
I belong to that category myself. Still, what Marcel Proust says
in his books about searching for time that seems to have van-

ished, or ‘gone up in smoke’, is true. Somewhere it makes itself felt, just
as smoke awakens memories of fire, candles or collecting firewood. The
past has not gone away; it pushes in on us, not only as anecdotes and
stories, but just as often in associations, sounds, tastes or smells. The
sound of a doorbell reminded Proust of his parents’ steps when they fol-
lowed a guest out. For him, it was the signal that his mother was going
to be free to come up to the nursery.

From my years at Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, I remember several
important discussions. These were about, for example, balancing minor
projects and major research programmes, what might be a reasonable
overhead cost for the university administration to demand from small,
one-person projects, and how students of the humanities, with their
monograph-writing traditions, would be affected if quality became
equated with quantifications of articles in international journals.

RJ continued to join opposition to an exaggerated trust in quantifying
journal articles. In this respect, there was marked agreement. Supporting
major projects (‘programmes’), as RJ began to do during my term as chair,
was more controversial. Objections kept being raised. Several researchers
in the review panels expressed concern that the funds available for small
projects would shrink; and this concern was justified. I was in two minds
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myself, but thought major multidisciplinary projects should nonetheless
be tried, if only on a scale that would not gravely impact on the balance
of RJ’s policy. A third question — how far it is reasonable to expect young
researchers on three-year projects, with a computer and desk at their
department, to help pay their universities’ costs of shared premises, ad-
ministration and libraries — still arouses strong feelings.

Nevertheless, what I remember mainly is not the debates but the
people, moods, exchange of ideas and good teamwork with my colleagues,
secretariat staff and chief executive.

Fragrant honeysuckle and becoming Chair

On the veranda in Bohuslän, my nieces and nephews and I discussed
which was the best of all the wonderful Swedish summer waltzes. From
the rocks beside us came the scent of honeysuckle. Inside the cottage, the
telephone rang stubbornly. My nephew went in to answer, and quickly
returned.

‘It’s Dan something from Stockholm, wanting to talk to you,’ Andreas
said. ‘I’m sure it’s something important!’

That was when Dan Brändström asked me if I could see myself chair-
ing Riksbankens Jubileumsfond. He spoke frankly, enthusiastically and
convincingly. And the task was an important one. But instead of agreeing
immediately I asked for some time to think. What clinched it was, I sup-
pose, RJ’s tradition of a ‘working chair’, in the sense of also being able to
belong to the review panels to which one’s own academic expertise was
best suited. Thus, the assignment involved not only joining in general
strategy discussions and chairing board meetings. It also meant that I
would read project applications and, jointly with a group of researchers,
select those to be given priority. So during my years at RJ, I came into
close contact with ongoing research and young researchers, which was
what I had always wanted to do in my working life. And the whole time,
in parallel, I kept my professorship at Lund University, with many PhD
students to supervise. The combination undeniably spelt a risk of over-
load. Nor would I be able to drop in at the secretariat in Stockholm; I
had to concentrate my RJ meetings on certain days. But the combination
also had its advantages. I constantly kept up to date with basic activities
at the universities, and was in the thick of the research debates that took
place at seminar tables. Simultaneously, I familiarised myself with RJ’s
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comprehensive lore of research initiation and funding.
Only after accepting the job did I learn that I would take on another

task at the end of my term as chair: finding a successor for Dan Bränd-
ström. We carried out a diligent review with a large appointment com-
mittee whose members came from the board, review groups and secre-
tariat. The committee members studied the written qualifications, had
discussions with various referees and conducted thorough interviews with
the most relevant candidates. After a long day of interviews, unity evi-
dently prevailed and Göran Blomqvist was chosen.

Coffee aroma and happy laughter

My memories from the years with RJ are not only about events, but also
about a pleasant atmosphere. I have been at several workplaces in my life
and enjoyed them all, but there was something special about the friend-
ly feel of RJ’s secretariat. Starting with the reception, activities were in-
fused with enthusiasm about the work, mutual consideration and a sense
of responsibility. Everyone worked independently, but they were all open
to discussions and, with no thought of prestige, sought to consult one
another if any problem arose. In other words, I found a workplace that
was both professional and congenial. There, decisions of importance for
research at Swedish universities were prepared, and new ideas about
research funding, contacts with other foundations or administrative
rearrangements were born.

And there was always that pleasant atmosphere, the aroma of coffee
and the contented chuckles from the kitchen.

Troubled faces and the dilemma
of assessing research projects

For me, the most laborious task was performed not at RJ’s secretariat but
at home, in my study, when I had to read all the project applications. I
remember the sound of my printer churning out thousands of pages,
which I stapled together and sorted to go through in the late evenings.

It was no easy task. Many creative researchers had done their best to
write interesting applications. In one of the two review panels to which
I belonged, we had to assess projects from a wide array of disciplines:
archaeology, ethnology, philosophy, history (and, to some extent, eco-
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nomic history), theology and religious studies. The other panel’s work
was about the big programmes from RJ’s whole sphere of responsibility:
social sciences, law, theology, religious studies and humanities. The panel
members carried out their work admirably. The majority were research-
ers, and each group also included someone representing the world outside
the universities. In RJ’s case, these people were members of the Riksdag,
since RJ’s original financial basis was a donation from the Bank of Swe-
den, one of the Riksdag agencies. The relationship between the Riksdag
representatives and the researchers was one of mutual respect for each
other’s skills. The politicians could come up with important views on the
wider societal value of many applications, but they always loyally empha-
sised that it must be the researchers’ assessment that determined the
outcome.

If I were to pick out any problems in the actual assessment work, it
would by no means be the participation of a few politicians. On the con-
trary, their external views could be useful. The greatest difficulty of all
lay, instead, in our obligation to reject so many applications, even really
interesting ones, every time. This is difficult, not least, because the
assessment is very much about plans and ideas for research, and hopes of
results, i.e. research that has not yet been done. And, at least in the
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shorter, three-year projects, the funding applicants may be quite unknown
to the review panel members, while the problem with the large pro-
grammes is rather the reverse. These involve more established researchers
and experienced project planners. Nonetheless, there must be no auto-
matic approval of researchers with ‘good names’ and lengthy CVs. What
you have to ponder is whether the actual programme idea and the group-
ing of researchers and subjects can yield anything truly novel: new
empirical results, theoretical advances or groundbreaking approaches to
urgent problems. Ultimately, in both cases — for major programmes just
as for one-person projects — it is a matter of trying to find the original
ideas and the creative people: the researchers who fervently wish to open
new doors and genuinely make our knowledge more profound.

How, then, are research applications assessed? In RJ, a dual process is
applied. On the one hand a group of researchers, appointed for a number
of years at a time, assign priorities among the applications. On the other
hand, RJ requests written statements of opinion from experts concerning
the specific applications perceived as meriting top priority by the ‘per-
manent’ review panel. It is then the latter who once more decide on the
final priorities.

My view is that there are good reasons for applying this dual process.
The best projects are then assessed both through a discussion among
researchers in several subjects and by special experts who individually
formulate their opinions. What sometimes proves difficult is finding suit-
able experts for certain applications. RJ’s administrators cannot always
get hold of the ones they would most wish for, and are in a hurry to find
others. I have noticed some criticism of this from young researchers
around the country. They have wondered what and who, in fact, decide
who has become an expert. A few have, for example, felt frustrated on
realising that the people engaged as experts to assess their applications
might be sceptical towards the very type of theory that has inspired the
applicants. At the same time, some are openly grateful for the construc-
tively critical opinions of their applications that they have received from
the experts, irrespective of whether funding has then been approved or
not. The duality of the process nonetheless has advantages. After the
experts’ statements have come in, the final appraisal is, after all, carried
out by a group of researchers.

The collective nature of the assessment is thus, as I see it, a form of
guarantee against arbitrariness. This works as long as the group can com-
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bat factors that risk undermining a proper process of prioritisation. One
such factor would be if people expressed opinions only on the applications
on which they consider themselves experts and, accordingly, did not take
responsibility for the whole assessment. Another would be if reviewers
consistently gave priority to applications from their own disciplines, or
argued too critically against projects that may be perceived as competitors
to those the reviewers themselves want to put forward. If such tendencies
exist at all they soon, in my experience, fall by the wayside when a whole
group engage in open discussions to select priorities. What I have seen
for myself throughout is a strong desire, on the part of all the group
members, to try to be as fair as possible, although the workload involved
in going through all the applications is huge.

So in the review panels we toiled together on the applications, discuss-
ing terms, theories, source materials and methods. We almost wept that
the approval rate for the projects could often be no higher than 8%. To-
wards the evening, with weary heads and backs, we had to finalise a prior-
ity list that everyone could live with.

As I remember, there was normally some member who was more dis-
appointed than the rest of us after giving a high rating to an application
that then failed to reach the shortlist. The remarkable thing was that the
atmosphere in the group remained good and comradely. The faces around
the table were concerned, but never angry or annoyed. From time to time
we lit up with relief, when we were all equally enthusiastic about a project.

At the subsequent dinner, we rejoiced at the young researchers who
would now get a few years’ funding. Eventually, spreading across the
table, the warm atmosphere arising from the good discussions and vital
joint efforts prevailed. It touched us all, who had sat there looking worried
and taken difficult decisions about forthcoming research, knowing that
after a forthright discussion we would have to decide and, preferably,
agree.

Flexibility and continuity

RJ is one of the largest research funders in Sweden. But that is not all:
the foundation is unique in granting funds almost exclusively to research-
ers in humanities, social sciences, law and religious studies in a broad
sense. Accordingly, it pays attention to sectors that, especially in recent
decades, have felt under duress at the universities and in relation to foun-
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dations that also receive applications in natural sciences, medicine and
technology. This is precisely why it is so important for RJ to exist, with
its special focus on research about humankind’s existential and ethical
conditions and our attempts to use language and images to find meaning
in life, create communities and art, engage in politics and reflect on social
patterns. Here, the continuity of RJ’s policy is fundamental.

It is fundamental in another respect too, in my opinion: in focusing
on young researchers’ projects. As I see it, RJ should not let itself be in-
spired by comparisons with the big initiatives in science and medicine to,
increasingly, reserve funds for more extensive projects in humanities and
social sciences. Certainly, representatives of these research areas too, after
all, are capable of devising large programmes. Many have done so. But it
requires established researchers with the time, commitment and contacts
to gather a group around themselves, do the writing and keep the coop-
eration going. These requirements tend to give a head start to existing
research groups and to big subjects and departments. Sometimes one can
see that the same group has succeeded in obtaining funds at several
places, with only marginal variations in the project description. Some
professors become virtually professional project creators and adminis-
trators, not infrequently at the expense of their own scope for new think-
ing, or for teaching the students in an inspiring way. It is uncertain
whether this concentration of funding ultimately generates more out-
standing results in research on humanities and social sciences than a
number of one-person projects for younger researchers would have done.
New PhD graduates must have a proper chance to carry out another few
years’ research on their own projects — the research they ardently wish
to do. Otherwise, we are depriving ourselves of the opportunity to help
young people keep their hope for the future and their passion for research.
Perseverance in protecting researchers who have recently obtained their
PhDs, and also smaller humanities projects, is and remains important.

RJ is also a flexible organisation. Within the defined limits, the Founda-
tion can start new initiatives. For example, RJ has what are known as
‘sector committees’, which have the function of finding ways, with fairly
limited resources, to promote research in specific areas that need extra
support. During my time at RJ, some of us wanted to encourage research
on earlier periods, especially Antiquity, the Middle Ages and the Early
Modern period. I remember the happy smiles that spread among research-
ers in many subjects when this was announced. They had all felt that the
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fixation on contemporary life in current debate and research would
benefit from a more in-depth approach, with comparisons in time as well
as the essential comparisons in space. Interdisciplinary networks all over
the country received funding to hold idea conferences, issue anthologies
or prepare major projects. Cooperation was established with the Royal
Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities to support research in
ancient history at the Swedish institutes abroad. Activities proliferated,
rippling outwards, just as they had done for other sector committees.

RJ, then, is a solid ship that seldom completely changes direction. But
it may tack from time to time to capture fresh, promising winds. In brief,
it is stable but, nonetheless, mobile.
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Say yes, work hard, have fun!

Personal reflections from an academic maverick on
fortuities, ripples and the joys of work.

After a nearly 40-year association with Riksbankens
Jubileumsfond, at various times and in diverse capacities, it may
be time for me to scrutinise and summarise this experience.

The ‘Man and Communication Technology’
Sector Committee

In the mid-1970s, a decade after RJ’s inception, it was still unusual for
funders of basic research to pinpoint areas in which they wished to see
research take place. RJ’s first sector committees were therefore, to some
extent, a break with tradition. Yet they in no way contravened the Foun-
dation’s remit: on the contrary. In the preparatory work for the 1964
Riksdag decision to set up RJ, it was stated that the foundation’s activities
should ‘focus on the kind of research that seeks to boost knowledge of
the effects that technical, economic and social changes exert on society
and individuals.’

Deciding, back in the mid-1970s, to identify information technology
as a priority area of this kind was singularly farsighted of the foundation.
Communication technology had not yet transformed society on a par-
ticularly large scale. The few computers in Sweden (remember IBM’s
System 360?) were still car-sized and controlled with punch cards. The
breakthrough for mobile telephones lay some twenty years ahead and
telefax was not yet common. Nor was the KOM system (the Swedish
embryo of email and chat started a few years later by the computer centre
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serving Stockholm University and others, Stockholms datamaskincentral or
‘QZ’), which peaked in the late 1980s with some 2,000 users, in operation
yet. By the time the system was phased out shortly afterwards, when more
advanced successors had come into existence, KOM had linked up with
the American forerunner of the Internet, Arpanet, and I was one of many
Swedish researchers who could sit in a cool, dark computer room late in
the evening and, on a monster of a machine, knock off messages to col-
leagues in the US. Yet the Swedish populace generally remained limited
to Sweden Post (which still delivered on Saturdays with no extra charge);
the National Swedish Telecommunications Administration (which had
finally, only a couple of years before, completed the automation of ex-
changes manned by switchboard telephonists); and Swedish Radio (the
Swedish Broadcasting Corporation, which still included two television
channels, TV1 and the fairly new TV2).

