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Abstract  
In this paper, it is argued that structural measures undertaken around the world in the 1970s in 

order to meet the expansion might be more or less congruent with recent claims for 

specialization and competition. By using Sweden as a case, the relationship between objectives 

and structural models is brought to the forefront. Sweden adopted an integrated model when 

expanding its higher education system and included all postsecondary institutions in one 

unitary “högskola”, covering almost all tertiary education. Since then, Sweden has followed 

international trends regarding governance and management. Today, autonomous institutions 

have to find a balance between being competitive on international knowledge markets and 

respecting the “soft” national objectives of the 1970s.  Institutions are encouraged to specialize, 

cooperate or merge, but no formal measures are taken by the government in order to reshape 

the system in a more binary direction.  

Against the background of the Swedish reforms, this paper also discusses the relationship 

between university, society and markets in a short-term and long-term perspective. In a 

historical, long-term, perspective, does the current emphasis on market orientation represent a 

threat against the university’s nature as an autonomous academic institution or does it just 

reflect that the everlasting relationship between university and society is currently being 

reshaped into a new format? 
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Introduction and purpose  
Since the beginning of the 1960s, higher education has been subjected to extensive reforms 

concerning structure, governance and management. Proposed reform measures have been 

influenced by international trends or coloured and framed by national societal and educational 

ideologies and political expectations.  

By using Sweden as a case, this paper scrutinizes how particular reform measures might 

become part of an institutionalized heritage and form notions among academics and various 

stakeholders that are hard for later incoming politicians to attack or question, although such 

heritage might create tensions and goal conflicts within the system and the institutions. Political 

decisions taken during early periods of expansion and reflecting political goals at that time may 

restrict the launching of later measures aimed at meeting new demands with other points of 

reference. In particular, the interplay between integration and differentiation on the one hand 

and missions, goals and objectives on the other hand is examined.  

With the Swedish case as a point of departure, the more general issue of the relationship 

between higher education and society in formulating missions and goals will also be discussed. 

Referring to researchers  as Kerr, Altbach and Martin and their use of a long-term perspective on 

higher education (Kerr, 1994a, 1994 b; Altbach, 2004; Martin, 2012), the role of higher education 

in relation to society is discussed: as an autonomous academia, a tool for social welfare or a 

strategic actor on knowledge markets. Did the period from 1960s in Europe represent an 

exception rather than normality with regard to missions and relation to society? Or was the 

rectors’ references to the European autonomous universities in the late 1980s an unrealistic 

attempt to re-establish the Humboldt university, in contrast to the changes in the 1960s and the 

late 1990s, which in both cases, despite differences in missions and measures, implied 

adjustments to society. 

Expansion and successive reforms 
The expansion of higher education was an international process that began to affect 

educational systems and societies in Europe, North America and Austral- Asia from the 1950s 

and onward. Based on beliefs in Human Capital theories, such measures as increase in student 

enrollment, broader access, establishment of new institutions and greater variation of 

programmes and courses were introduced as crucial elements in the welfare building of the 
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national states.  To provide more equal study opportunities for the citizens and to meet job 

qualifications that required education beyond upper secondary school were two important 

objectives. Higher education should offer public and private goods for society and individuals.     

In addition to teaching and research as the primary missions of higher education, more 

emphasis was also given to interaction with the wider community (the so called “third mission”). 

Higher education institutions must provide information about their activities as well as take 

action to ensure that the results of research carried out at the institutions are put to good use.   

Gradually, following Western democratisation trends, higher education institutions shifted from 

being collegiate bodies of professors in which other employee groups and students were 

excluded from decision making to be more like other institutions and organisations in society. 

Since the 1970s, according to Bleiklie (2005: 193), institutions have undergone two important 

transformations: First, they have become democratized and decision making bodies that now 

include all major employee groups. Secondly, external interests have in various ways gained a 

stronger foothold in university governance and are often represented on university boards. 

Institutions have been reformed from autonomous academic collectivities into organisations in 

which stakeholders of varying significance have been more and more influential.  

The expansion also called for internal measures to be taken in order for institutions to 

accommodate to the growing number of students whose motivation, competences and job 

prospects became increasingly heterogeneous. Proposals for reforms in teaching and learning 

were launched concerning such aspects as student-centered teaching, staff development, 

more varied options of courses and programmes, vocationally oriented studies, more emphasis 

on students’ personal development, study counseling and part-time studies.  

As a consequence of the expansion, higher education represented substantial parts of their 

respective states economy and added to the increasing expenditure of the welfare states public 

sectors. In the 1980s, reflecting the international spirit of that time, new ideas of state 
governance, such as self-regulation and New Public Management, were gradually adopted, and 

not primarily restricted to the governance of higher education but to the public sector at large.  

Institutions found themselves faced with pressure for accountability, quality assurance, quality 

improvements, effectiveness as well as responsiveness to different stakeholders.  They were 

encouraged to reduce their dependence on public support and find external funds, which 

indicated fundamental changes in the “social contracts” between institution and state.  

The decision-making power was in most countries devolved from governments to institutions in 

order to increase institutional autonomy. Many institutions responded by reshaping their internal 

organisation and disciplinary structure and, not the least, their pattern of management and 

institutional leadership. In some countries, as Sweden, former procedural  criteria for appointing 

vice chancellors (“now it’s the turn for a person from the Faculty of Law”) were replaced by more 
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individualistic ones (“we need a person who is a visionary and strong leader”)(Askling and 

Henkel, 2000: 117).  

The increase in student numbers and the more heterogeneous student populations challenged, 

of course, ingrained notions among academics about missions and purposes of higher 

education and evoked a sense of ambiguity and confusion among academic staff members, as 

did also the above mentioned changes in governance and management. While institutional 

autonomy increased, many individual academic staff members claimed that academic 

autonomy decreased and raised questions about the pure missions of universities. Different 

notions of institutional leadership nourished fundamentally different notions about the nature of 

academic work.  

The European rectors’ manifestation in 1988 in Bologna of a Magna Charta Universitatum 

claimed the fundamental principle of European universities as autonomous institutions and 

could be regarded as an official declaration of traditional academic values, signed by 

representatives of the academic community. Ten years later, in 1998, the four Education 

Ministers of France, German, Italy and England signed a common declaration and the following 

year, the so called Bologna declaration, was signed by 29 European ministers. According to 

Neave and Maassen (2007: 136) the agenda changed from a project dominated by a vision of 

European integration set down by the university world itself to a process where the agenda 

reflects a vision of European integration that comes from external sources, indicating a shift 

from a restatement of the primacy of the cultural dimension to an increasingly utilitarian, 

technocratic mindset.  The legitimating idea of higher education has, following Gumport (2005: 

116, 126), shifted away from higher education as a social institution, a “people- processing 

system”, to higher education as an industry; sensitive to market forces as a “knowledge-

processing system”.  

The last decades represent a new era of power and influence. With references to academic 

capital theories, democratic politics and ideology that have taken a subordinate role to profit 
and market-driven politics (Altbach, 2004: 9). The EU-Commission has been an active driving 

force in putting the national higher education systems under pressure when emphasizing 

expectations on universities to make contributions to the Economy of Knowledge. Governments 

have come to recognize the role of universities as national resources of innovation and the 

international influence is still more pronounced.  There are claims for more diversification and 

specialization among institutions as a means for coping with further demands for efficiency and 

quality, particularly with regard to research resources and competences on national and 
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international knowledge markets. However, at the same time, institutions are expected to 

intensify their working with their own regionsI.  

Many national governments have responded by further strengthening institutional autonomy 

and expectations of strategic institutional leadership and forcing institutions to compete for 

external funding both for teaching and research, while trying to overcome or conceal what Clark 

considered in 1998, namely that the “demands on universities outrun their capacity to respond ”. 

As the competition over financial and human resources escalates, Deiaco et al (2012: 527) 

suggest that several levels of the institutions are competing, which means that individual 

teachers and researchers, research groups, departments and the institutions have to become 

strategic actors striving for resources, for prestige and for recognition both within their own 

institutions and on national and international scenes.  

Thus, in retrospect, two European waves of changes in higher education are identified, one 

wave in the 1960s and 1970s, concerning how to manage the increasing number of students by 

use of structural measures, and another one in the 1980s and 1990s, concerning how to meet 

the increasing public costs that the expansion had caused by realizing changes in governance 

and management (Kogan et al, 2000: 13).  These waves were both based on the recognition that 

higher education is of great socio-economic importance. However, whereas higher education in 

the 1960s and 1970s was considered a welfare benefit and issues related to the distribution of 

study opportunities and fitness to labour market needs were emphasized, the reforms of the 

1980s and 1990s considered higher education a resource in international economic 

competition, emphasizing product efficiency (student flow and publication frequency) and 

product quality (students’ achievement and academically solid and useful research). Apparently, 

the logics of change has moved from having national sociopolitical points of reference to 

international economic ones.  

As this overview indicates, there are many common trends in the development of higher 

education in Europe concerning missions, governance and management. Today, such 

characteristics as diversification and specialization between institutions within national higher 

education systems seem to play significant roles for a nation’s ability to mobilize its higher 

education to meet expectations of efficiency and competence in the worldwide Knowledge 

Society.  These new claims for change bring to the fore the very design and shape of the 

systems – and not just size. Thus, and that forms the major theme of this paper, national 

measures taken in the 1960s and 1970s in order to meet the expansion might today be more or 

less adequate for such governmental strategies that are nowadays launched for meeting  

today’s missions and goals of higher education.  

                                                      
I As an example: The CHEPs conference in October 2012 on the theme ”New perspectives in higher 
education and regional development”. 
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Apparently, there have been fundamental changes in the “social contracts” between universities 

and the state, with the latter now expressing more specific and measurable expectations 

regarding the outputs from the former. Thus, to change purposes and missions challenges 

professional identities, causes tensions within institutions, turn institutional leadership into a 

demanding task and raises questions about the role of higher education in society (Michelsen 

and Stensaker, 2010II). This issue of legitimacy forms the second theme of this paper. 

 

Diversity or uniformity – alternative models for meeting 
expansion 
In the 1970s, in order to meet the expansion, measures were discussed and significant steps 

were taken by governments on both sides of the Atlantic with regard to the structural aspects of 

the higher education systems. According to Teichler (2005: 100), shape and size of the system 

constitute the domain in which society, through governments or other “stakeholders”, claims 

visibly of what it expects from higher education.  

The quantitative- structural responses to the expansion have oscillated between a diversified 

higher education and an integrated  higher education (Teichler, 2008: 350)  and tell us 

something about what kind of compromises nations have made between various objectives 

(academic quality, professional relevance, meritocratic selection, equality of opportunities, 

etcetera).  Dill and Teixeira (2000: 100) make a distinction between institutional diversity (in size, 

in type of mission, in programme profiles, in type of control, and in location) and program 
diversity (in subjects or fields; in academic degree level; in orientation – theoretical/applied and 

research/vocational; in quality; and in forms of programme delivery).  

According to Teichler (1988: 31), the diversified model is characterized by a multitude of 

institutions, somewhat overlapping in their function but distinctive in their major goals and well 

as in their academic standards, thus being able to meet the different abilities and inclinations of 

the growing number of students.  In contrast, the integrated model admits students with 

different prerequisites and abilities to the same institutions, thus contributing to a “cross-

fertilisation” of academic and vocational approaches in higher education.  With an intra-

institutional differentiation within the integrated model students share common experience and 

acquire degrees which would differ in academic standards to a lesser extent than in the case of 

a ”diversified” structure.  

In the 1970s, higher education was expected to serve more directly certain societal goals than in 

the past: Not just economic growth but also reduction of inequality of educational and 
                                                      
II They discuss  in a similar way tensions between older structures circumscribed by Humboldtian ideals 
and the new reform ideas carried forward by the Bologna process 
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professional opportunities (Teichler, 2005: 102).  OECD was a major driving force in the 

expansion and recommended  “a soft model of education”, aiming at supporting late selection 

in pre-career education, permeability of educational careers, compensatory measures for 

disadvantaged and the establishment of a life-long education system. However, a 

straightforward relationship between the growth of the student body, the expansion of the 

higher education system and a certain kind of diversification of such system could not be 

presumed (Kaiser and Huisman, 2003: 135).  

For a short period in the 1970s, some countries seemed to favour a “comprehensive” pattern of 

the higher education system. Sweden was one of these countries where institutional integration 

was accompanied by the introduction of programmatic diversity within the institutions (Neave, 

2000: 14). There was, however, no consensus among researchers/evaluators that a particular 

model of higher education system forever would be the optimal one. Great expectations were 

formulated but the experiences were mixed, to allude to a title of a European implementation 

study by Cerych and Sabatier (1986).   

According to Techler (2010: 160), decisions to diversify by types of higher education in Europe 

were initially based on the notion that teaching and learning should be expanded more widely 

than research within higher education institutions. As a consequence, new “non-university” 

institutions of higher education were established (often through upgrading of former advanced 

vocational training institutions), solely in charge of teaching, while at these institutions research 

was viewed as an optional individual activity of some professors at best. In the 1980s and 1990s, 

in many countries the distinction between the two institutional types became smaller and began 

to erode. In Britain all polytechnics eventually were named universities (in 1992), but at the same 

time, the trend toward a new emergence of a two-type structure was evident.  

Since 1990s, more extreme models of diversity have been frequently advocated as options to 

embark into world-wide emulation for “world-class university”. Diversity became the key term 

and the question of how homogeneous or varied institutional elements or programmes should 

be was raised. Now, in the 2010s, the trend towards further differentiation is evident. Centers of 

Excellence have been established for improving the quality of innovation and research.  In 

Germany and France, universities have been invited by their governments to apply for the title 

Research University or World Class University. In the argumentation for such measures, the US 

higher education system stands out as superior in providing room for diversification. Such 

actions from the governments will evidently also promote a more pronounced binarity of their 

own higher education systems.  

In his reflections on European and American higher education Kerr (1994a) discussed the 

consequences of mass higher education, and argued for a differentiation rather than a 

homogenization of functions as an effective way of handling the massification and still keeping 

the elite functions. His so called “convergence model” reflects differentiated students, 
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differentiated faculty members, differentiated curricula and differentiated occupations in the 

labour market. In the Californian Master Plan, Kerr elaborated the idea of clear-cut differentiation 

of functions among institutions rather than within institutions as means to achieve a 

differentiation by levels of academic performance and with transfer rights for those qualified.  