In 1976, as a newly appointed senior lecturer (docent) with experience
of research on mass communication, I took up a half-time position as
research secretary for one of the first two sector committees at RJ, ‘Man
and Communication Technology’. (The other was known as ‘Man and
Working Life’ and my then colleague Gunn Johansson describes it in the
next chapter.) In what rj.se currently writes about the sector committees
of today, it is striking that their assignment remains the same now as it
was then:

In order to map research needs, stimulate academic research and facilitate
the exchange of information, Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (RJ) has estab-
lished so-called sector committees. These groups consist of researchers
from disciplines significant to the field in question, as well as of repre-
sentatives for important social interests in these contexts. The operations
can be described as qualified research preparation. In general, the groups
work for a number of years before being phased out.

It was just the same then. Sector committees included both researchers
and practitioners and were chaired by RJ’s charismatic director Nils-
Eric Svensson. The researchers in my committee came from various sub-
jects — neurophysiology, sociology, economic psychology — and the
practitioners were senior employees from the National Swedish Tele-
communications Administration, the Confederation of Professional Em-
ployees, the Swedish Trade Union Confederation and the Church of
Sweden. But out of the nine committee members, only one was a woman:
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gender equality was not yet an essential objective. (Not until 1978 did
the United Nations adopt International Women’s Day, not until 1979
the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against
Women; and the Swedish Ombudsman for Equal Opportunities did not
come into existence until 1980.)

We were groping our way forward; to assert anything else would be
inaccurate. We ‘invented’ our activities, so to speak, as we went along.
The group started by arranging two symposia for small groups of special
invitees, mainly researchers from a diverse range of subjects, but also
authors and practitioners in media and communications. One of the
symposia was on the societal role of telecommunications, the other on
communication technology and perception. Their purpose was to survey
the current state of knowledge and identify interesting, relevant research
needs. The symposia were held at a conference centre near Stockholm
and lasted from the morning of one day to the afternoon of the next, since
the evening get-together was considered important. A handful of the
15–20 participants had been asked to contribute memoranda of ideas. All
those attending the symposia read the memoranda in advance and, before
the meeting, wrote their own commentaries, which were also circulated
in advance. At the symposium, the discussion was free. And free it cer-
tainly was!

This arrangement was an ambitious one that demanded a good deal
from the participants, but gave much in return. The written contribu-
tions, the advance commentaries, a summary of the subsequent dis-
cussions and retrospective commentaries written a week or so later by
about ten of the symposium participants were then published in RJ’s
report series.1 One feature was that the discussions were not taped; this,
at least at the time, was thought to inhibit the discussion, especially since
it was very often exploratory in nature. So I took notes by hand. This
approach also saved time, which meant that it was possible to issue the
reports after just a few months and disseminate them when they still felt
highly topical.

Altogether, the sector committee issued nine books in RJ’s report series
in three years. Some of them described new communication technologies
that were still fairly unknown among both the public and researchers.2

The topics covered included preliminary stages of what, much later, would
become the Internet and what, in those days, was called Viewdata or
Datavision. The sector committee’s members were also among the first
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people nationwide to try out, and write about, videoconferencing and
interactive television.

Another report covered an exchange of views about communication
technology and democracy.3 Comments on a longish introductory essay
were made in no fewer than 34 written contributions from representatives
of political parties, interest organisations, ministries, technology compa-
nies, hospitals, media, public agencies, trade unions, museums, trading
companies, research councils and universities. These were rounded off
with a final commentary by the authors of the introduction. Another
report covered the sector committee’s study trip to Greater London,
which was then at the very cutting edge worldwide in terms of practical
experiments in applied information technology.4

One exciting venture was to invite Swedish authors to think freely
about communication technology and its implications.5 This attracted
some attention when one of the authors announced that, in principle, all
Swedish homes are fitted with listening devices since there were micro-
phones in virtually every home, and cables leading to listeners.6 About
ten female writers turned down the invitation to take part, and the report
was therefore the work of seven male writers. Granted, its contents were
eclectic and intriguing, but today such a gender imbalance would not, of
course, have been accepted.

Towards the end of the sector committee’s existence, a considerable
sum of money was made available to Swedish researchers, who could
apply for funding in the form of planning grants for projects within the
committee’s area of work. No fewer than 112 applications were received
by the foundation. They filled four A4 files: no electronic application
procedures existed at the time (otherwise, it would have been congenial
to try them). Fourteen projects shared a sum corresponding to two
million Swedish kronor in present-day monetary value. The successful
applications for planning grants were published in the last report from
the group.7

Both these planning grants and the study trip to England cost a great
deal of money, of course. But it was characteristic of Nils-Eric Svensson
that, if one could convince him that an idea was a good one (this did not
always succeed), he was extremely well disposed towards it and made swift
decisions. The foundation’s board also followed both sector committees’
activities with keen interest.

My work as secretary to the sector committee led to an inquiry from
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the Swedish Government Offices. I was asked to serve as an expert in a
parliamentary committee lasting several years, the ‘Information Technol-
ogy Commission’, tasked with investigating and issuing recommenda-
tions on such matters as broadband, ‘text TV’ (teletext) and ‘teledata’
(another rudiment of the pre-Internet stage). Having a direct contact in
Swedish social scientists’ nascent IT research was, I imagine, a marked
advantage for the Commission’s various assessments.

Attitudes towards science and technology

At that time, there were not many people with research training at RJ, so
it was easy to get roped into various ventures. One was a symposium in
1978, held jointly by RJ and the Swedish Academy of Engineering Sci-
ences, about the Swedish people’s attitudes towards technology. Since I
had experience of attitude surveys, I was asked to design such a survey as
one of several preparatory activities ahead of the symposium. Again, Nils-
Eric Svensson provided money from RJ, and the survey was implement-
ed with Sifo (then the Swedish Institute for Opinion Research, now Sifo
Research International) collecting the data.8 Surprisingly few of the re-
spondents, no more than 60%, thought the past twenty years’ techno-
logical development had made life better, and an equal share believed
that future technological development would bring more, rather than
less, environmental degradations. Nearly 40% felt great anxiety about
computer registers threatening personal integrity, and almost half of
those who had heard of genetic engineering wanted to prohibit this kind
of research.

A year later, when I had left RJ and become chief editor of the popular
science magazine Forskning & Framsteg (‘Research & Progress’), I re-
peated the attitude survey twice — again with funding from RJ.9 The
results in the early 1980s were somewhat less pessimistic. The proportion
of respondents who thought technological development in the past 20
years had made life better had risen to some 70%. Unemployment exceed-
ed environmental degradation as the greatest source of anxiety, and
computer registers worried people less and less. This tendency came to
an abrupt end in 1986, however, when the daily Dagens Nyheter claimed
to reveal ‘the researchers’ secret scrutiny of 15,000 Swedes’ in the Metro-
polit register study.10

The basic data yielded by these three opinion polls proved valuable
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when, twenty years later, the ‘Public and Science’ (Vetenskap och Allmän-
het, VA) association embarked on its measurements of Swedes’ attitudes
towards science and technology. By becoming Chair of the VA reference
group for opinion polling for the association’s first decade, up to 2012, I
was able to ensure that the questions were asked in the same way as in
the 1970s, thereby making the results comparable over time. (The time
series was expanded yet again in the 1990s, once more thanks to RJ: more
on this below.) One discovery we made in carrying out the VA studies in
the 2000s was, moreover, that attitudes around 1980 had been at some-
thing of a low point. Underlying this fact were undoubtedly the prevail-
ing spirit of social criticism and the slightly hostile attitude towards
technology — the last gasp of the 1968 movement — as well as actual
circumstances at the time. There was then a strong anti-nuclear power
movement, and resistance against the then fairly new technology of
genetic modification. Other topical issues of those years were polluting
emissions from factories and other installations (read cancer and death
of forests), the ongoing arms race within the scope of the Cold War,
hazardous chemicals such as herbicides and PCBs, harmful radiation from
radon and computer monitors (now both almost forgotten), the alleged
unethical use of personal data registers, painful animal experiments,
dubious funding sources (academic cancer research paid for by the to-
bacco industry) and research on aborted foetuses. Debates on research
fraud and scientists’ unwarranted warnings did not take place, however,
until several decades later.

Forskning & Framsteg

At a sector committee meeting in 1978, Chairman Nils-Eric Svensson
turned to the members and said that, as board chairman for the popular
science magazine Forskning & Framsteg, he had a problem. The magazine
was in some trouble and needed a new chief editor who knew a great deal
about research, preferably had a PhD, was familiar with magazine publish-
ing, was a fairly proficient writer, knew something of economics and was
able to head a small company in terms of financial and personnel admin-
istration and marketing. One of the committee members then pointed
at me and said: ‘There’s your man.’

Nils-Eric looked at me in surprise, but after the usual announcement
of the job vacancy and employment process I was appointed — despite,
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rather than thanks to, my closeness to the chairman of the board. And as
editor-in-chief and managing director, I then had the privilege of work-
ing with him as the chairman of Forskning & Framsteg for many more years.
For a few financially uncertain years for the magazine, RJ’s support, both
financial and moral, was crucially important.

Science festival and attitude survey

In the early 1990s, the Minister of Education took the initiative for a
science festival in summer 1994, in Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö,
with exhibitions, lectures and seminars. RJ was contacted about repre-
sentation in the steering group, and Nils-Eric Svensson’s successor Dan
Brändström asked me whether I, now working at Forskning & Framsteg,
would take on the assignment. Obviously I said yes, and the journey I
embarked on was an exciting one in many ways. The relevant point here
is that in the steering group, which was chaired by the State Secretary
for Education, I proposed that we should conduct an extended study of
public attitudes, interest and knowledge with respect to science and
technology. And so we did, with primary funding from the Ministry of
Education.

The study was designed to be comparable with surveys carried out a
few years previously in several EU countries and the US. What proved
to distinguish the Swedes included greater interest in medicine and less
interest in environmental issues (the latter was to change several years
later), along with a generally higher awareness and superior knowledge
of science.11 One major difference was the Swedes’ considerably more
negative attitude towards astrology; nevertheless, the survey showed that
95% knew their sign of the zodiac while only a third were able to state
their blood group (letter and Rh). The proportion who thought that
technological development had made life better in the past twenty years
had risen again, now to 79% — and the proportion has been broadly
unchanged since then: it was 80% in autumn 2014.12

The Science Festival — in Stockholm, held at Moderna Museet (the
Museum of Modern Art) was successful but a little before its time. It was
presumably not practicable for a government ministry to organise an
event of this kind year after year. Three years later, the idea was picked
up in Gothenburg instead and a skilfully arranged annual event has
taken place there ever since.
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EU project on responses
to genetic engineering

The study of public attitudes that I carried out for the 1994 Science Fes-
tival was reported in various contexts, including that same autumn at an
international research conference in London on how the public views
science.13 This, in turn, had further repercussions: in my capacity as new
adjunct professor of research communication at what was then Mid Swe-
den University College (now Mid Sweden University), on the spot in
London, I was asked by the conference arranger whether I might be will-
ing to head a Swedish part of a major project. The focus of this project,
which was then being planned and for which EU funding was being
sought, was to be on how the public, mass media and governments in
various countries, in Europe and elsewhere, were responding to geneti-
cally modified organisms (GMOs).

This EU project not only materialised but was extended several times
and eventually lasted for nine years — towards the end with as many as
fifty researchers from twenty countries. It met with significant success:
several books were published by, for example, Cambridge University
Press, and scientific articles came out in journals like Nature. The research
group became so well established that we were asked to assume respon-
sibility for some of the European Commission’s Eurobarometer surveys
of European public attitudes towards science and biotechnology.

One of our clearest research findings in the opinion part of the survey14

was the big difference in people’s perceptions of ‘red’ and ‘green’ GM,
i.e. its uses in medicine (public approval) and agriculture (public disap-
proval) respectively. One entirely unexpected discovery was the complete
absence of an association between people’s attitudes towards genetic
engineering and whether they considered the technology risky. The re-
spondents’ views could to some extent be explained by their view of the
usefulness of GM, but the strongest association by far was with whether
they considered the technology to be ethical. This shows that attitudes
to GMOs are a matter both of profound values of life and death, right
and wrong, and of communication — from both supporters and oppon-
ents — that skilfully takes these core values into account.

Another notable result was the U-shaped connection between knowl-
edge and opinion. People with more knowledge of genetic modification
tended to be either strongly for or strongly against it, while those who
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knew little had milder attitudes. The causality presumably went in both
directions: the people with strong opinions acquired more knowledge,
while those who were well-informed already had the basis for forming a
substantiated view on the matter. This conflicted with what is usually
argued by GM proponents: that greater knowledge would unfailingly
result in a more positive attitude. It was also striking that every time the
Riksdag passed a new law in the area (which happened twice during the
25-year period studied), the opinion polls carried out immediately after-
wards showed that the public was less worried.

The media study15 — which took the form of an extensive analysis of
the content of all (nearly 700) articles and news items about genetic
engineering in Dagens Nyheter over 25 years — yielded a hypothesis of an
overall sequence in how the media treat a new area of technology. First
the focus is on its physical risks; then it shifts to ethics, followed by regu-
lation (such as legislation); and finally, when the technology and the
public have matured, to applications. Every such wave of media coverage
lasted for four to six years, with virtual doldrums between the waves.
Regarding the tendency in the material, news articles were mainly neutral
in their valuation of GM, while opinion pieces were predominantly
negative and financial articles were usually positive.