The structure of the American higher education system, so influential worldwide, constitutes, 

according to Altbach (2004),  an amalgamation of international influences. The original colonial 

model, imported from England, was combined with the German research university idea of the 

19th century and the American concept of service to society. Already in the late 19th  century, 

diversification was a natural way of establishing higher education, both with regard to 

ownership and character of institution. Trow (1974) argued that higher education had to 

diversify in the process of expansion in order to protect the function of the elite sector while 

enabling a larger proportion of the population to benefit from higher education and also to 

develop competences shaped by the critical questioning approach that is one of its hallmarks. 

In a similar way Clark (1976) considered a high degree of diversity within an expanded higher 

education system as best suited to serve the varied purposes and the broad clientele of higher 

education institutions.  For Kerr, Trow and Clark, a highly diversified system was the best 

solution in the context of a universal international trend towards expansion.  

 

Sweden as a case 
National education systems can be investigated in various ways. In a recently published report 

(Askling, 2012) Swedish higher education is examined in a 50 year perspective. Different layers 

of the system were taken into account  with a multilevel approach (see Becher and Kogan, 

1992; Deiaco et al, 2012). Governmental committees and proposals, comments from interest 

groups, regulations, evaluations and – but to a lesser extent – reactions and responses from 

institutional leaders, researchers, teachers and students form the empirical base. Reforms and 

change processes were studied over time from the following questions: What have been 

identified as problems? What have been recommended as solutions? What have been the 

underlying rationales for the decisions taken, with regard to missions and structures?  

Swedish higher education of today 
In Sweden, the term “högskola” is the official term for all tertiary education institutions that are 

subordinated to the Higher Education Law. The term “högskola” was used in order to 

underscore the characteristics common to both universities and colleges and the equality of 

exams, irrespective of from which institution they are passed. In this respect, Sweden went one 

step further than most other countries in meeting the expansion by elaborating an integrated 
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model. In the last decade, the government has taken several measures that challenge this 

notion of uniformity, however without formally calling the integrated model into question.  

There are 36 institutions for which the state is the responsible authority: 16 universities and 

special institutions and 20 non university institutions (university colleges).  In addition, there are 

ten or so private higher education providers, among them Chalmers University of Technology, 

Jönköping University Foundation and the Stockholm School of Economics. Universities are 

entitled to award first, second and third cycle general qualifications. University colleges have a 

general right to award first and second cycle qualifications and one year Master’s degrees. 

Besides, a number of university colleges have the right to award third-cycle qualifications within 

a specified field. So, within the label “högskola” there is a diversification of institutions.  However, 

formally, there is no difference between the value of credits and exams from different 

institutions.  

Today, about 400.000 students are enrolled on basic and advanced levels. Some of them are 

part-time or distant students.  The institutions employ almost 65.000 people, which make the 

higher education institutions the single biggest public sector operation.  

Sweden has a more uniform system of admission to higher education that many other 

countries, which means that an institution has little impact on the selection of its own students. 

To attractive programmes, the students are selected on the basis of grades from upper 

secondary school, the results of the national university aptitude test (a voluntary test) and 

selection criteria determined by the institutions. For students, who apply to attractive 

programmes it’s a mere chance to which institution they are admitted. On the other hand, to 

less attractive programmes, where there might be more available study places than qualified 

students, the institutions have to be active in recruiting students.  

Studies are free, thus students don’t have to pay tuition fee. They can be considered 

“consumers”, but as the study aid system is separated from the individual institutions and 

allocated to an independent authority to which the students report their progress in terms of 

study credits, they don’t have a direct economic relation to their institutions. There are actually 

two streams of state funding of higher education: One directed to the institutions and the other 

directed to the students via a national authority.  

Resources are allocated to the institutions for courses and programmes on the basis of students 

admitted, expressed in terms of full-time equivalents (FTE), and the number of credits attainted 

(annual performance equivalents). Every year the Government determines a funding cap for 

each institution, which lays down the maximum amount that can be paid to that institution.  

When it comes to research, Sweden has chosen a model in which public funds for research are 

primarily linked to universities, while in many other countries much of the research funded by 
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central government is carried out at public research institutes with no responsibility for 

educating students. This is another aspect of the ingrained notion of uniformity in Swedish 

policy. Thus, a large amount of the total sum of state funded research has to fulfill two functions: 

To create excellent frontline research and to contribute to research connection of 

undergraduate education. Just under half of the total funds come from direct appropriation for 

research and postgraduate studies at the institutions.  Since 2009, 10 per cent is allocated on 

the basis of two quality indicators (citation and research funding from external sources).  

Remaining funds come from external financiers, both public and private, mainly directed to 

individual researchers or research groups who have been successful in applying for funds.  

Figure 1 shows the enrollment of the number of higher education students from the 1940s to the 

end of the 1990s. Three governmental investigations are marked with thin arrows and the two 

major reforms in 1977 and 1993 with bold arrows.  

 
Figure 1 – Number of students in higher education 1945-2005 

In order to give a more thorough picture of the complexity of changes that have taken place on 

the micro level and as a complement to the figure of the national overall increase in student 

numbers, some figures from the previously mentioned report on Swedish higher education in a 

50 years perspective (Askling 2012) are brought together. The figures are collected from the 

department of Education at Göteborg University in 1961 and the three departments of Education 

at the same university in 2011 (see Table 1, Table 2, Table 3).  

In 1961, Education formed one department that was oriented towards such topics as individual 

differences and testing. Most students prepared themselves for a professional life as 

psychologists. Since 2011, there are three departments that hold Education in their names. The 

main orientation of the three departments today is towards issues that in one way or another 
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are related to teacher education. Most students follow one of the teacher education 

programmes. 

Category 1961 2011 

Students 300 2.200 (full time equivalents)  

Doctoral students 0 66 
Professor 1 19 
Senior lecturer/researchers 12 300 
Technical-administrative staff 7 26 + personnel at the central administration 

Table 1 – Number of students and staff at the departments of Education, Göteborg 
University, in 1961 and 2011  

Table 1 gives the numbers of students and staff in 1961 and 2011 and the increase in all 

categories is evident. With regards to positions among academic staff significant differences in 

the 50 year period towards a further differentiation in positions  are indicated in Table 2. The 

pattern of academic activities has been more complex and also calls for a various kinds of 

academic leadership, for which academic staff members nowadays are compensated either by 

a reduction in teaching duty and/or remuneration. 

1961 2011 

Professor 
Assistant professor 
University lecturer 
Assistant 
Amanuens 

Professor 
Researcher 
Post doc 
Research assistant 
Senior university lecturer 
Junior university lecturer 
Doctoral student 
 
    ….. in charge as 

- Dean of faculty 
- Head of department 
- Study director 
- Programme coordinator 
- Research coordinator 
- Project coordinator 
- Course coordinator 

Table 2 - Categories of academic staff  in 1966 and 2011 at the departments  
of Education, Göteborg University 
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When it comes to the technical - administrative staff, it is evident that the departments today are 

embedded in a much more complex organizational context than in 1961 (see Table 3). The clerk 

position of 1961 has been differentiated into several specialized positions. The increase in 

number of students, staff and activities (teaching and research) in combination with the 

devolution of decision making power to internal and external stakeholders and, not the least, the 

demands on basic data for decisions to be taken and accountability reports to be delivered 

upwards in the system, call for more qualified personnel. Many of these administrative positions 

are nowadays regarded as so qualified that a doctor’s degree is stipulated as a formal 

requirement. The former sharp division between academic staff and administrative staff has 

been blurred. 