It gives me singular personal pleasure that my two doctoral students
on the project have succeeded so outstandingly well in their further
careers. One is a professor in her field and director of a multidisciplinary
research centre, while the other is a senior lecturer and dean of one of the
university’s two faculties. And all three of us are, in fact, still working
together within the framework of this research centre.

Yearbooks and debate articles

No sooner had I retired than a new phone call came from RJ. Might I
consider co-editing the foundation’s 2011/2012 yearbook? As usual, of
course, I agreed. And what was to be one book became five (the present
Golden Jubilee book being the last for my part). It has been a hugely
enjoyable task, just like everything else I have had the privilege of doing
for RJ.

Our objective in producing the yearbooks I have been involved in as
editor — about the Nordic region, holding the balance of power in po-
litical assemblies, reading, marketisation and now this Jubilee book — has
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been to offer interested readers with differing backgrounds relevant and
varied top-level research in social sciences and humanities, in the best
possible popularised form.16 In all the yearbooks, we editors have con-
tributed our own writings, in some cases based on opinion polls. These
have also become articles in DN Debatt and UNT Debatt, both spreading
the results and further helping to convey knowledge of RJ’s activities to
a broad readership.

The bottom line of all this is that one should agree to most requests,
seize all opportunities by the coat-tails and surf out on the ripples that,
if not always very clearly visible, invariably surround us. One should take
on much to do, let one thing lead to another, do our best and, not least,
have fun on the way.

… but no RJ-funded
research projects of my own

What if I had been the recipient of RJ project funding on a larger scale?
You might think I had privileged access. Twice, some research colleagues
and I have applied, submitting proposals on major projects with several
years’ funding, but without carrying the day. Since (in my biased opin-
ion), both applications were quite all right, these rejections witness to the
very high quality of the RJ projects that are actually granted funds.
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Workplace research
and research ethics

This chapter starts with memories from one of the first sector
committees set up by RJ in the 1970s. This is followed by an

overview of how, in the same period, considerations of research
ethics came to the fore in social sciences and humanities,

in a way that had not been common before.

Riksbankens jubileumsfond’s board decided in 1975 to
adopt a new initiative: setting up ‘sector committees’ aimed at
encouraging and initiating research, contacts and information in

selected, especially high-priority areas. These committees have lived on
ever since, in roughly the same forms as those outlined initially. The
committee members were, from the very start, researchers from disci-
plines of importance to the area and representatives of public interests
concerned. In an evaluation, the foundation recently reported that 20
sector committees of this kind have focused on a wide range of issues,
from taxes to gender equality and research on Eastern Europe to pre-
modernity.1

Man and working life

The theme for one of the first two sector committees was ‘Man and work-
ing life’. This was chosen in the light of the intensive public debate on
working conditions in industrial society that had emerged in the 1960s
and engaged social researchers as well.2 Working conditions, especially
in industrial environments, were examined critically in terms of occupa-
tional medicine and psychosocial factors.3 Deficiencies were considerable
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in comparison with progress made in other sectors of society, and the
world of work came to stand out as the next issue on the agenda for build-
ing a welfare state.

I was then working as project coordinator in one of the first research
programmes to receive funding from the newly established Swedish Work
Environment Fund. With this background, I was recruited as secretary
to the ‘Man and working life’ sector committee, with which I was associ-
ated on a half-time basis for three memorable years at RJ’s secretariat.

This sector committee contained a range of colourful characters. It was
chaired by the director of RJ, the ever positive, nimble-witted and creative
Nils-Eric Svensson. The academic representatives were sheer existing and
up-and-coming legends: the sociologist Edmund Dahlström, psychologist
Marianne Frankenhaeuser, social psychologist Bertil Gardell and, the
youngest, Töres Theorell, then a research fellow and internal medicine
specialist at Serafimer Hospital. Community representatives included
Göran Johansson, then a young chairman of the SKF local union branch,
later a politician and Gothenburg strong man. Other members were Leif
Kjellstrand, union representative at the Trade Union Confederation
(LO); Myril Malmström, the Sweda company’s local branch chairwoman
of the Union of Clerical & Technical Employees in Industry; and John
Östlund, former union representative at the Union of Civil Servants.

For me personally, the assignment as committee secretary was highly
rewarding and instructive. On behalf of the group, I interviewed a series
of important figures in the working life area. The seminars and discussions
organised by the committee inside and outside the Riksdag building were
directly relevant to my own research, and I made contacts that both
stimulated and facilitated subsequent research work. The committee’s
activities produced, at least, two reports in RJ’s own report series. One
was about the world of work, the economy and welfare trends and the
other covered research for gender equality.4

At RJ’s secretariat there was a vibrant, congenial working environment
with an extremely good social climate. This was at the time when the pace
of work allowed joint coffee breaks and there was room for us all around
the same coffee table. Nils-Eric Svensson presided at the short end, from
where he instilled in us knowledge of, for example, the difference between
a good and a poor bureaucrat.
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Social sciences and research ethics

At the time, besides the research at Stockholm University and my role as
sector committee secretary at RJ, I had an assignment with the Swedish
Council for Social Science Research (SFR). In 1974, SFR’s section for
psychology and pedagogics appointed a working group with the task of
drafting principles of research ethics and proposals for an ethical review
procedure. I was invited to become this group’s secretary, and immedi-
ately found ethical issues fascinating and vital.

The new aspect of the situation was the attention to ethical aspects of
research in social sciences. Back in 1966, in the area of medicine, Karo-
linska Institute had set up a research ethics committee whose work was
based on the original Helsinki Declaration of 1964, and from 1977 there
were ethical committees at all the faculties of medicine in Sweden.5 Issues
of research ethics in social sciences had, however, been discussed in the
US, where certain experiments in social psychology, such as Stanley Mil-
gram’s obedience studies, had been criticised on ethical grounds. The
American Psychological Association (APA) had published its Declaration
of Ethical Principles in 1973.

After reviewing the issues of principle and guided by similar discussions
at the faculties of medicine in Sweden and in the APA, SFR’s working
group submitted its proposal to the Council at year-end 1974.

Pilot project in research ethics

Based on this proposal, SFR adopted a declaration of principles on issues
of research ethics to protect research participants. This declaration was
intended as a guide in advance scrutiny of research applications in psy-
chology and pedagogics. For a trial period of three years (1975–78), a
review committee was also set up. This first ethics committee comprised
Professors Marianne Frankenhaeuser, Ingvar Johannesson and Carl-
Otto Jonsson, and docent Magnus Hedberg. It was provided with a lay
representative, and this was the member of the Riksdag Anita Gradin,
who later took up such appointments as cabinet minister and Sweden’s
first EU Commissioner. Ingvar Johannesson, a professor of education,
was appointed as chairman and myself as secretary.

Like a number of models that the working group had identified in the
surrounding world, the declaration of principles was based on a conse-
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quentialist view. It made individual researchers responsible for consider-
ations of research ethics: that they should at all times weigh up the ex-
pected benefits of their investigation against conceivable negative con-
sequences for those taking part. It laid emphasis on such requirements as
informed consent; participants’ right to withdraw; the requirement that
personal data should be registered and reported under strict confidential-
ity; and a recommendation that as far as possible, results should be shared
with the research participants.

I regarded myself as particularly fortunate, with engrossing research at
the university, a vitally important and meaningful function in working with
RJ’s sector committee and the fascinating task of assisting in the pilot
project of advance ethical review of research proposed in grant applications
to the Swedish Council for Research in the Humanities and Social
Sciences (HSFR, now superseded by the Swedish Research Council, VR).

Discussion of research ethics in RJ

During this period, RJ received an application that prompted a discussion
on research ethics in the Board, and which can serve as an example of a
dilemma of research ethics. The application proposed a study of great
social relevance that was, at the same time, questionable from the ethical
point of view. The theme was the impact of violent films on young peo-
ple’s attitudes and behaviour, and especially the extent to which exposure
to films featuring violence might result in violent behaviour. At that time
it was, of course, a matter of films seen at the cinema; this was long before
violence mediated by both videofilms and the Internet. The idea was to
test three hypotheses: first, that violence at the cinema has a modelling
effect, i.e. causes a rise in the risk of perpetration of violence; second, that
it has a cathartic effect, meaning in this context that the content of violent
films would serve to release tension and divert energy, thereby causing a
fall in the probability of violence perpetrated by the individuals them-
selves; and, thirdly, that cinema violence has a desensitising effect. Young
cinemagoers who incurred large-scale exposure to violent films were, for
some months, to be compared with an equivalent group without such
exposure. Both groups were to be followed up and if any signs of undesired
development — increased propensity for violence or desensitisation —
were discernible, the exposure would be terminated and therapeutic
measures applied.
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Objections were raised in the Board, some with reference to consider-
ations of research ethics. It was questioned, for example, whether and
how any desensitising tendencies (if they were possible to establish at all)
could be remedied. The application never underwent formal ethical re-
view of the proposed research, and instead of project funding there was
a grant of funds for an international symposium on the theme of devel-
opmental psychology and film violence.

Subsequently, RJ was among the research funders that refrained from
drawing up a procedure of its own for ethical scrutiny and, where neces-
sary, turned to HSFR, and later VR, for its advance ethical review of re-
search.

During the pilot project, an amalgamation of SFR and the Humanities
Research Council (HFR) to form the HSFR was proposed. The question
naturally arose of whether ethical vetting should then be extended from
psychology and pedagogics to apply to more disciplines in the social sci-
ences, and perhaps also humanities. At year-end 1978, HSFR held a
conference to discuss this issue with representatives of both social sci-
ences and humanities.6 There was agreement that the limited scrutiny
carried out to date should continue, and most people advocated an exten-
sion to other disciplines. Whether the scrutiny should preferably also be
carried out locally, at the universities, or (as before) centrally, at the
Council, was also discussed. Some people expressed wishes for an adapta-
tion of the declaration of principles of research ethics to a broader aca-
demic range of disciplines. HSFR’s decision was that the tasks of the
ethics committee would henceforth include the Council’s whole sphere
of responsibility.

Decision on advance ethical review of research

After the three-year pilot project, ethical review was thus made perma-
nent and the review procedure was approved in accordance with the pro-
posal put forward. The declaration of principles was modified to make
them applicable throughout the Research Council’s sphere of responsibil-
ity, but the fundamental principles remained largely the same. The basic
requirement of protection of the individual was manifested in four
requirements: those of information, consent, confidentiality and use. The
latter means that data collected for research must not be used for other
purposes. Initially there was no wish to introduce an ethics form, since
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unnecessary red tape was feared. Clear instructions for applicants to the
effect that descriptions of methods had to be complete and that every
application must contain a section on considerations of research ethics
were deemed sufficient. At first, applicants tended to take these instruc-
tions fairly lightly, and all too often it was just a matter of responding to
a list of the main requirements of the ethics declaration by stating, for
each, that they would be fulfilled. Already SFR’s working group on re-
search ethics had found that many grant applications lacked information
that was essential and even indispensable for ethical review of research.
Sometimes, applications did not even reveal whether data were to be
taken from existing registers or through interviews or questionnaire sur-
veys, or whether experimental studies were to be carried out with animals
or humans. There was often no account of how advance information was
to be provided, what it would contain and who was to convey it and
obtain the informed consent.

Growing attention was paid to issues of research ethics in the aca-
demic community, and other research foundations took similar measures.
Early on, the Delegation for Social Research established its own commit-
tee and review procedure, and similar routines later came to be used in
other foundations that funded research in social sciences and humanities.
Biomedical research continued to be scrutinised, as before, in committees
at the faculties of medicine.

During the 1980s, support for discussing ethical issues became ever
stronger among researchers, and in time the grant applications came to
be written in accordance with the instructions and the declaration of
principles. The Council’s scientific review groups were instructed to refer
ethically dubious applications to the ethics committee. Parallel to this,
the committee’s secretary scrutinised all applications and this review
usually resulted in a larger number of applications undergoing scrutiny.
Over time, the ethics committee accumulated considerable experience of
carrying out advance ethical review of research, which also became an
increasingly self-evident part of the training of doctoral students. This
was very much favoured by the fact that HSFR published an in-depth
account of the background to the Council’s declaration of principles,
supplemented by a more general discussion concerning issues of research
ethics, written by the then chairman of the ethics committee.7

In the mid-1980s, an intensive media debate arose about research ethics,
data registers and personal integrity. For a long time a longitudinal
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research project, Project Metropolitan, had been collecting information
about every Stockholm child born in 1953.8 One intention was to clarify
background factors underlying criminality, and data had been taken from
questionnaire surveys and various public agencies’ registers. The now
adult children did not, however, consider that they had been informed,
let alone asked for their consent. The researchers were accused of having
engaged in secret investigations.9 The project had admittedly started long
before ethical scrutiny of research had been introduced, but the debate
had dramatic consequences. The Swedish Data Inspection Board found,
on inspection, that the research registers were illegal and must therefore
be de-identified.

Research ethics and society

The concern aired in the media and among the public in connection with
the Project Metropolitan debate was rooted both in the capacity of the
new computer technology to store and combine large personal registers
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and in research ethics. Simultaneously, new issues of research ethics were
raised by scientific advances in genetics and biomedicine. Along with
growing research activity, this resulted in issues of research ethics begin-
ning to be discussed at political level. Government bills on research laid
emphasis on the ethical perspectives of research, including the individual
researcher’s responsibility for both the ethical and the academic quality
of the work. It was stressed that issues of research ethics are of great
public interest in a society with a strong and growing dependence on
science and technology. The connection with respect for research and
researchers’ integrity was also emphasised.