 

1961 2011 

Clerk 
Assistant clerk 
Porter/attendant 
Cleaner 

Administrative coordinator 
Head of division 
Computer system coordinator 
Financial manager 
Departmental controller 
Departmental secretary 
Manager 
Project secretary 
Project coordinator 
Engineer 
Web editor 

Table 3 - Categories of technical-administrative staff in 1961 and 2011  
at the departments of Education, Göteborg University 

In the following paragraphs the two reforms are scrutinized more in detail, the one in 1977 that 

introduced uniformity and comprehensiveness, and the one in 1993 that introduced a 

reorientation to the Humboldtian ideals and emphasized freedom, responsibility and 

competence but at the same time introduced New Public Management influenced measures.  

In addition, recent reforms aiming at institutional autonomy are also examined.  In an appendix, 

the main characteristics of the reforms are brought together in a schematic overview. 

Up to the 1960s: From stiffness to uncontrolled expansion 
Historically, Swedish universities, as well as the Swedish school system at large, were strongly 

influenced by German ideals of education. Up to the 1960s, the few universities and special 

institutions (for medicine, technology and business) were firmly regulated by the government. 

The government decided annually on the number of all categories of staff, from professors to 

clerks. It was a static system, designed for educating an almost constant number of state civil 
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servants for professions in medicine, law, theology and humanities (as preparation for grammar 

school teaching) and national elites. One can say that the State was the market and the self-

evident function of the universities was to reproduce the existing hierarchical society. Within 

their own disciplines, the professors as chair holders decided upon everything with regards to 

content, but had to apply to the rector, and then to the government, to establish new positions 

as lecturer or clerk (!), and to ask for permission from the government to refill vacant positions.  

After the Second World War, Sweden modernised its entire school system. The Social Democrat 

Party carried through a radical reforming of compulsory school, despite objections from 

Conservatives and many academics, who wanted to keep the parallel school system with its 

successive selections of students intact. School attendance was extended to nine years. Upper 

secondary school was also extended, and, in addition, regionally spread out in the country. The 

notions of comprehensiveness and late differentiation of students were significant issues in this 

reform work.  

The extension of comprehensive school and upper secondary school meant that an increasing 

number of youngsters were formally qualified for further education. And a lot of them also 

applied to universities, and for this “assault” the universities were not at all prepared.  To studies 

in medicine, technology and the like, entrance was restricted and the admission was based on 

a hard selection among students, but for the faculties of Humanities and Social sciences there 

were no restrictions. Everyone who fulfilled the formal requirement (having passed a student 

exam) had the right to apply. So, in the beginning of the 1960s, the situation became critical, 

when the universities found them almost “flooded” with students and faced a troublesome 

shortage of academic staff and lecture halls. 

The educational policy at that time expressed a functional view: Modern societies require 

educated people and universities have to meet such demands. As in most Western countries, 

education was looked upon as a chance to a better future for Society and its citizens. The 

Human Capital theory made sense for individual citizens as well as for politicians. Besides, 

several actions were taken to support adult education and recurrent education. Key words at 

that time were “reserve of talents” and “equality of study opportunities”. 

The nation’s need for taking care of the “reserve of talents” in the modernisation of society had 

to be met. A governmental committeeIII (U55) chaired by the vice chancellor of Uppsala 

University, proposed several measures in order to expand the prevailing system: Branches to 

the old universities were established, a new lecturer position was introduced and talented 

graduated students were appointed on short-term positions as assistants. A total restriction of 

admission to the university system was discussed but not implemented:  Universities ought to 

                                                      
III 1955 Universitetsutredning  
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be open for everyone who had passed student exam. Universities had an obligation to offer 

“bildung” not just training and professional preparation.   

In several reports, the committee analysed examination rates among students studying different 

kinds of subjects and programmes, all aiming at casting light on the big problem at that time: 

The slow rate of examination in some parts of the universities (mostly in the Faculties of 

Humanities and Social Sciences) where the students were slow in finalizing their studies 

compared to students in programmes such as medicine, where the programs were well 

structured. The inflow of entrance students in Humanities and Social sciences was not followed 

by a corresponding examination rate.  It is worth noticing, that all proposals from the committee 

concerned measures that were expected to be implemented within the existing over all 

structure of the university system at that time. 

In the beginning of the 1960s, a firmer political grip was taken. The government feared that a 

growing body of students with combinations of subjects that did not fit to the labour market 

could be a political problem – and in the middle of the 1960s there were obvious reasons for 

such fear. A working group at the National University Chancellor’s officeIV was asked by the 

Social Democrat government to prepare a proposal for introducing national, vocationally 

oriented study programmes in Humanities and Social sciences, where the students so far 

choose their subjects just as they wanted. 

The 1977 reform (The U68 Committee) 
The task of the working group can be looked upon as a forerunner of the extensive committee-

work that started in 1968 (the so –called U68), commissioned to elaborate a comprehensive 

view on the entire educational system in line with  the arguments behind the reforming of 

comprehensive school and upper secondary school. The U68-committee was chaired by the 

State Secretary of the Minister of Education and the members of this new committee were the 

University Chancellor and the two Director-Generals of the national authorities of educationV and 

labour market VI.  

After a long investigation and negotiation phase, a higher education reform was implemented in 

1977. Despite later successive, and in recent years radical reforms of the entire higher education 

system, the overall comprehensive and integrated structure of the 1977 reform is still  valid. 

Therefore, this reform will be examined in some detail.  

The reform manifested the political intentions of the Social Democratic Party of the 1960s and 

1970s, advocated by Olof Palme, the Minister of Education at that time. With regard to shape 

                                                      
IV Universitetskanslersämbetet  
V Skolöverstyrelsen  
VI Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen 
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and size of higher education, the measures manifested the ideas of total integration and 

elimination of diversification.  In the new “högskola” all kinds of tertiary education were included, 

which meant that former teacher colleges, schools of social studies and the like were 

incorporated and formed parts of higher education on equal conditions, such as admission 

rules, expected academic standard in teaching and national validity of examsVII. The uniformity of 

the system aimed at reducing differences in status and prestige of higher education institutions 

and study programmes and prevent a stratification of students’ study choices based on social 

status and economy. It would also raise status and prestige of vocational training, and thus also 

the professionalism of many occupations in the public sector. Now, vocational training would 

get higher education quality and be research based. The reform implied, according to Kerr 

(1994b: 92) in a critical comment on the Swedish reform, “a differentiation within the same all-

inclusive integrated or consolidated institutions”.  

The Human Capital theory was still referred to, however this time with a slightly different point of 

reference. The modernization of society was no longer restricted to materialistic (technical) 

goods, but to democratic ones. The reform was implemented despite strong objections from 

students, who felt that the proposed vocationalisation of all undergraduate education into 

programmes corresponding to occupations implied an all too strong adjustment to the Capital 

and the Market, and from academics who objected to the ignorance of traditional academic 

values.  