In 1997, a committee of inquiry on research ethics was appointed. This
committee embarked on many years’ work of evaluating the existing
review system and proposing changes adapted to the new conditions. Two
years later, its report on good research practice proposed that higher
education institutions should be responsible for ensuring that every re-
search project involving experiments on human beings or human tissue
should be scrutinised by a research ethics committee.10 The committee
also payed attention to the existence of ‘research misconduct’, as fraud in
research was dubbed in this context.11

However, concrete measures were delayed and the final result of the
committee’s work did not appear until 2004, in the form of a law on
ethical review and a total reorganisation of advance ethical vetting of
research.12 With this reform, the government put an end to the discussions
of recent years and it was decided that all research on human beings would
be scrutinised in advance; that this would apply irrespective of faculty
ties and funding sources; that the examination should take place region-
ally; and that it should be funded by means of charges. Six regional ethical
review boards were set up in the form of separate agencies. Connected to
the Swedish Research Council, an additional central board with super-
visory responsibility (the ‘Central Ethical Review Board’) was created,
to which appeals against decisions in the regional boards can be addressed.
The review boards’ members include both researchers and lay representa-
tives, and the regional boards deal with applications in biomedicine and
other research by separate groups.

One major advantage of this solution is its uniformity. The research is
reviewed in the same way regardless of whether it is in medicine or in
social sciences and humanities; whether the funding takes place through
research councils, county councils or foundations; and whether it is car-

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 222 31-Mar-15



223

workplace research and research ethics

ried out at universities or local health centres. Initially, the new procedure
entailed a considerable transformation for researchers and some initial
problems in the ethical review boards, but after a decade the system has
been fine-tuned and now serves its purpose well. This purpose is the same
as that which has constantly guided the procedures of ethical review: to
safeguard the important balance between two weighty principles. One is
reflected in the legitimate requirements imposed by society that research
should be conducted, should focus on essential issues and should be of
high quality. On the other hand, there is the requirement that no human
being should be exposed to physical or mental injury, offence, humiliation
or risk of the same as a consequence of research.

Ethics of research funding

Viewpoints about research ethics that have been expressed here so far
apply to the relationship between researchers and research, on the one
hand, and the fellow humans who are the objects of research on the other.
However, this makes up only part of the broader research debate on the
role of research in society, its funding and its orientation.13 There are
therefore other ethically relevant questions to settle both at political
level and for a research funder like RJ. One such question is what research
the available funds should be channelled into. For all research where an
aspect of practical benefits is obvious or at least discernible, there are
hopes of results, and sometimes conflicting ones, among stronger or
weaker stakeholders in society. The funder’s decision to grant funds to
this or that research programme is then a matter not only of academic
quality and resource distribution but also of ethics. Yet another aspect of
the ethics of research funding lies in the fact that although researchers in
social sciences and medicine are commonly in a strong position in relation
to the objects of their research, the opposite is also sometimes true. The
task then arises, for an influential research foundation, to protect research
that involves critical scrutiny in relation to strong social stakeholder
interests; to defend both the focus of the research and the methods where-
by it can and should be implemented; and sometimes also to stimulate
areas that are, in terms of research, neglected.

*
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Social sciences and humanities
for a global world

By leaving individual approaches behind and by combining
knowledge of different disciplines social scientists and researchers

in humanities can become a driving force in the development
of societies in the 21st century.

Innovation includes social innovation. From a research
funder’s perspective a strange imbalance prevails at European level
which is reflected in member states. A far greater share of funding

— be it for fundamental research or for what is called mission-oriented,
directed or applied research — goes to the natural sciences, life sciences
and engineering than to the social sciences and humanities, SSH. This is
usually interpreted as reflecting the importance attached to the productive
output of the STEM disciplines (science, technology, engineering, med-
icine) which are seen as the engines for economic growth. Such a view is
largely confirmed by economists who have investigated the link between
research and development investments and the economic performance
of national innovation systems. When looked at in greater detail the
picture becomes messier, as investments at national level are not neces-
sarily returned within national borders. Nevertheless, as long as techno-
logical innovation is celebrated as the bedrock of national and global
wealth, hopefully leading also to job creation, STEM disciplines are re-
garded as the ones that can deliver on scientific promises.

Such a view obscures the role played by social innovation, the variety
and heterogeneous gamut of improvements in social organisation, changes
in governance structures, actual behaviour and cultural mindsets that are
necessary to appropriate the inevitably unfinished societal outcome of

K 93333-1_T_v1_RJ; TA: 15L

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 225 31-Mar-15



226

helga nowotny

technological innovation. It is only through actual use of whatever a
novel technology has to offer that its potential is transformed into pro-
ductive and social value. In the end, it is the users who determine the
actual benefits. Social innovation plays a crucial role in enabling unex-
pected explorations and directions, leading to applications or flops. Ben-
efits may accrue from fitting the new into the already existing or from
subversively supplanting the old. The processes that make up social
innovation are usually not part of the products and knowledge produced
by the STEM disciplines. Yet, they provide the seed-bed and structure
under which technological innovation can flourish or will falter. The more
technological innovation is desirable and wanted, the more social innova-
tion is needed. The knowledge that shapes social innovation is diffuse,
but it is more likely to be found within the SSH knowledge domain.

There is yet another side to the imbalance which expresses itself in the
tertiary education system. The highest numbers of students enrolled
anywhere in Europe are found in SSH disciplines. But this is not matched
by the numbers of teaching staff, especially professors, across the different
departments of the university. In other words, the teacher/student ratio
is much more favourable in the STEM departments of the university than
in the often overcrowded SSH areas. This has repercussions on the
amount of time that can be devoted to research compared to teaching
and related duties. One should not forget that our universities were fore-
most teaching organisations, ennobled by the Humboldtian ideal of
combining teaching with research. Today, although many universities
aspire to be also research universities, the ones that outshine the rest
are research universities mainly through their focus on STEM research.
Yet, when it comes to innovation, the translation and transfer of new
technological products and processes, are left to the markets. The social
knowledge required to accompany, embed, shape and regulate new
technological developments is widely dispersed through firms and
organisations, governmental agencies and society at large. The SSH
component that crucially underpins this knowledge, remains largely
invisible and uncoordinated.

Funding reflects societal interest

These structural features matter when it comes to the funding of SSH
research. The feeling of being marginalised, especially on the part of the
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humanities, is understandable given the predominance of the natural
sciences described above. Yet, some of the complaints that often accom-
pany it are harder to sustain. When members of the SSH community
argue that their funding opportunities are disproportionately smaller or
that only projects get funded that have an obvious economic dimension
or impact, the empirical figures rarely support such a claim. True, when-
ever austerity measures reach academia, it is very likely that the human-
ities in university departments will be hit first and, given their often small
size, hardest. There may also be situations in which research councils and
other funding agencies are not sufficiently open and hospitable towards
some of the more esoteric fields of scholarship. But the big picture tells a
slightly different story.

Given the structural asymmetry, funding for SSH is much smaller than
for STEM, but within the SSH domain not as dismal as often believed.
The real issue behind the relative budget allocations is a different one:
does the asymmetry reflect the needs of society? Or is SSH knowledge,
often characterised as being only of the ‘soft’ kind relegated to feeding
the ‘soft’ underbelly of society? The distinction between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’
is far from being innocent. It implies that the usefulness of SSH pales in
comparison with the ’hardness’ of STEM knowledge along with the
technological hardware it produces. But in the age of unprecedented
computational power software has overtaken hardware in opening up
new opportunities of technological development which takes place with-
in a societal context.

The experience of the European Research Council (ERC) shows that
fair and ample funding opportunities exist for the SSH, at least within
its mandate for funding ‘frontier research’ on the basis of scientific excel-
lence only. Following a bottom-up approach without any thematic pri-
orities and aimed at the individual researcher and his or her team, it has
been genuinely open towards SSH in the inclusive sense of the 19th-
century German idea of Wissenschaft or vetenskap compared to the re-
stricted notion of ‘science’ in Anglo-American terminology. The alloca-
tion of funding to the three domains of physical science and engineering,
life sciences, and SSH follow the number of applications and is adjusted
annually. The percentage of the more than 550 projects funded in the
SSH domain currently amounts to 17% and is likely to move up to 18%
of the total budget. Figures in national research councils tend to be
higher as the ERC funds only fundamental research. The demand for
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funding in thematically open, bottom-up research therefore mirrors the
higher concentration of demand in the STEM domain. Yet, the question
remains: where is the demand for funding SSH knowledge and how is it
met?

This question was at the core of a conference organised under the
Lithuanian EU presidency in September 2013. Its explicit objective was
to explore ‘Horizons for Social Sciences and Humanities’ under the cur-
rent EU framework programme Horizon2020.1 The conference was
preceded by a broadly based consultation process to learn more about the
current situation of SSH throughout Europe, and the ambitions and
needs as well as structural problems of the SSH community in specific
fields. Among the issues brought to the fore, two-thirds of the respond-
ents ranked inter-, trans- and cross-disciplinarity as being of highest
relevance to them. A strong consensus emerged that SSH are not only
carried out in disciplinary contexts, and that contemporary SSH projects
are inherently interdisciplinary in their actual practice, taking place in
very different organisational settings. Examples of such interdisciplinarity
practised ranged from urban and environmental studies to cultural studies
and science and technology studies, STS.

There was acknowledgement that established disciplinary fields were
being transformed or regrouped under new names or labels, often fol-
lowing a merger of the sites of actual practices. It was also observed that
this contrasts with STEM disciplines where specific contributions often
come from work in multidisciplinary settings with clearer demarcations
of who contributes what in well-structured collaborative settings. This
matters, as the new EU framework programme Horizon 2020 explicitly
foresees the ‘integration’ of SSH into its seven ‘challenges’, thus discon-
tinuing with special programmes for SSH. One of the main problems
anticipated by respondents therefore was the gap between the broadly
conceived research themes identified by the EU and the conservative,
vertical hierarchies of disciplines in university settings, mono-disciplinary
publications and outreach contexts.

This points to a double-bind situation. On the one hand, the SSH
community views the current organisational structure of disciplines in
university settings critically as ‘containers’ which constrain them in
contributing SSH knowledge to the pressing problems of society, like
climate change, energy, food security or healthy aging. On the other hand
they bemoan the lack of more clearly structured multidisciplinary
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collaborative arrangement which might offer better preconditions for the
kind of ‘integration’ foreseen in Horizon 2020. It is feared that without
being accorded a more precisely defined collaborative space than the
rather diffuse integration approach which now marks EU funding for the
grand challenges, SSH contributions might fall short of their real value.

The need for interdisciplinarity

What follows from this simplified and sketchy diagnosis seen from a
funding perspective for the future development of SSH? How can SSH
be empowered to become an intellectual and scientific driving force in
the development of societies in the 21st century? I offer two main conclu-
sions for further discussion.

First, greater awareness is needed of the structural imbalance between
teaching and research of SSH compared to STEM fields. While carrying
the main load of teaching, when it comes to research SSH are in a minor-
ity position everywhere in terms of numbers of researchers and research
institutions. As is often the case with cultural minorities, their contribu-
tions are crucial, widely diffused and pervasive, while they lack the insti-
tutional security, visibility and critical mass enjoyed by the majority. This
makes it much more difficult, as will become evident in Horizon 2020,
to make full and optimal use of what they actually can bring to tackling
societal challenges. There is no easy solution to this dilemma, as a minor-
ity cannot be transformed into a majority. However, it can and should
be given recognition based on mutual respect, certain rights (which in
research would translate into adequate representation in science policy
and other advisory bodies so abundant at European level), and the insti-
tutional support that enhances in a long-term perspective the value of
their actual and potential contributions.

The second conclusion follows from the discrepancy between the
disciplinary organisation within universities and the demands and
opportunities open to SSH knowledge in a wide array of heterogeneous
contexts of application. Once again, there is no easy solution in sight.
Interdisciplinarity in whatever variant can never be an objective per se,
although its necessity is beyond doubt. In its organisational form, inter-
disciplinarity has turned out to be too fluid and hence unstable. When
my colleagues and I pointed to Mode 2 knowledge production in the
making, we clearly stated that it takes the form of configuring knowledge
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production flexibly around a shared problem definition. Although over
time this could lead to more stable arrangements and in the medium term
even to the emergence of new disciplines, Mode 2 configurations are
usually set up for a limited time. Once the particular research is finished,
researchers return to their disciplinary home base, enriched by the new
experience and insights gained, before they enter another Mode 2 con-
figuration — or not.2

Given this overall fluid situation and the greater vulnerability and
volatility to which SSH are exposed in university settings, especially in
times of austerity, any ‘solution’ must take these constraints and the op-
portunities they offer into account. This means not much more, but also
not less, than to closely follow empirically where various SSH knowledge
clusters emerge whose contributions are acknowledged to add consider-
able and otherwise unobtainable value to the societal challenges ahead.
This is already now the case with SSH knowledge in fields like health
research, where prevention, life-style, therapeutical compliance or fol-
lowing the experience of patients and their families are well-researched
and recognised. In the biomedical field even more demanding scientific
challenges are waiting for new forms of collaboration between the life
sciences and SSH when it comes to explore further the ways in which
biological development and environmental factors interact at the molecu-
lar level or to explore further what being human means in the molecular
age. Other emerging SSH knowledge clusters exist in the environmental
sciences, where integration with the natural sciences has made remark-
able progress or through the multi-sited links with other fields provided
by demography. STS continues to offer analysis and insights on many
different aspects of contemporary scientific discoveries and technological
developments, including science policy and public engagement with
science.3

It will therefore be of vital importance to identify not only where SSH
contributions are being made already, but to go beyond and focus on
where they are lacking. Whatever enlightened funders of SSH research
can do to provide sufficient opportunities for SSH to thrive intellectu-
ally and to unlock their potential remains contingent on two major fac-
tors: the institutional context with its inherent inertia and slow-moving
time scale and the scientific problems as defined by SSH disciplines and
research fields themselves.