The reform aimed at a more fair distribution of study opportunities with regards to socio 

economic background and age cohorts and a more equal geographical distribution of 

educational resources.  At that time, international ideas gave support to the Swedish reform 

politics. Among others, OECD was an important actor, emphasizing the role of higher education 

in a broader social context, the so to say “soft goals”. Broader access and recurrent education 

were keywords in that debate. The universities should also be considered resources for the local 

communities. 

Higher education was divided into sectors corresponding to sectors in the labour market. All 

undergraduate studies were organized in study programmes and the programmes were 

oriented towards occupations, many of them in the expanding public sector. The reform rested 

on the planning ideology of that time, namely that it was possible to forecast coming demands 

from the labour market and then from such predictions decide on the number of study places 

on each one of the study programmes (Wetterberg, 1996: 11).  

                                                      
VII A reform strategy quite contrary to the one in Norway, where the district colleges were meant to offer an 
alternative to traditional university education.  See Kyvik 2009. 
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All programmes were divided into short courses, which each gave a stipulated number of 

credits. The students’ credit-production formed the base for the payment of study loans and 

grants. As a consequence of this division into short consecutive courses followed by frequent 

examinations, comprehensive examinations covering a whole or a half semester of studies 

almost disappeared. Later it was said that this new system encouraged shallow learning and a 

content-dominated curriculum (Scott, 1991: 11).  

A National Board, responsible for the overall dimensioning of programmes in accordance with 

estimations of labour market needs was established. National study plans were prepared for all 

programmes in order to guarantee that students, irrespective of institution, would get the same 

kind of preparation, and, thus, the equality of the certifications. As an alternative to a national 

programme it was possible for individual students, referring to particular reasons, to follow 

individual programmes.  

In accordance with democratisation and decentralization ideas that flourished at that time 

detailed central regulations were reduced. But decision-making power was not devolved 

directly to senior academics (the professors), but to new types of decision-making bodies with 

representatives from academic and administrative staff and, besides, from society (in 

institutional boards) and from the vocational fields (in so called educational boards, responsible 

for the detailed planning of study programmes), thus a type of “multi-actor setting” (Clark 1983).  

As planning was an important issue of the reform (in order to avoid the “flooding” that was 

considered a great problem in the 1960s), admission was restricted to all kinds of higher 

education (numerous clauses). Students were selected on the basis of national competition. 

Although candidates might express preferences for a particular institution, universities and 

colleges had little influence of which students actually were admitted. The same kind of 

“impersonal” relation was (and still is) represented by the study aid system, which is transferred 

to the students from an independent authority and not directly from a particular institution in 

terms of individual scholarships. In order to support a broad recruitment (with regard to social 

backgrounds as well as age groups), admission rules gave credit for vocational experiences 

and, consequently, the student population became more heterogeneous in age, earlier study 

performance and study motivation.  

With regard to funds for undergraduate education, each institution received resources in 

accordance with the stipulated number of study places (decided by the National Board). This 

mechanical procedure for allocating resources for undergraduate education, based on already 

established study programmes and fixed number of places, did not promote a questioning of 

the prevailing pattern of programmes and gave no incentives for renewing the offer of 

programmes and courses.  
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Another consequence of the strict central planning system was the lack of incentives for the 

institutions to bother with quality control. By tradition, there were no external examiners or 

censors and no external evaluations of undergraduate programmes. Consequently, evaluation 

routines were poorly developed. Market signals were weak, state- sponsored evaluations were 

limited and professional evaluations, such as peer-review, rare and regarded with suspicion 

(Scott, 1991: 11).  

State funds for research was partly directed towards the institutions, partly to research councils, 

who in their turn allocated funding after peer review examinations of applications from 

individual researchers. So, with regard to research funding, quality and competence among 

researchers played a predominant role – a situation that did not promote a concern for the 

teaching tasks among academic staff members (Askling 2001). At the same time, all 

undergraduate education was expected to be research-based, an expectation that gave rise to 

an intense debate about how this research base was to be carried out as the institutions, and 

the internal departments, differed so much with regard to volume of research and proportion of 

staff members holding a doctor’s degree.  

Thus, to sum up the predominant features of the reform: Higher education was both directly and 

indirectly used as an instrument for contributing to the further development of the Welfare 

Society.  The uniformity of the system was considered to promote social equality among 

individuals, groups and professions. According to Wittrock (2006: 123), Sweden went further that 

many other countries in using its higher education system in supporting social equality 

objectives. 

Although the general trend was fairly uniform across countries, some went further than 
others in the comprehensiveness of the changes. Sweden stands out as having 
undertaken probably the most thoroughgoing reform of any European nation in this 
period.  

In a sequence of sweeping reforms, Sweden replaced a highly traditional professorial 
system with one subordinated to a nonacademic majority on departmental boards and 
to majority of non-university political appointees (“societal representatives”) on 
university-wide governing bodies. Undergraduate education was re-designed into so-
called study programmes oriented towards various sectors of the labor market. 
Traditional teaching disciplines were relegated to the status of “single courses”. Similar 
though less drastic changes have occurred in most other European countries. 
(Wittrock, 2006: 123) 

Also Kerr (1994a: 61) called the Swedish U68 reform into question.  In particular Kerr questioned 

the emphasis on equality of treatment among all citizens and the measures of homogenization 

by including mass and elite functions within the same institutions.   
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Later on, the reform was criticized for its centralistic planning of programmes and its access 

rules (that gave credit for vocational experiences), but anyhow the reform comprised elements 

that have been almost ingrained notions among academics and the public at large: 

- The uniformity of the system as a guarantee of equal worth of exams and credits 

irrespective of from what institution they are delivered.  

- A concern for the university’s responsibility to recruit students with non-academic 
background. 

- A concern for the so called third task.  

1993 reform (The freedom reform) 
In the end of the 1980s, due to international influences and a shift in political governance, the 

uniformity of the higher education system was questioned. Besides, the uniformity of the system 

was in some respect brought to an end as more and more students, mainly the ones in 

Humanities and Social sciences, used the opportunity to choose an individual programme 

instead of following one of the national programmes.  

However, the starting point for a new governmental investigation on higher education was 

strong critique from the students’ unions (Scott 1991). The students criticized the quality of 

teaching, the low number of lessons and the apparent lack of interest in teaching that was 

exposed by many university academics who found it much more rewarding for their academic 

career to do research. A committee was appointed, chaired by a vice chancellor, this time from 

Lund University.  

Besides the critics from the students, there were other signs of changed values. A prominent 

economist (af Trolle, a former rector of the Göteborg Business School) published a book where 

he claimed that the expansion and the social broadening in recruiting students had been 

prioritised on the expense of quality in teaching and research (af Trolle 1990). Besides, the 

increased number of students was, according to him, partly an artifact. As students from 

vocational training programmes were registered as higher education students, there was no 

substantial increase in traditional academic students. In this respect, according to af Trolle, 

Sweden was not at all in the forefront.  