When invited to think about ‘21st-century questions’, as Yehuda Elkana
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proposed, their ways of approaching them differ for the humanities from
the way in which the social or natural sciences respond.4 Problems like
climate change, AIDS, mass migration, fundamentalism or anything else
that falls under the rubric of societal challenges are easily recognised as
pertaining to the domain of social science knowledge, sometimes inter-
twined with the natural sciences. By creatively mixing the conceptual and
empirical, including the history of key concepts and the consequences
they produced, the social sciences are in the process of expanding their
intellectual resources and practices beyond the confines of the nation state
and the more traditional repertoire of social problems.

However, as Sheldon Pollock has pointed out, these are no new hu-
manities problems. Humanities are typically concerned with new under-
standings of old objects. Of course, there may be new understandings that
acquire the status of new objects in the humanities, but even a new
problematisation allows only to go so far. Pollock exemplifies the practice
of the humanities by returning to their roots: the reflexive making sense
of texts. At their core is the critical self-reflection of language. If math-
ematics, as Galileo said, is the language of the book of nature, philology
is the language of the book of humanity. Critical philology therefore is
paradigmatic for the humanities. It builds on the foundations of the old
discipline of philology, but ‘multiplies its forms of meaning and truth,
pluralizes and globalizes its practices, for an epistemologically poly-
morphic, and newly pluralized and globalized world’. By crossing and
transcending the boundaries of disciplines as we know them today, it
opens the gate to something one might want to call post-disciplines, in
the sense not of ‘after’, but of ‘above and beyond’.5

No Big Data revolution,
but an All Data revolution

Returning to foundations may also offer novel ways of reaching out be-
yond the nation state in whose shadow the social sciences grew up during
the second half of the 19th century, with the eager participation of the
humanities in building national identities. 21st-century questions for SSH
will undoubtedly revolve around pluralisation and globalisation. New
questions will arise about our shared humanity and what such sharing
implies in terms of global and national political arrangements, conflict
resolution, fairness, social justice and human rights. The place of the
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humanities in such a vast and tension-ridden arena lies in their inherent
mediating capacity — in their ability to analyse and understand different
perspectives as a result of different cultural and historical trajectories.
Critical philology is a potent reminder that around the world texts come
with finely structured layers of meanings, each of which makes sense in
its own way and has its own (in)adequacies. Understanding their recep-
tion and how meanings were understood (and misunderstood) is part of
an old humanities question that needs to be continued as an urgent 21st-
century question.

Beyond the mega-processes of pluralisation and globalisation, the
acceleration and global spread of computational power accompanied by
easy access and availability of information and communication technol-
ogy generate an unprecedented amount and variety of data: Big Data.
They are the Pandora’s box of the 21st century. Once opened, the invita-
tion to think 21st-century questions may become overwhelming. They
introduce the challenge to try to understand complex systems with their
inherent non-linear dynamics which are remote and removed from the
everyday understanding of simple cause-effect relations. They are also
beyond middle-range theories, this favourite conceptual device of the
social sciences to link the micro-level of everyday life with the macro-level
of institutions and systems. The timid beginnings of a digital humanities
movement may soon be overtaken by the incessant flows of Big Data and
the power of connectivity they bring. As the automatisation of translation
proceeds rapidly, it may soon open a floodgate for thousands and thous-
ands of hitherto untranslated manuscripts and documents, reaching back
in time and into ancient civilisations.

Such is the power and lure of technology that it cannot be ignored.
Any of the 21st questions that will emerge for the SSH, including very
surprising ones, will be accompanied by the nagging doubt: are we pre-
pared for it? Are we ready to engage with this fascinating as well as worri-
some and sometimes outright threatening world in the making which we
are privileged as well as condemned to witness and take part in?

Looking around today, we tend to see whatever is nearby and appears
to be in disarray: the situation in the department and in our university
or in the country compared to other countries. This is not a sign of yet
another imminent crisis of SSH caused by the financial and economic
crisis and neo-liberalism taking over, nor due to a misguided austerity
policy which becomes a trap or the mistakes made by the government,

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 232 31-Mar-15



233

research for a global world

the university leadership or even by ourselves. No, we are in the midst of
yet another transformation and change — an integral part of the conditio
humana.

Be ready for new forms of cooperation

We live in an age which is innovation-centric, putting an almost obsessive
prize on everything new that promises not only further accelerated pro-
gress along the trajectory of a technological modernity, but also to get us
out of the confusing messiness of the present as quickly as possible. We
cling to our faith in the promises of innovation. It is a time in which one
can vote for an ‘accelerated future’, on-line, of course, and as part of ‘the
people’s choice’.6 But innovation itself, just like fundamental research, is
inherently uncertain. We do not know how and what we will know in the
future. We have no clue to which future use and in which context future
knowledge will be put. What we do know is that in every evolutionary
process it is not the novel features which matter most. Nature has been
extremely prolific in bringing forth novelties of all kinds in its ongoing
experimentation with new life forms and their functions in adapting to
changing environments. What matters is the process of selection in all
abundant variation. The most enduring and robust life forms are the
result not of individual novel features, but of their combination.

Taking this analogy further to the open-ended process of human creat-
ivity which finds expression in the ways in which SSH think of 21st-
century questions, it is not so much the single new idea that will enable
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us to cope, but rather combining insights with guiding values, melding
new and old concepts with robust empirical findings, crossing disciplines
without regard of their academic status, and finding productive ways to
cooperate. Once we are on a good path in thinking 21st-century ques-
tions, we can even leave the concern with individual originality — the
humanistic version of an innovation-centric approach — behind. The best
option for SSH to succeed in the 21st century is to take the clue from
evolution. This means to move forward by learning to cooperate and
combining knowledge wherever it looks promising. Answers to 21st-
century questions are likely to result from knowledge synergies.
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Science advice:
challenges pave way

for judgement and values

For decades, academic experts have tried to follow ideals of
freedom from value judgements. But new research is striking

a blow for the expert who applies values. Qualitative assessments,
including the hitherto much neglected humanities, are therefore

set to gain an increasingly important role.

What is the current state of advice based on scholar-
ship? As scholarly activity expands on all fronts, in virtually
all academic fields, the situation should be the best one con-

ceivable. But is it?
Judging from overall trends, an affirmative answer is not a given. The

economic crisis of 2008 was hardly caused by a general lack of expert
knowledge of economics. Rather, it was a particular type of economic
expertise that proved to be a key cause of the crisis (never mind that
other economic expertise disclaimed responsibility…).

Our inability to move from knowledge to action on climate change is
hardly due to our knowing too little about its causes either. Can the ex-
planation lie instead in the fact that knowledge relevant to change in
society has too negligible a place in the corridors of power?

Should experts have opinions?

My questions are, of course, rhetorical. If we look at a number of essen-
tial challenges to society, national or international, we soon find that
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research-based knowledge assumes a capricious role. Expertise is not lack-
ing, and a tremendous expansion in the provision of advice in most sec-
tors, in the majority of countries, is already well under way.1 But knowing
whether it is effective or tenable in the long term is not always easy.

Until a few decades ago, providing scientific advice was a fairly esoteric
and partly secret activity, often tied to national security or strong eco-
nomic interests. Research on provision of advice (a growing field exists)
studies, for example, whether the process is democratic and transparent.
Its quality, effectiveness and legitimacy, and how far it is scientific, are
also examined. Other issues relate to its forms, method, institutional
structure and what might be termed its ‘cultures’, which follow national
lines. There is also a great deal of exchange among countries; after all, it
is more than three decades since organisation scholars Paul DiMaggio
and William Powell wrote their classic article about ‘mimetic institu-
tional isomorphism’ (1983).2 Nowadays, there is also research showing
clearly what may seem to be a paradox of research policy: the fact that
scientific authorities seldom use scientific knowledge for the advice they
provide.3

The new research might perhaps be said to have made our view of
scientific advice freer from illusions. The idea that more expertise results
in better decisions has proved hard to substantiate. However, this does
not necessarily mean that all advice is or must be distrusted. Rather, we
should ask about the nature of the knowledge base underpinning scien-
tific advice. What does it include? There are still reasons to ask political
theorist Harold Laski’s classic question about whether the expert has
superior judgement.4 Or is advice just a matter of method? Are such traits
as shrewdness and wisdom even reconcilable with words like ‘expertise’
and ‘scientific advice’?

The dispassionate adviser

The person who has done most to remind us about Laski’s question is
the Harvard professor Sheila Jasanoff. It was she who translated Laski’s
wish for a judicious expert into the modern notions of ‘serviceable truth’
and ‘virtuous reason’.5 Jasanoff is also one of the most influential figures
in the rapidly growing research area of science and technology studies
(STS). This research has found, for example, after several decades’ studies
of the practice of providing scientific advice, that although the advisory
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work has grown in volume, it has not changed particularly much in terms
of organisational structure. It still rests, in all essentials, on a small num-
ber of specific areas of knowledge in natural sciences, technology and
engineering, medicine and economics, and it favours, by a wide margin,
quantitative methods at the expense of qualitative assessments. In advice,
numbers trump words — a trend in the formation of expertise with his-
torical roots predating Laski’s question by more than half a century.

The advice given is, moreover, based on the existing body of knowledge
rather than on new combinations of knowledge adapted to the problems
or challenges posed by the activity. It is closely tied to cultural, political
and economic norms that, in all essentials, rest on the current norms in
such western institutions as the OECD and World Bank. They are based
on a putatively value-free ‘linear model’ in which knowledge is first pro-
duced and then applied in the form of advice given when it has finally
been verified.6 Perhaps most importantly, the advice is given with great
care to observe the traditional division between facts and value judge-
ments. We thus have a fact-based and number-based advisory system that
is remote from values — not only political ones in a narrow sense, but
values that may be associated with judgement and capacity for action.7

The ideal-type advisor — in the Weberian sense — is demonstratively
uninvolved, or what the historian of science Naomi Oreskes has called
‘dispassionate’, i.e. unemotional.8 The argument is the classic one: that
science must triumph for objective, factual reasons, not by standing for
what is ‘good’ or by being vociferous. But this idealism, Oreskes argues,
entails a risk of becoming counterproductive, especially as opponents in
the climate debate, for example, are singularly passionate and clamorous.
Perhaps, in purely empirical terms, it is not even true that research that
is emotionally engaged for a good purpose would be less successful as
advice. The question can, in any case, be posed. What should we say, for
example, about a book like Silent Spring (1962), written by the same
Rachel Carson who edited official information material from the US
Bureau of Fisheries for many years?

Advisory failures

This brief summary of how scientific advice is usually provided already
sheds some light on the advisory failures in economic and climate policy
that I began this chapter with. Facts without contexts and direction risk
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becoming pointless, or never being heard. Perhaps we should simply refer
to ‘advice failures’, in analogy to the term ‘market failures’. The idea of
market failures was (as we know) to create an argument for state inter-
vention and public funding, for example in order to stimulate research-
based innovation, i.e. for policy reasons. (That this was an oversimplifica-
tion of how innovation processes happen, and why, does not particularly
matter for my reasoning just here.) Similarly, the term ‘advice failures’
could result in the reflection that more concerted efforts should, perhaps,
be made to see whether improving scientific advice is possible. Left to
itself, its path dependency and its ideological orthodoxy, policy advice
does not appear fully capable of living up to expectations. Perhaps it needs
to be questioned in a more profound way and given more politically
relevant, in the sense of value-based, characteristics.

It is urgent to pose these questions now. The role of the advisory sys-
tem has changed in recent years with the inroads of an administrative
model that has, rather, moved in the diametrically opposite direction. Its
external features are well known: evaluation, performance measurements,
simplification and systematisation of a large number of public service
activities and whole policy areas. One extreme version of this model is
basing policy on evidence: quality — or, more generally, success — in an
activity is rated according to certain criteria and its achievements are
measured to make it easy to decide whether the activity is of ‘high qual-
ity’. In activities where systems like this are applied, advice of a tradi-
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tional kind — composite assessments of complex situations — can easily
be weakened or marginalised. Instead, the advice tends to gravitate to-
wards expert assistance in setting the criteria, which in turn favours
simple, measurable outcomes.

The attractiveness of this kind of model is not hard to see. Politicians
and other leaders then need not occupy themselves with constantly seek-
ing answers to the question of how society, or even the sector or activity
for which they themselves are responsible, can be improved. Instead, the
starting point is a set of agreed positive characteristics of a society or
activity. The characteristic that is invariably easiest to agree on is eco-
nomic growth. In this way politics too is simplified, or rather banalised.

But the disadvantage is obvious to anyone who thinks about it. What
people can agree on in this way is fairly little, and experience from the
past few decades’ scientific advice is that more complex value issues are
pushed into the background while the simplest political aims are those
that tend to survive.

Above all, it is the combination of a stereotyped advisory style and the
endeavour to base the advice on evidence that has tended to make the
advice one-dimensional. An extreme example (but by the same token a
clear one) may be taken from the Netherlands. There in 1945, in the light
of contemporary demands, a central planning unit for economic issues
was created. For 40 years this agency worked without any particular de-
bate taking place. On the initiative of a few political parties it began in
1986, ahead of the Dutch elections, to carry out calculations and assess-
ments, in both cases ex ante, of the parties’ economic election pro-
grammes. A growing number of parties joined in. The initial premise of
this exercise was that the economy can be regarded as a non-political
issue, i.e. that it is possible to determine, through arguments that are
‘internal’ to economics, which economic policy is ‘best’.9 Nevertheless,
one might of course wonder whether it was really that simple or, as one
scholarly intervention phrased the question, ‘Does it make sense?’.10

There are naturally various explanations why a radical change took
place from a more esoteric, activist advisory style that we associate with
Machiavelli and his successors over the centuries. One that seems agree-
able, at least to me, is that dependence on individual advisors or small
groups could decrease. More voices, and at best more types of voices,
could then be heard. Another was really ideological: the aim was to reduce
the power of politics and boost the influence of individuals and their
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choices. This means, in practice, that the market is given a larger place in
many areas of policy. The idea of a market is nevertheless in strong con-
trast to the notion of creative policy resting on the conviction that it is
desirable to develop society systematically in a particular direction. The
characteristics of the advisory system touched on above conform fairly
well to the administrative model that prevailed in the neoliberal period,
i.e. roughly from 1980.