As part of the committee’s workVIII, Peter Scott (Scott 1991), at that time editor of The Times 

Higher Education Supplement, was invited to undertake an informal evaluation of the Swedish 

higher education from an international perspective, in his own words “to draw a picture from the 

Outside”. He noticed that compared to many other European systems, there was a strong sense 

of a united mission and shared purposes among Swedish academic. On the other hand, when 

he as part of his investigation was confronted with “reality”, he questioned the notion of 

                                                      
VIII Högskoleutredningen (Grundbulten) 
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uniformity with regard to resources for research (directed to universities and specialized 

institutions), the composition of academic staff (with a large group of teaching lecturers), the 

offer of programmes and courses (the university colleges had a much smaller offer) and, 

besides, substantial differences between institutions and departments with regard to the share 

of vocational training. He claimed that the Swedish higher education system in fact was binary, 

however not with a demarcation line between universities and colleges, but between research 

and teaching.  

The committee’s investigation report was titled “Freedom, Responsibility, Competence” (SOU 

1992: 1), three key words that alluded to academic values. References were made to the 

Humboldtian tradition and to the Magna Charta from 1988, although the committee report also 

reflected other aspects of the spirit of the time when it proposed a shift from a “state regulation” 

to “state control” model of state governance in accordance with New Public Management and 

self-regulation models of state governance (Bauer et al 1999).  

In 1993, after a very brief hearing round, a reform implying a radical shift in the relationship 

between state and institutions was implemented.  The institutions gained substantial autonomy. 

A new resource allocation system was introduced, based on the number of admitted students 

and their examination rate, thus opening for economic incentives to the institutions. It was now 

up to the institutions to decide on their own offer of programmes and courses and how many 

students they wanted to admit, except to programmes in such sectors as medicine, teacher 

education, where there the government still decided on the number of study places. The all-

embracing programme system was eliminated and the traditional grade structure, the “fil. kand-

exam” (BA) that was abolished in 1977, was reintroduced. On initiative of the Minister of 

Education and after an application round, two institutionsIX were transformed into private 

foundation institutions. After a trial period, the intention was to open up for additional institutions 

to be transformed to foundation institutions, but when the Social Democrats came to power this 

kind of breaking up the boundaries to the state came to an end.  

A quality indicator based resource allocation system was proposed, but not implemented. 

Instead, a quality assurance system was introduced and a National Secretariat was established, 

commissioned to undertake examinations of the institutions’ own quality assurance systems, 

thus a mild form of national quality control.   

The National Board, with its mandate to elaborate annual plans of the number of students to 

admit to programmes, was closed. Within just a few years, the newly established National 

Secretariat was closed and a new National Agency was established with quality evaluation 

tasks in addition to informative ones.  

                                                      
IX Chalmers University of Technology and Jönköping University Foundation 
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Institutions got their own right to decide on their own fields of activities, which opened for 

almost an explosion in student enrollment (see Figure 1) and, in addition, which is not evident in 

the figure, an explosion of new programmes and new courses. Thus, there was an increase in 

number of students and in the variation of educational offer. During the 1990s the number of 

students increased by 80 per cent.  

The reform in 1993 brought about a lot of work at the institutional level and opened up for 

accountability and external assessments and evaluations. The role of the institutional leaders 

shifted from a “primus inter pares” model to a much more executive one (see the quote from 

Askling and Henkel in an earlier section). Anyhow, most academics greeted the reform. The 

appeal to academic values and the references to the Humboldtian ideals and to European 

university rectors’ Magna Charta-resolution in Bologna in 1988 signaled promising steps away 

from the firm and almost over-regulated system of  1977 and its close responsiveness to societal 

and labour market needs. The reform appealed to the creativity of the academics to offer study 

programmes and courses of good quality and invited the students as consumers “to vote with 

their feet” in their choice of institution, programmes and courses. 

In the late 1990s, a new situation emerged.  At that time, the so called Bologna Process started, 

aiming at establish a common structure of study programmes and degrees similar to Anglo-

Saxon bachelor-master structures. With references to the Bologna process, a new national 

evaluation system was introduced in 2001, in which all programme and disciplinary courses 

were examined with regard to quality. As an indicator of quality, the number of teachers with 

doctor’s degree was estimated.  This indicator once again brought to the forefront of the issue of 

research connection as a central quality aspect, and thus also the anomaly of the formal 

uniformity of the Swedish system that kept such a diversification among its institutions. 

The 2007 – 2011 reform period (The autonomy reform) 
In the period 2007 – 2011, further steps were taken in devolution of decision-making power. The 

institutions were encouraged to pay more attention to the quality of their offer of study 

opportunities, support their excellent researchers and increase the amount of external funds. 

Two investigations (SOU 2007:81, SOU 2008:104) were commissioned by the government, both 

dealing with the issues of institutional autonomy and academic freedom and one of them with a 

particular focus on how to design a resource allocation system, based on indicators of 

efficiency and quality in research as well as teaching (SOU 2007:81). In its report, this last 

mentioned investigation explicitly questioned the uniformity of the system and the multitude of 

missions and goals. The investigation outlined a future development towards a higher 

education landscape with some broad universities complemented by institutions specialized in 

research, teaching and professional training.  
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By a series of parliament and government decisions the autonomy of the institutions was further 

increased and resource allocation was further dependent on performance indicators 

(institutional as well as individual). However, the issue of uniformity was not brought to the fore.  

The present university chancellorX claims that in this last period, 2007 – 2011, higher education 

has undergone so many changes in short time that the sum of the changes and the significance 

of them is equivalent to what happened in 1977 and in 1993.  A new grade structure, 

concentration of research funds to “centers of excellence” after approval and competition based 

on publications and citations, sharper focus on students’ results in national quality evaluations, 

introduction of fees for foreign students, further emphasis on institutional autonomy and 

increased space of maneuver for the individual institution to decide on its own offer of 

programmes and courses, are all examples of radical changes.  

The notions of comprehensiveness and uniformity are still kept, although several measures are 

taken to open up for making profit of diversity and horizontal diversification between institutions, 

programmes, researchers, and teachers. However, in a critical examination of the present 

higher education system and the higher education landscape, the Swedish National Audit 

Office (Riksrevisionen 2012) argues that a market-oriented resource allocation system opens for 

market forces and gives the institutions incentives to concentrate on what they think the market 

will value, which according to economic market theories will lead to a homogenization and not 

to the desired diversity, thus a quite contrary outcome than expected.   

Institutional autonomy is increased but also the institutions’ dependency on external resources 

on competitive national and international knowledge markets.  The institutions are, thus, 

dependent on the success of their researchers and teachers, and have to decide in which areas 

they intend to profile themselves and in which areas they will not compete. Academic freedom 

for the individual researcher and teacher is more dependent on each staff member’s own 

market value (Bennich-Björkman, 2004; Hasselberg, 2007, 2009). As a consequence, among 

others verified by the former rector at Kalmar university college, Agneta Bladh (2007), a rector 

must find a balance between internal and external power structures in outlining strategic plans 

for the institution.  

So, today there is a rapid political orientation towards current EU-politics and expectations on 

strong, prominent, research universities, capable of making contributions to the Knowledge 

economy, apparently quite contrary to the so called “soft” missions of higher education to 

contribute to the welfare society and to support recurrent education and regional development.  