Regimes of policy advice

With this background, the post-war period could be described as consist-
ing of a series of policy advice regimes (here I am thinking primarily of
Sweden, but I believe that a similar argument could be applied to sev-
eral countries). The first regime was characterised by the Cold War, a
substantial exclusiveness dictated by security policy and economic condi-
tions, with few and informal advisers and varying, sometimes sporadic
scientific foundations. During this period the Swedish National Defence
Establishment, a separate defence-related institute, was formed in 1946
along with several military or other government agencies that influenced
research planning. The second regime bore the marks of political belief
in planning and control and a more formal and open process of negotia-
tion with the scientific community. It also absorbed emerging ideas of
research planning as an instrument of industrial and economic policy
along the lines of ‘linear-model’ thinking. The inception of this regime
in the area of research policy was symbolically marked by the setting-up
of the Swedish Government’s Science Advisory Board in 1962.

A third regime ensued, from the early 1990s, that was closely bound
up with a neoliberal political order, performance management and weak-
ened faith in governing according to political objectives. Evaluation,
instead, superseded advisory work. It may be seen as particularly ironic
that the Swedish Research Council (VR), which was newly formed in
2000, was assigned in the middle of this period to serve as the Govern-
ment’s advisory body on research-policy issues. Not much came of this
advice, because of simple shortcomings in competence (people lacking
ability to take on the assignment in its full breadth) and a narrow inter-
pretation of the task (the emphasis was laid on bibliometrics).11 Above
all, the VR model failed because the centre of political governance had
already shifted away from expert-based consultation and given way to
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increasingly competitive, performance-based resource allocation. Thus,
active provision of advice from VR was not particularly sought after by
the Government.

Right now, we seem to be in the midst of a new regime change, an
emerging fourth regime after the Cold War, Linear model and (neolib-
eral) evaluative regimes. There are many signs that the managerialist
model associated with the neoliberal era has passed its zenith and is in a
phase of decline. Faith in performance management through criteria-
setting and evaluation appears to be decreasing, even among those who
used to embrace it to a greater or lesser degree. This does not mean that
it will be abandoned entirely: it will probably pass on enduring elements,
and performance management may assume different dimensions in dif-
ferent sectors. How far the marketisation of public services will go is,
however, hard to say; national and sectorial differences are likely to be
considerable.

Yet, and precisely because of this uncertainty, the time should thus
now be ripe to discuss, more actively than for a very long time, what kind
of new policy advice regime could be adopted. During the recent audit
regime, the dominant questions were ‘quality and relevance’12, i.e. whether
investments in research yielded a return in the form of desirable effects,
such as a given volume of highly cited articles or boost to innovations
and growth. In Sweden this tendency was strongly reinforced by the
economic crisis of the 1990s.

One argument for reforming the advisory work is the ever greater
complexity of policy. The universities’ repertoire is growing, and there
are more and more commercial actors and think tanks involved in provid-
ing advice, with varying degrees of scientific support and with a floating
boundary with sheer lobbying. A second argument is that systematic and
high-quality advice has been neglected in the Swedish system, both by
the Government and by other actors.13 A third argument is that the
value and policy dimensions of research policy are undersupplied with
advice. How is advice provided on the direction, needs and functions of
research? And who can do so in an interesting way? Finally, a fourth argu-
ment concerns the timing. A window of opportunity is opening now that
both the innovation doctrine (i.e. that the foremost task of Swedish re-
search is to promote innovation and competitiveness) and performance
management will probably decline in importance in the years to come
— a change that has already begun.
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Since research policy nowadays starts from great challenges and societal
needs it is clearly essential to ask how advisory work can tie in with these
issues. Should it be linked more to other areas of policy, forming a kind
of ‘integrated research-policy advisory service’? There is, I think, much
truth in this idea.

In the Environmental Research Advisory Board, which was set up by
the Swedish Government after the 2010 election and to which I used to
belong, we worked in 2013 and 2014 on the project known as the ‘environ-
mental policy arena’.14 The notion that a strictly limited environmental
policy is not achievable is characteristic of this new playing-field. The
environment is such a complex matter that it is interwoven in one way
or another with all other policy areas, not least research policy. New
conditions for this policy must be to recognise this and offer advice
accordingly. But it also demands new skills and they too must be inte-
grated. The policy challenges cannot be met solely by adding more
experts, each on their own separate component issues, since an old STS
rule is that involving more experts is no guarantee against reduced
uncertainty.

What implications does this way of thinking have? It could ultimate-
ly lead to a transformation of the advisory function in the state, not least
in the area of research policy. It is more than 50 years since the Research
Advisory Board was set up. The Swedish Research Council’s role in issu-
ing advice is inadequately articulated. An institutional transformation
appears necessary.

In other words, a new advisory-policy regime would need to get to
grips with many shortcomings: evaluation fatigue, quantitative bias,
traditionalism, unidimensionality, value aversion, inability or reluctance
to undertake complex assessments and weaknesses in terms of future
planning, control capacity and integration into other policy areas. Ulti-
mately, such a situation threatens to bring not only sterility and inef-
fectiveness in the advisory function, but also a failure to inspire confi-
dence, a declining legitimacy and, if matters worsen, a weakening of the
democratic foundations of policy.

The regime that should be tried would, instead, affirm values and thus
be the opposite of ‘dispassionate’ in Naomi Oreskes’ terms. It would
comprehensively formulate the conditions and scope for research policy.
It would also need to mobilise more types of expertise, and have an inte-
grative effect on different areas of policy and expertise. Attempting to
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devise a completely new regime overnight is hardly desirable. Rather, one
should see this as a development assignment, over many years. An initial
step would be to ensure that the Government’s own research agencies
embark on joint discussions and thereafter seek contact with other agen-
cies to consider how to draw up a Swedish advisory policy. At best, the
Government itself should also give its blessing for this work.

Knowledge of the humanities

One branch of knowledge that would need to become more engaged in
this regime is the humanities. Expertise from the humanities has been
uncommon, at least in Swedish advisory work. Or, put another way,
knowledge of the humanities is underused. Perhaps it is also underdevel-
oped in our time, compared with the largest and best-funded domains of
knowledge in science, technology and medicine. This causes great harm,
since the so-called ‘grand societal challenges’ are challenges to society
rather than to the environment or climate, which we often cite as what
is at peril. But the shortcomings are in society, and the damage too affects
society; or, as the political scientist Bo Rothstein expressed it when, in
2012, he received a large European grant for research on corruption, ‘Hu-
man suffering is not caused by a lack of gadgets or too little technology;
it is caused by dysfunctional social institutions’.15

Just a couple of years ago the historian Anders Ekström and I carried
out a review of Swedish research policy for the humanities. The result was
an eyeopener: such a thing hardly existed. Not in one of all the research
bills in nearly 35 years had there been clear articulation of any purpose
for which society might need the humanities. There was an activist and
eagerly monitoring view of development in IT, surgery, educational
theory and practice, ecology and sundry forms of technology, and an
eloquent account of the misfortunes that lay in store if Sweden neglected
any of these and countless other areas of knowledge. Yet of the humanities
there was scarcely a word. No collapses awaited the nation, no vital func-
tions of society were threatened if all Sweden’s faculties of humanities
were to vanish overnight.16

The lack of policy articulation in the domain of humanities would be
worth investigating thoroughly. But even without such an investigation,
we could safely say that one key cause lies in the weakness of the advis-
ory system. Knowledge of humanities has seldom or never been given
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priority as an advisory area. It was understandable, perhaps, that there
was no scope for it during the Cold War or the Linear model regimes
when advice on security policy and the aspirations for innovation and
economic growth were at the forefront of advice. Even in the growth-
oriented audit regime it seems understandable, albeit deplorable, that the
humanities were not adequately articulated.

Today, knowledge of humanities is less easy to dispense with. Few
people can think that another marginal refinement in the analysis of what
is causing the climate crisis will bring us closer to resolving the climate
crisis. Nor does anyone believe that the society we have created can curb
the pace of its species extermination just because we learn yet another
incremental fact about biodiversity. Knowledge based on natural sci-
ences is fundamental, but it is not enough for managing complex challenges,
and this applies not only to societal issues (education, infrastructure,
media etc.), but also when it comes to the climate and environment,
health and technology.

Knowledge of the environment in the humanities and social sciences
— or rather, knowledge of humankind and society in ways that are rele-
vant to the environment and climate — is now emerging under the ban-
ner of ‘environmental humanities’. Similarly, knowledge of the humani-
ties is emerging that can support decision-making in areas like public
health, medicine and ICT — ‘medical humanities’ and ‘digital humani-
ties’. In the humanities, we reinterpret, identify, articulate and mediate
new ways of seeing the world. Over time, part of this knowledge becomes
emerging world views and new perceptions of society.

One researcher who has meant a great deal for the development of
several areas of knowledge in the humanities over the past 20 years is the
French sociologist Bruno Latour. He, like Jasanoff, is active in STS. Start-
ing with studies of one of the primary sites of scientific production, the
laboratory, Latour has successively extended his domain to posing ques-
tions in recent years about how to make a new scientific project feasible.
This is a project that seeks to broaden the actual remit of science and
scholarship as a social enterprise. Research, including the kind that is
justified by its ‘environmental benefits’, often has fairly short-term
instrumental motives that are weighed against others in a kind of internal
priority discussion. This is, of course, a reality and still profoundly char-
acterises our societies. But for Latour a completely different order looms
on the horizon — one in which military and commercial considerations

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 244 31-Mar-15



245

science advice

have receded into the background, and the endeavour to set up sounder
and fairer management of Earth’s collective resources has come to the
fore.

Latour writes about this in his book Politiques de la nature.17 Perhaps its
most radical aspect is his insistence that nature should not be perceived
as reserved for research in the natural sciences, any more than in the
humanities or social sciences. Nature must be made accessible to demo-
cratic considerations. Facts and values, contrary to what the rulebook
says, should be actively mixed since nature is not just ‘natural’ but also
part of the social reality that we human beings are both responsible for
and want to achieve something for.

Values give guidance

Perhaps ideas like these are needed in order for scientific advice to be
capable of asking new questions. What would happen if these ideas were
taken more seriously? In a frequently quoted work on scientific advice
from 2007, The Honest Broker, political scientist Roger A. Pielke Jr has
argued for a role of the advisor as not only a neutral expert but one that
cautiously adopts and identifies with a certain position — an ‘honest
broker’ who actively points out the advantages and disadvantages of
various options.18 At the same time, he has taken a stance against a role
as science advocate, i.e. the proponent of a specific course of action.

Pielke’s position was considered new and interesting in 2007 but is
now, less than a decade later, already passé in research and debate. These
now pivot on more openly formulated remits for scientific advice. As the
British policy researcher Andy Stirling, for example, maintains, it is un-
reasonable for researchers to confine themselves to presenting facts now
that the situation is increasingly acute. There must be a meaningful
context for facts: they must be associated with values that give social
change a direction. Stirling refers to what he calls ‘directionality’. Spokes-
men for the research community should use their authority to back cer-
tain ethically defensible action options. Or, as Stirling expresses it, experts
should be encouraged to influence the development of society by offering
‘plural, conditional advice [that] helps enable mature and sophisticated
policy debate on broader questions’.19

I support Stirling in this regard. We have had too little advice that is
responsibly and openly based on certain declared values. Nor is it reason-
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able, in my view, for whole areas of knowledge, such as humanities, to lie
fallow when societies are heading for trouble or being undermined by
weak or one-sided use of knowledge. When advisory failures take place,
understanding about advisory policy must be reached, and this must be
a joint task.

Anyone who reads the scientific assessments that now fill the world
with their aspiration of laying knowledge foundations for this and that20

is struck not only by the often impressive scholarship that underlies them.
Just as striking is the anxiety that radiates from them, the unwillingness
and perhaps inability to extend from what can be quantitatively substan-
tiated to what brings the issues to real resolutions. This kind of advice,
according to the value-free ‘linear model’, opens up spaces that tend to
be used by forces that seek to take society somewhere quite different.
These forces make use of marginal doubts and lingering uncertainty to
prevent what must, in other respects, stand out as wise and judicious.21

It is possible to do the opposite and fill such empty spaces with integra-
tive, well-considered ideas about what may be the correct and defensible
action to take.

It is time to embark on serious discussion of a new policy for scien-
tific advice. This discussion will be about how to give knowledge an
impact in our society and how it can coexist with values — without which
it will have no impact.
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Shaping one’s future

Systematic scrutiny, self-reliance and smart synergies are
guiding principles for an RJ that seeks both to tackle
contemporary challenges and to influence the future.

The best way to predict the future is to create it.’ These words were
spoken by the visionary Abraham Lincoln. Quoting them to in-
troduce these reflections on the future of a research foundation

like Riksbankens Jubileumsfond (RJ) is, of course, aspirational. Nonethe-
less, as the independent body RJ actually is, we are obliged to seek influ-
ence over the future in our sphere of responsibility, to the best of our
ability and knowledge. This prompts us to ask how RJ, after its first half-
century, should move forward and what we can attempt to achieve.

Before tackling the unknown future, I shall return to RJ’s fairly well-
known past. Can we learn from history? The usual, slightly cynical reply
is that the only lesson from the past is that we have learnt nothing. My
own view is different. RJ’s history contains key experience that we have
reason to use in choosing our direction towards the future.