Notable, these changes are argued for and implemented without any discussion about whether 

the new policies are congruent with earlier reforms and, in particular, without questioning the 

uniformity in structure that was given to the Swedish higher education in 1977, at that time 

                                                      
X Haikola, L , 2011, in SULF–magazine 2011, Nr 2 (Swedish Association of University Teachers) 
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aimed as a powerful democratization tool for reducing status differences between institutions 

and programmes and the social stratification of students on programmes. The formal legacy of 

the comprehensiveness of the system is not questioned, although such keywords as 

diversification, profiles and competition are launched in the political rhetoric (from 

Conservatives but also from Social Democrats) as targets of a desired development. 

 

Discussion 

Missions of higher education and the role of structure 
Since the 1960s, Swedish reform measures regarding higher education represent attempts by 

the state to handle a growing public higher education system. Over the years the steering 

instruments and the underlying rationales have been increasingly influenced by international 

trends. In the political rhetoric points of reference have shifted from education and welfare in an 

egalitarian society to research and emulation on international economic knowledge markets. 

The reform instruments of the 1960s and 1970s were structural in character, while they later on 

have been more focused on governance and management and also opened for a dynamic 

interaction between institutions, state and external stakeholders.  

The Swedish reform in 1977 can be looked upon as a collection of measures that were intended 

to eliminate a diversification of a growing higher education system. The reform aimed at intra-

institutional diversity of all institutions, primarily as a tool for promoting equality in students’ 

choice of institutions and programmes irrespective of socio-economic and regional 

background. As was evident in the quote from Wittrock, this structural measure was not in line 

with most other European reforms at that time. The 1977 reform stands out in its integration of 

almost all upper-secondary institutions into one single system, emphasis on “soft goals” as 

lifelong learning, reduction of social inequalities, upgrading of vocationally oriented training 

programmes and professionalization of many occupations in the public sector. The reform held 

inconsistent elements, such as expectations on close relations between research and teaching 

versus differences in resource facilities of the institutions, admission rules that opened for 

alternative earlier study background (as the former national student exam was no longer the 

only background) versus expectations on all students to produce credits according to a normal 

study tempo and, besides, responsibilities for regional developmental support versus 

expectations on top qualified research from one and the same institution. 

Was this reform successful in promoting equality? That depends on time-perspective and 

choice of criteria for estimating success.  

With regard to the geographical distribution of study opportunities, the reform was a success. 

However, the expected reduction of social stratification of students on programmes was not 
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fulfilled. A study undertaken in the end of the 1990s indicated that undergraduate students still 

were allocated on programmes according to socio-economic background with a large 

proportion of students with upper class background in Medicine and with working class 

background in social worker and teaching programmes (Börjesson 2007). Although the 

Swedish academic landscape has been expanded, students still gather on programmes and 

institutions in accordance with social background.   

Today, and to a greater extent than in the 1990s when Peter Scott published his look from the 

outside, the uniformity of the Swedish system can be questioned. Many institutions try hard to 

combine two different missions: Being an excellent research university and at the same time 

offering part time studies and distant studies (as part of the “equality mission”), although slow 

performing students (as many part time and distance students are) due to the construction of 

the resource allocation system are costly affairs for the institutions (Riksrevisionen 2012).  

Besides, there is a growing specialization and differentiation within the academic profession. 

With an increase in dependency on external funding for teaching and research it is obvious that 

academics in different disciplines (soft versus hard, non-experimental versus experimental) 

have different markets. The notion of academic freedom and the fear of a deprofessionalisation 

of the academic profession (Hasselberg, 2007, 2009) have varying validity in different parts of the 

higher education landscape and within the individual institution. Thus, within the “högskola” the 

intra- and inter-institutional diversity is hard to master. 

An evolutionary view on functions and roles of higher education 
The series of changes in structure, governance and organisation of higher education that is 

evident in the overview of Swedish higher education since the 1960s reflect fundamental shifts 

over time in values about knowledge and ideas about the role of higher education in generating 

and transmitting knowledge. They also reflect shifts in the relations between higher education 

and its funders, not the least the state as the primary funder. 

In a recent article Martin (2012) identifies two contradictory theses with regard to what are the 

missions of higher education. According to the pessimistic thesis, the university and basic 

research are under threat, according to the optimistic thesis, the entrepreneurial university has 

today the opportunity to become the engine of the knowledge economy in creating the 

Knowledge society. Instead of using a short-term and selective perspective and claim for 

academic freedom, liberal education and knowledge for its own sake and complain about the 

loss of the “good old days”, Martin adopts an evolutionary perspective and highlights the 

remarkable adaptability of the university as an organisational form over time and space.  In this 

respect he follows in the pathways of Trow (1989, 1991), Clark (1983, 1998), Kerr (1994a), Altbach 

(2004) and Rothblatt (2006), who all from their examinations of the American higher education 

system emphasize such characteristics.  
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According to Martin (2012),  there is a tendency to adopt a short-term and selective perspective 

and just view what dominated in the second half of the last century, namely the university as a 

provider of “liberal education” and “knowledge for its own sake”. When adopting such a short-

term and rather selective perspective, the Humboldtian model is considered the ideal model 

that operated during the “good old days” of universities. By adopting an evolutionary model and 

applying a long-term historical perspective and considering their historic roots, universities can 

be regarded as organic institutions which reflect and respond to the wider environments. 

Universities have been functional to their societal contexts and to strong demands on societal 

utility. They have adapted to new opportunities and demands with impressive institutional 

flexibility.  

Martin (2012)  takes up Kerr’s (1994a) suggestion that the expansion period after 1945 may be 

seen as an unusual and temporary phase. Without accountability pressure it was an atypical 

period of university history compared to the present period and the push to solve economic 

needs. Throughout their history universities have been subject to desires and demands of 

external groups. It is a myth, according to Kerr, to assume that at one stage in the past – in some 

“golden era” – universities were free from societal pressures. Universities have always been 

subject to societal pressure. Service to the labour market has from the start been an important 

part of higher education and has continued to be so. The emphasis of this service function is 

not, according to Kerr, a recent descent from the Olympian height of scholarship but quite the 

contrary. 

If anything, higher education started in the agora, the marketplace, at the bottom of the 
hill……. … Mostly, it has lived in tension, at one and the same time at the bottom of the 
hill, at the top of the hill, and on the many pathways in between.  One of the great 
tensions in higher education today in many nations is the conflict between what some 
academics think should happen on the top of the hill and what actually goes on in 
response to the marketplace down below (Kerr 1994b, p 56) 

On the other hand, as has been claimed by among others Maassen and Olsen (2007), the 

current emphasis on the university as an enterprise on competitive markets tends to ignore the 

historical context of the European continental universities, which in many respects differ from 

the Anglo-American ones. The European universities have, according to Maassen and Olsen 

(2007: 5), historically played an important role in nation- and state-building, in other words in 

supplying states with educated manpower, building a national consciousness and identity, 

integrating national elites, and providing a national research capacity for economic and social 

development.  What they and many other researchers (see the contributions in Bluckert et al 

2006, Maasen and Olsen 2007) criticize today is the all too instrumental and economic- 

technocratic view of the European Commission on universities as enterprises on competitive 

markets and the ignorance from the Commission to recognize the European university debate 

in the 1960s and 1970s. Leadership, management and entrepreneurship can be regarded as 



24 Integration and/or diversification   | Askling | HEIK Working Paper Series 2012/04  
 

expressions of an instrumental perspective and are in the rhetoric of today, according to the 

critics, emphasized more than individual academic freedom, internal democracy and the 

organizing role of the academic disciplines, which all represent an institutional perspective. 