Presence of the past

RJ’s inception was characterised by its time. A strong belief in the poten-
tial of research was typical of the era. Nowhere is its prevailing mood
captured better than in the opening words of the 1955 Universities Com-
mission, headed by RJ’s first chairman Torgny Segerstedt the younger:

If we are allowed to live in peace, the technologists promise us an almost
new society within the course of a few decades. At the same time, the

‘
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economists expect that the standard of living in this new society may well
be twice as high as it is now.1

Swedish research policy was shaped — perhaps to an even higher degree
than now — in symbiosis and mutual trust between the Government and
the researchers. In his memoirs Tage Erlander, the then Prime Minister,
describes the latter’s self-aware stance:

The researchers did not come to beg at the politicians’ table. They were
all conscious of the tremendous role their knowledge could play in build-
ing the society of the future.2

Erlander was by no means unaware that social progress also entails risk.
In the memoirs, he quotes from his own closing address at the ‘Rigoletto
Conference’ in November 1955:

[W]e must be clear that the individual’s adjustment to the new society
that is emerging in the wake of the scientific revolution is a difficult, often
heartrending process.3

The idea of donating money to a special fund ‘to promote academic re-
search associated with Sweden’ was conceived during the preparations
for the Bank of Sweden’s tercentenary.4 Initially, unusual measures were
required. As recommended by the Bank’s General Council, the Swedish
Parliament (the Riksdag) charged Prime Minister Erlander with chairing
the committee of inquiry that was to revise the proposal. Justifiably, a
position of trust like this for the PM was assumed to be unique in nature.
His subordinates, too, were men of substance: both chambers’ speakers,
the Bank’s governor and opposition-party spokesmen.

Once the proposal was on the Riksdag’s table, however, no triumphal
parade awaited Erlander. In the upper chamber’s record of proceedings,
the debate billows across 33 double-column pages. Criticism from within
his own party ranks was biting — and ironic. The often outspoken Elisa-
bet Sjövall, who topped the Gothenburgers’ list of upper-chamber mem-
bers for many years, stated resolutely:

I know the PM follows work connected with research and has put a lot of
effort into this. But sometimes even the noble Homer nodded off, after
all.5

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 250 31-Mar-15



251

shaping one’s future

Eternity and moments

The remit that the Riksdag gave RJ has no time limit. The Golden Jubi-
lee may be a suitable occasion for showing how the endowment has been
managed. This long time frame enables us to discern some effects that
may be achieved with research funding.

For more than half the foundation’s existence — since 1988 — its Board
has had freedom in, and responsibility for, managing the donated funds.
This management has been subject to stringent requirements of long-
termism, good ethics and low risk. The financial return has provided the
strength RJ has needed to become an important stakeholder in Swedish
research. Computation of the present (2015) value of all the donations,
total research grants awarded and aggregate Board, administration and
review groups’ costs gives the following picture:

Table 1. Present-value computation of all donations, grants awarded, costs and
outstanding assets.

Income and costs
Amount converted to
2015 monetary value

Total donated assets 6,986,333,000

Costs of Board, review panels, experts, employees etc. 713,676,000

Grants awarded 9,932,192,000

Outstanding assets (market value) 10,309,404,000

Describing the actual results of the grants is more difficult. Their impact
cannot be reduced to percentages or kronor. Trying to register long-
term, profound effects in research, education, cultural life, healthcare
and other sectors of society is more interesting.6 One conclusion from
several studies of Swedish research funding and policy in the second half
of the 20th century is that RJ’s inputs served both to strengthen and to
renew the system. The conclusion from the review in ‘Hence strength
and security’ is that, in the 1960s and early 1970s, RJ made a crucial
contribution ‘to establishing modern Swedish social sciences and “re-
moulding” the human sciences’.7 Much of this contribution was made in
deliberate contrast to choices of the higher education institutions (HEIs)
themselves, since (in the critically formulated observation of Nils-Eric
Svensson, RJ’s chief executive for nearly two decades) they had been
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‘disinclined to prioritise growth of anything else but their own occupa-
tional cadre’.8

The results are new-found knowledge, new academic specialities and
infrastructures, novel ways of organising research and crucial contribu-
tions to the emergence of new generations of young researchers. Any fear
that RJ might bloom briefly and then lack regenerative vigour has not
come true. State donations to free-standing public foundations can, in
other words, be highly effective.

Lessons from the past

When the Riksdag set up what was then known as the ‘Bank of Sweden
Tercentenary Foundation’, the intention was to improve scope for fund-
ing ‘research that promotes and develops knowledge of the effects of
continuous change in society’. These words are taken from Tage Erland-
er’s commission of inquiry. There was an emphasis on the importance of
knowing more about ‘the effects that technical, economic and social
changes exert on society and individuals’.9

Stating that demands on and hopes of academic research are continu-
ing to rise is hardly an exaggeration. The challenges faced by our modern
society are at least as extensive as those of the 1960s, and often global in
origin or effect. Nowadays, in contrast to the ’60s, we understand that
many of these challenges result from human and societal action, i.e. of
phenomena that humanities and social sciences have not only a special
capacity, but also an obligation, to interpret, explain and elucidate in
advanced ways. These include, of course, the ‘grand’ or societal chal-
lenges invoked in today’s political rhetoric.10

RJ’s founders were visionary and farsighted. They refrained from the
easiest solution: bolstering applied social research. Instead, basic research
was to be explicitly dominant. They emphasised the constructive aspects
of humanities and social sciences research, and did so at a time when this
view of research was by no means the conventional wisdom.

Anyone who follows the present-day debate on research policy real-
ises that RJ’s remit is far from completed and probably never will be.
Once more, basic research now tops the agenda. As far as I can judge,
inputs from independent stakeholders like RJ will be just as necessary in
50 years’ time — even more so, if the currently dominant trend of research
policy continues — than it was in 1964. Modern scholarship is, to use
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Vannevar Bush’s famous metaphor about science, moving towards an
endless frontier. The poet Tomas Tranströmer’s words — Vägen tar aldrig
slut. Horisonten skyndar framåt (‘The road never ends. The horizon hurries
forward’) — come to mind.

Personally, I remain impressed by how the pioneers shaped and imple-
mented RJ’s original initiatives. I hope, of course, that we, their succes-
sors, achieve equally significant results; but we cannot be sure. The
foundation was analysed, ahead of its 40th anniversary, in the book Hinc
robur et securitas? En forskningsstiftelses handel och vandel. Stiftelsen Riksbank-
ens Jubileumsfond 1989–2003 (‘“Hence strength and security”? A Research
Foundation’s Trials and Triumphs: Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, 1989–
2003’, 2004). It shows that RJ’s capacity to fulfil its remit effectively has
sometimes been marred by shortcomings in the configuration of the
overall national research policy. Consequently, for long periods, the
foundation has felt compelled to forgo its distinctiveness and been forced
to behave like the state research councils, trying to perform parts of their
function of awarding basic grants. RJ’s decision in the 1980s to switch to
conventional three-year project grants for ‘single’ researchers — grants of
the same type as those provided by the research councils — is an example
of a development that has made RJ’s work increasingly resemble that of
such a council.11

On other occasions, RJ has opted to step in and cover areas from which
the state has withdrawn. The clearest example may be found in the 1990s,
when the Government reduced the state’s basic funding of research with
reference to such factors as the winding-up of the ‘wage-earner funds’ a
few years before. Two decades later, according to Gunnar Öquist and Mats
Benner, Swedish basic research is still wrestling with grave problems of
balance between the HEIs’ basic grants and competitive external funding.12

One important lesson is that RJ should refrain from trying to comple-
ment the state as a basic funder. The decision in the early 2000s to stop
funding doctoral students was therefore strategically correct. Deciding
on the dimensioning of postgraduate as well as undergraduate education
and, accordingly, also its funding is and will remain a state responsibility.
The same conclusion applies to the recurrent discussions about funding
of indirect costs (‘overheads’), as to those about the costs of basic research
infrastructure.

It is essential for RJ and similar foundations to remain able to act in-
dependently — not to be the state’s helpmeet — and, at best, inspire

93333-1_T_v1_RJ_1_Trimboxes_ipp Page 253 31-Mar-15



254

göran blomqvist

emulation. RJ has enhanced the quality and diversity of Swedish research.
The value of such inputs looks set to increase, so this will be a key func-
tion for RJ in the future as well. In recent years a few prominent research
foundations, including the Wellcome Trust in the UK and the Howard
Hughes Foundation in the US, have attracted well-deserved attention by
supporting people, on a long-term and enduring basis, instead of funding
short-lived projects as before. However, the fact is that RJ’s collaboration
with the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Study (SCAS) in the Pro
Futura programme since the late 1990s is a forerunner and model in
terms of funding ‘outstanding people with innovative ideas/projects’ for
several years at a time.

Changing focus but maintaining direction

Although foundations mostly have limited financial resources, their funds
often suffice for model experiments, as well as grants for various kinds of
project. In addition, they have the knowledge and experience they have
acquired through their own and other funders’ work. Foundations like
RJ are needed as forerunners and experimenters. As long as their govern-
ing boards stay within the limits imposed by the statutes, they can take
larger risks and invest more boldly than state funding agencies. Nils-
Eric Svensson summarised his 20-year experience as chief executive as
follows:

This is no intermediary bureaucratic body that administers and distributes
disguised university grants. Its work must be and stay creative and, in
every sense, expansive.13

This should be a guiding principle for RJ in the future as well. We find
best practice, illustrating what other exemplary and often bold stakehold-
ers can achieve, in the Wellcome Trust, Howard Hughes Foundation,
Danish National Research Foundation, Volkswagen Foundation and
European Research Council (ERC). The evaluation of the Danish Nation-
al Research Foundation, for example, shows how it has succeeded in
initiating several processes and inspired a single-minded quest for excel-
lence and greater internationalisation.14

The ERC has won for itself a freer position, in relation to EU bureau-
cracy, than any other Community institution. It is hardly coincidental
that a number of forward-looking European research foundations, including
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the Nobel Foundation and RJ, were behind the original initiative to ERC.
At first, these ideas encountered a resistance that is hard to understand
today. Painstaking groundwork was required, and a search in RJ’s ac-
counts reveals records from various meetings where the separate ideas
gradually gained such coherence that they could be passed on to the
decision-makers.

Consequently, it is vital for RJ to keep allowing scope for experiments
and measures that can provide inspiration at all levels, and also to let
itself be inspired by others. At several places around the world, new ways
of assessing research are currently being tried out in line, for example,
with models developed by American and British research funders and
reworked further by Danish and other foundations.15

Research funder as catalyst

In these cases, the funders’ ambition is to identify potentially ground-
breaking research. This represents a major challenge that calls for balanc-
ing of urgent but irreconcilable purposes.16 At times, it involves dilemmas
that cannot be finally resolved and must therefore, daily and constantly,
be managed as intelligently as possible. Should we focus on general sup-
port for ideas or more thematic calls? Brilliant individuals or good ideas?
Unceasing, critical review of the aims adopted, and thus the principles
that guide long-term action, is essential.

In chemistry, a catalyst is a substance that, without itself being con-
sumed, speeds up a reaction. RJ should work like this too.17 To me, the
paramount question is how RJ can initiate measures to promote creativ-
ity at the Swedish universities and simultaneously provide greater scope
for humanities and social sciences (SSH) to develop their full potential.
Given that RJ accounts for a limited proportion of total funding, it is
important to try to identify areas where our grants and initiatives have
an optimal effect. In view of some identifiable structural weaknesses in
Swedish SSH, I would like to pinpoint four priorities, crucial in terms of
research policy, for RJ’s future initiatives:

• Build on systematic analysis
• Help to enhance diversity and quality
• Collaborate more and in smarter ways
• Prioritise integrative research
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Build on systematic analysis

For internal self-reflection to transcend the anecdotal, one requirement
is a realistic grasp of the strengths and weaknesses of Swedish research.
Nevertheless, for the past 20 years Sweden has had very limited research
in the area of higher education and research, although this branch of
knowledge is now one of the largest budget items in our public adminis-
tration. Practically no monitoring of the outcomes of the research policy
pursued is done. The funders run the risk of getting stuck in the chore-
ography they have themselves created by imposing requirements that
have ceased to be relevant outside their own protected existence.

It is hoped that a number of knowledge gaps can be filled when the
long-term research programme on society’s future knowledge provision,
supported by RJ and other funders, starts to deliver results.18 Already,
however, some guidance may be found. Applications to the ERC reveal
strengths and weaknesses in Swedish research. In medicine and other life
sciences, just as in natural sciences, engineering and technology, Swedish
Nobel Committee members state that the outcomes of competition for
grants from the ERC provide a fair measure of the level of Swedish re-
search. In SSH the picture is less clear but has two striking features. First,
the successful Swedish applications show substantial thematic concentra-
tion and a methodical theoretical focus on quantitative research. Applica-
tions in socioeconomic disciplines (economics, political science and so-
ciology) are the most successful. Relatively few applications come from
subjects in the humanities, and at the time of writing (early spring 2015),
with two exceptions, these have not succeeded.

Recurrent factors that emerge from a study of the experts’ stated rea-
sons for rejecting Swedish applications include a lack of stringency and
precision in the questions to be addressed. Another common weakness
is that the applicants have failed to give an account of how they plan to
tackle the academic risks associated with implementation. One possible
explanation for these weaknesses is that the requirements traditionally
imposed on a Swedish project proposal are not sufficient qualifying in
European competition. The strong Swedish tradition of three-year grants
means that researchers have a distinct tendency to play it safe. Here, there
is a need for systematic analyses of whether the three-year project grants
that still predominate in Sweden are the best solution.

Today, in various ways, RJ is already attempting to obtain knowledge
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of the optimal configuration of research funding. Some initiatives are
based on work in the foundation’s sector committees. However, when
these committees were evaluated in 2013, criticism of their composition
and a lack of transparency in their work emerged. Thematic initiatives
were considered vital, but it was thought that the processes connected
with the setting-up of sector committees must be more open. Within RJ,
analytical work is currently under way for the purpose of improving RJ’s
proactive measures and making them more transparent.