According to Gornitzka et al (2007), there is today a need for understanding the interface 

between instrumental and institutional conceptions of universities and the tensions and conflicts 

generated in this interface. 

 

Conclusions  
The steps that nations took after the Second World War in order to expand their higher 

education systems varied with regard to structure and size, allocation of power and influence, 

and models of management and governance.   

The reforms left footprints, some of them so familiar that they are not questioned. They form part 

of what an everyday academic staff member finds as natural characteristics of higher 

education. Therefore, in order to be able to use the increased institutional autonomy, there is a 

need for all those who are engaged in higher education (as academics, students, politicians, 

stakeholders) to have an understanding of the nature and history of their own higher education 

landscape. The expansion in the 1950s and 1960s implied that a larger number of individuals 

were enrolled in higher education than ever before, not just as students but also as teachers, 

researchers and administrative staff members. Their notions about what higher education 

should be are influenced by their own experiences of higher education as students or staff 

members. 

National reforms are often presented as radical changes, introduced by thorough and well-

planned structural measures, based on the assumption that human behavior easily lends itself 

to steering by changes in formal structures (Bleiklie, 2005: 201).  However, many experiences 

witness of a more nuanced pattern of change processes, resembling more often than not the 

gradual and organic processes of change, which means that reforms with relatively few 

exceptions tend to accomplish less than originally announced (Bleiklie and Kogan 2000).  

Both these two characteristics are relevant for the reforming processes of the Swedish higher 

education. The radical change in 1977 imposed a uniformity of the system which was in line 

with the reform strategy for the entire Swedish school system at that time.  The reform was 

based on political aims in line with the Social Democrat Party’s ideology and reform work and it 

was implemented in full scale.  However, the uniformity of the higher education reform model 

eventually eroded from within, by the fact that an increasing number of students choose 

individual programmes as their own alternative to the national ones. The uniformity was also 
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under attack from outside as new models of governance and management were adopted 

around in the Western world, which brought the Swedish central technical planning model to 

become obsolete. Even the Social Democrats have taken successive steps away from the 

earlier state-regulated uniformity and accept nowadays private schools and markets forces to 

operate in the public sector. In the end of the 1980s, the Humboldtian ideals seemed to have a 

Renaissance in the reform rhetoric, but were soon counterbalances by increased demands on 

accountability, transparency and strong institutional leadership. Later the Humboldtian ideals 

have been overshadowed by governmental pleas for excellence and references to the 

Knowledge market and academic capital. 

Maybe, in Sweden, the period in the late 1980 and early 1990 was a brief period of nostalgia 

between two society and market oriented reforms, the one in the 1970s focusing on higher 

education as a resource for societal development and in adjustments to the labour market, the 

other in the period 2007 – 2011 focusing on the Swedish production of knowledge and 

competences on competitive international markets.  Although they represent quite opposed 

reform strategies (uniformity and firm national planning versus institutional autonomy and 

diversity), both express efforts to adjust higher education to its surroundings. In the 1977 reform, 

the entire higher education system was used as a strategic tool for changes in society, in the 

2000s its institutions are expected to operate as strategic actors in the knowledge economy.  

Maybe, the reform in 1993, very deliberately and with catching enthusiasm managed by the 

Conservative Minister of EducationXI at that time, pawed the way for a necessary reforming of the 

system, although without explicitly calling the unified and integrated model in question. The 

frequent references to the Humboldtian tradition and the appeals to the academics to take an 

active part in the renewal of teaching and research signaled a new and less formalized and 

detailed social contract between institutions and the state. As the National Secretariat chose a 

supportive rather that controlling model of quality assurance, it took some years before the real 

consequences of the new governance model became evident.  

While comprehensiveness, uniformity, integration into one and the same system was 

considered the best solution in the 1977s, these very measures seem to be obstacles to 

achieving today’s goals of competition and diversification. Apparently it is problematic for 

Swedish politicians to step back from the notion of uniformity when it comes to higher 

education. Although the present Minister of EducationXII argues for increased competition and 

profiling of institutions, perhaps also a reduction of the number of institutions, no formal steps 

are taken into question the comprehensive and integrated structure that was given in 1977. 

Institutions themselves have to decide how to use their autonomy to protect their own survival.  

                                                      
XI Per Unckel 
XII Jan Björklund  
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Uniformity might be an almost ingrained notion among many academics, many of them 

belonging to the first groups of students after the 1977 reform. Therefore, it might be easier for 

politicians to refer to institutional autonomy and academic freedom and leave to vice 

chancellors and rectors, local boards and academic staff to prioritize between academic values, 

social welfare ideals and market forces in order to create a profitable and rewarding pattern of 

diversity within the frames of unity. 
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Appendix - Swedish higher education reforms – an overview 
This scheme gives an overview of the successive reforms of higher education in Sweden, 

characterized by identified problems, proposed and implemented solutions and predominant 

rationale. 

Period Problems  Solutions Rationale 

U
p 

to
 th

e 
19

60
s 

  The State is the market 
Universities as tools for 
reproducing the 
hierarchical society 

19
60

s 
an

d 
th

e 
19

77
 re

fo
rm

 

Overcrowded 
Faculties of 
Humanities and 
Social sciences 
Low examination rate 
Strange 
combinations of 
subjects 
Traditional choices of 
studies 
(socioeconomic 
background) 

New university branches 
University lecturer position 
A unifying reform 1977: 
All tertiary education in “Högskola” 
Restricted admission Nationally stipulated 
numbers of students admitted to 
programmes and courses 
National vocationally  oriented programmes 
National study plans 
Devolution of decision making to staff and 
students and external representatives 
concerning content matters 

Human Capital 
Society is the market 
Higher education as a 
tool for  an egalitarian 
society 
Rational planning based 
on predictions of future 
labour market demands 

19
80

s 
 a

nd
 th

e 
19

93
 re

fo
rm

 

Poor quality in 
teaching 
No incentives for 
improving teaching 
Research more 
rewarding than 
teaching 

A reform of freedom in 1993: 
Grade structure reintroduced 
The institutions decided on their own offer of 
programmes and courses and number of 
students to admit 
Incentive funding 
Academic leadership for institutional strategic 
planning 
Institutional quality assurance systems 
National  agency for quality control: From ex 
ante to ex post control 
Pedagogical courses for teachers 
 

“Freedom, Responsibility, 
Competence” 
Humboldtian ideals  
New Public Management: 
transparency, quality, 
effectiveness, efficiency 
The students are the 
market: The students vote 
with their feet guided by 
quality assessments 
 

20
00

s 

Sweden “behind” in 
research quality 
Increased 
dependency on 
external resources  
 

The autonomy reform 2007-2011: 
Autonomous institutions  
Institutional leadership 
Quality indicator based funding of teaching 
and research  
Research centers of Excellence 
Increased focus on research 

Higher education as tool 
for the Knowledge Society 
and for “survival” on 
international knowledge 
markets 
Diversity, Profiles, 
Competition 
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