In the past few years, RJ has also played an active part in international
initiatives to survey current research and identify key knowledge gaps.
RJ’s decision to support the International Social Science Report and Humani-
ties World Report rests on awareness that some initiation can with advan-
tage be done jointly with researchers and funders from other countries.

Finally, the experience collected in and around RJ’s groups of aca-
demic reviewers should be processed in a systematic way as well. It can
contribute important perspectives on Swedish research and inspire future
analyses.

Help to enhance diversity and quality

There are fashions in the forms that research funding takes, as elsewhere.
Numerous stakeholders around the world, including the Swedish state,
are currently prioritising major initiatives undertaken by a few elite re-
searchers. I do not consider that RJ should proceed further along this
route. We are already following suit to some extent, not least in RJ’s own
programme Pro Futura. Moreover, the outcome of this one-sided strat-
egy of elite funding has been doubtful to date, at least. Instead, as part of
the foundation’s explicit ambition to enhance diversity, we should pri-
oritise research projects of varying size and length, and thereby (it is
hoped) make Swedish scholarship more creative. ‘Reduction in diversity
is a serious risk for scientific systems,’ according to the report High Level
Panel on the Socio-Economic Benefits of the European Research Area.19

The ‘bottom-up’ principle is based on researchers themselves coming
up with the ideas. It also gives less established researchers a chance to
compete with creative ideas. However, to supplement the fully researcher-
initiated projects, proactive measures are justified. These can and should
vary in focus and objectives. It may be a matter of developing new forms
of support or new research areas, or of strengthening structural conditions
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for research and international collaboration. Thematic calls for proposals,
too, should apply the bottom-up principle. Thus, applicants enjoy great
freedom to formulate their own questions. One important reason for this
relates to social psychology: the fact that inner motivation and individ-
ual self-determination appear to have a major bearing on bringing about
innovative thinking in scholarship. A Danish study of 2,600 research
projects carried out a few years ago, moreover, shows that researchers
with grants for researcher-initiated projects publish significantly more
articles, and in better journals, than other researchers at the same level.

One set of material that seems worth analysing further is the applica-
tions that researchers submit, including those that are rejected. A few
years ago, a recently retired review-panel chair classified, in terms of
orientation, the project applications in the behavioural sciences received
by RJ during his time in office. The results were compared with current
themes in leading international research. There were both similarities
and distinctive Swedish features in the form of certain perennial and
prioritised themes. Similar surveys might enrich the picture of opportu-
nities and limitations, and highlight academic niches that do not receive
enough attention in what may be an excessively dominant research cul-
ture, but are highly significant.

Collaborate more and in smarter ways

Partnerships and collaborations can extend and boost RJ’s catalytic in-
puts. Cofunding makes calls for funding applications more cogent and
encourages more boldness than usual. Having the Volkswagen Founda-
tion and Compagnia di San Paolo as partners in the ‘Europe and Global
Challenges’ research programme makes it natural to invite a wider than
normal range of applicants. The requirement of non-European research-
ers’ involvement has, for example, proved to be an element that improves
quality, and has resulted in unexpected and fruitful perspectives. Gener-
ating new transnational collaborations and symmetrical partnerships
whereby RJ funds participation of researchers from economically weaker
and academically less developed parts of the world stands out as a distinct
strategic opportunity for Sweden.20

The issue of collaboration has other dimensions too. Although RJ
continues primarily to fund researcher-initiated projects, dialogue with
HEI, faculty and departmental managements needs developing. Evalua-
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tions carried out by HEIs often contain observations and recommenda-
tions that should be put to more systematic use. The opportunities offered
by enhanced dialogue are clarified in a report issued in 2014 by the League
of European Research Universities (LERU):

Philanthropy cannot substitute for public funding, but it can help univer-
sities to be ambitious about what they want to achieve and provide the
means to actually realise these ambitions.21 […]

Philanthropy has the potential to transform a university in the long
term.22

Experience from the Danish National Research Foundation shows the
importance of how the various parts of the funding system are shaped.
Long-termism (there, involving 10-year grants for the successful research
environments) and autonomy are needed to give sufficient scope for risk-
taking and innovative research. The well-integrated, successful environ-
ments inspire others and thus attract additional ambitious researchers.

RJ has positive experience of the six- to eight-year programme grants,
which in some cases have given rise to academic environments with the
capacity to attract further funding. However, it is evident that we do not,
for example, give research leaders as much scope as our Danish colleagues
in terms of recruiting researchers in the course of the work. This checking
should not be necessary when it is a question of researchers who, in stiff
competition and after detailed scrutiny, are trusted with grants of be-
tween 35 and 50 million Swedish kronor.

The Danish National Research Foundation has also seen benefits of
postponing evaluations of support. It has allowed room for risk-taking.
This, too, is a point for RJ to ponder for the future.

However, RJ does not have control over all the funds. To bring about
optimal conditions for the researchers, the dialogue with HEI manage-
ments must be developed. Regrettably, not all faculty and university
managements seem to realise the value of programme researchers being
selected in stiff national competition, and of their research being of world
class. The programmes raise the quality of scholarship in the faculty and
the university.

RJ’s and SCAS’s collaboration with the HEIs concerning Pro Futura
works better. Pro Futura gives the universities the chance to strengthen
their recruitment and step up their interaction with international re-
search. In return, the HEIs undertake to employ researchers on ‘tenure
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track’ terms of employment, i.e. on a permanent basis.
An arrangement that transfers to the external funders responsibility

for long-term support of the best researchers would not only have an
undesirable outcome but ultimately become destructive to the system.
The contemporary Swedish trend has some features of this kind. To cre-
ate added value, RJ’s future inputs must therefore, more than those of the
present, covary with and supplement the HEIs’ internal commitments.
There are already various interesting methods of generating synergies.
The Velux Foundation in Denmark has positive experience of close co-
operation with researchers at individual departments (‘core groups’). The
projects that receive funding are already backed by their home depart-
ments from the start. With this support over several years, they can es-
tablish the expertise they need to be able subsequently to apply for grants
from, for example, the ERC.

American research foundations have tried, for limited periods, to en-
gage outstanding researchers who, in the capacity of ‘commissioner’,
‘coordinator’ and the like, are given a free hand, within budget limits, to
shape the foundation’s actions in a new research area.23 In these cases,
too, well-developed and trusting contacts with the HEIs are required for
success. In the 1970s, in several cases, RJ engaged active researchers as
secretaries in the sector committees. It may be seen how their contribu-
tions resulted in important research areas being established. I see no
decisive reasons why we should not resume a similar way of working and,
like our American colleagues, give substantial freedom of action to the
researchers we engage, who of course cannot lay any claims to receiving
a portion of the funding for themselves.

Prioritise integrative research

Today, it is essential for all disciplines to orient themselves and operate
in an increasingly globalised existence and a multipolar world. Geograph-
ical, cultural, religious and ethical limits, once so fixed, have disinte-
grated. It has become virtually impossible for researchers to make distinct
recommendations for action. On the other hand, their central function
persists: continuous, critical scrutiny, explanation and crafting of options
and possible choices.

For 200 years, humankind has been the dominant factor underlying
changes in the climate and ecosystems. Geologists have therefore decided
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to call our current geological epoch the ‘Anthropocene’ (after anthropos,
‘human being’, in Greek). Knowledge of human decision-making and
drivers is thus essential. Humanities scholars and social scientists have
already taken a series of initiatives that develop collaboration with other
research areas. The change in this integrative direction is addressed by,
for example, Anders Ekström and Sverker Sörlin in their book Alltings
mått: humanistisk kunskap i framtidens samhälle (‘Measure of All Things:
Knowledge of the Humanities in the Society of the Future’, 2012). The
new ‘hybrid research’ they discuss is called ‘environmental humanities’,
‘medical humanities’, ‘digital humanities’ and the like, but much more is
happening within the established departments and disciplines.

It is imperative to allow integrative research, too, to be curiosity-
driven and not limited by demands for immediate benefits. The integra-
tive approaches must not result in SSH being used as problem-solvers for
science, technology and medicine. It is equally unacceptable for the in-
volvement of SSH to be reduced to a box to be filled in on the application
form. The risk of their seeming irrelevant is then, if anything, even more
likely. The Harvard researcher Homi Bhabha has correctly pointed out,
in several contexts, that one strength of the humanities is that they con-
textualise and combine inclusion and diversity. Others have cited the fact
that humanities focus on contacts across cultures and continents, empha-
sising legacies from the past, the multifaceted nature of the present and
responsibility for shaping an unknown future. In a broad sense, it is a
matter of identity, who we are and how we have been formed during the
evolution of human culture. But is also a question of action, i.e. how we
act and how we shape the shared conditions of humankind. By opening
up the historical or cross-cultural perspectives, humanities researchers
help to create a kind of ethical and cultural framework, social sustain-
ability and a growing capacity for reflection in society as a whole. In
Humanities World Report 2015, this is expressed as follows:

The humanities are a unique repository of knowledge and insight into the
rich diversity of the human experience in the past and present. We draw
on this insight for pleasure and wisdom as much as for direct utility. […]

In a wider sense the humanities safeguard human existence by recording
and unlocking traces of the human mind through time.24

These words readily apply to the social sciences as well. In Sweden, the
division of these subjects between two faculties is more than 50 years old.
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To my mind, it is obsolete and often harmful to learning and teaching
contacts that are natural and necessary.

Even greater use could be made of the integrative potential of SSH
research. If this is to succeed, their relevance to society needs to be defined
more broadly than to date, and their research results need to be articu-
lated more outside the universities too. Today’s global and multipolar
world needs SSH, as the Secretary-General of the Volkswagen Foundation
Wilhelm Krull has pointed out.25 The importance of these disciplines is
strategic in the most profound sense of the word. However, Sweden and
the rest of Europe have hitherto lacked a research policy that, based on a
comprehensive view, unites different academic specialities and dimen-
sions. This is essential if different areas of research are to be able, on
similar terms, to investigate natural and cultural phenomena, social
processes, ethical norms and mind-sets.

RJ should therefore keep encouraging researchers’ groundbreaking,
integrative contributions and inspire other funders and HEIs to follow
suit.26 As part of this endeavour, we hope that RJ’s Golden Jubilee initia-
tive ‘New prospects for humanities and social sciences’ will inspire in-
novative thinking that goes beyond RJ’s fixed forms of support. It may
even, perhaps, facilitate and drive reform in the HEIs, and help to de-
velop new features of the ongoing interplay between funders and research
practitioners.

Research on multi-religious and multi-ethnic societies is becoming
more relevant at a time when cohesion and identity are increasingly as-
sociated with region, ethnicity or religion.

The growing insights of neuroscience into the plasticity of the brain
are probably accelerating and facilitating collaborations between hu-
manities researchers and social scientists.

We are currently experiencing how the findings from epigenetics bring
ethicists, geneticists, biologists, psychologists, economists and social sci-
ence researchers together in studies of the interplay between inheritance
and environment.

The Max Planck Society has recently identified history and natural
sciences (Geschichte und Naturwissenschaften) as such a fruitful research field
that it has set up a new institute in Jena focusing on this particular com-
bination.27 When will we see a comparable initiative in Sweden — or why
not at Nordic level?

Humanities World Report 2015 maintains that, to date, we have seen only
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the incipient effects of digitisation. Analytical methods and visualisation
techniques not only help to expand our knowledge, but also permit new
ways of presenting and designing this knowledge. Big data combined with
computers’ ever growing capacity allow development of scenario tech-
niques and configurations that may be likened to social experiments.

A range of ideas about integrative platforms, synthesis centres and the
like were presented at the SSH conference in Vilnius in September 2013.
Humanities World Report 2015 culminates in further recommendations.
Terms and names are, obviously, not central; what is more important is
for different solutions to be accepted that will provide scope for experi-
mentation both within and alongside the established disciplines. Most
important of all is that they should give research results a fair hearing.

Collaborations across disciplinary boundaries continue, however, to
be complicated and risky ventures, especially for young researchers at the
outset of their careers. The above-mentioned evaluation by the Danish
National Research Foundation shows clearly that research groups that
are met with trust and given a large measure of freedom can achieve
outstanding results and open up radically new perspectives. Ultimately,
it is a question of our visions of how research can take part in an ongoing
transformation of society. This means that it is essential for the universi-
ties not to be confined to being a factor for economic growth and re-
gional development, but for them to be treated as core institutions of
crucial importance, with decisive responsibility for the whole intellec-
tual, political and moral climate of society.
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riksbankens jubileumsfond:
promoting, inspiring and taking part

The purpose of the independent Swedish Foundation for Humanities and
Social Sciences (Riksbankens Jubileumsfond, RJ) is to foster research in
these areas of scholarship in Sweden. The Foundation was formed by a
Riksdag decision in 1964, when a donation from the Bank of Sweden (as
it was then known internationally) was approved and the Statutes were
adopted. The occasion was the Tercentenary of the world’s oldest still
functioning central bank. Other commemorative events included the
setting-up of what is now known as the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in
Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel and an architectural com-
petition for the design of a new Bank of Sweden building in Brunkebergs-
torg. In establishing a Foundation, the Riksdag and Bank of Sweden
wished to promote a vital national objective: academic research connected
with this country.

The Foundation has now been pursuing this objective for 50 years. In
2014, research grants awarded amounted to some SEK 524 million. As
many as 48 project grants, 3 programmes and 14 projects aimed at provid-
ing support for research infrastructure were approved. On top of this,
SEK 100 million was invested in a special Jubilee Initiative. More than
20 different subjects and a dozen grant administrators received funding.
In addition, RJ enabled hundreds of researchers to hold conferences and
seminars and form networks to forge ties and test new research ideas.

Since 2008, the Foundation has also been issuing a Yearbook. The
Yearbook for 2015/16, published 50 years to the day after RJ had its first
Board meeting on 6 May 1965, highlights research funding and the study
of research as such.
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