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Summary

Evaluation of grants for artistic research and  

development

In autumn 2005, the Swedish Research Council appointed a Nordic expert 
panel to evaluate the Council’s support for artistic research and develop-
ment (R&D), which has been provided since 2001, in terms of the guide-
lines defined in the Research Policy Bill, Research and Renewal (Govt. Bill 
2000/01:3). To date, some SEK 115 million has been allocated to this area. 
Initially, these funds were provided in the form of Grants for Artistic Re-
search and Development (for research networks or ‘collegia’). Since 2003 
the funding has been in the form of support for small projects that are still 
under way, and for a number of guest professorships. The annual budget for 
this support has been SEK 20 million. The evaluation is to cover the seven 
collegia and the first seven projects.

The evaluation panel comprises Professor Kirsten Langkilde (Berlin Uni-
versity of the Arts), a visual artist; Professor Pentti Paavolainen (Theatre 
Academy in Helsinki); Professor Halina Dunin-Woyseth (Oslo School of 
Architecture and Design); and the undersigned Henrik Karlsson, senior lec-
turer in Musicology. The panel’s report is to be presented in February. This 
article summarises the main features of the report and its key recommen-
dations. For further details, please see the full report.

Assignment
The proposal for an evaluation was made by the working group that alloca-
ted the grants. Guidelines were issued by the Scientific Council for Huma-
nities and Social Sciences in order to provide documentation and guidance 
for the Council’s further support for what was described as ‘similar work’. It 
is no secret that within this Scientific Council there have long been diffe-
rences of opinion regarding support for artistic R&D and whether this new 
research field should be given special treatment, as hitherto, or placed on a 
par with the arts disciplines in the Scientific Council.
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The guidelines for the evaluation panel, based on the Research Policy Bill 
and the first calls for applications for artistic R&D grants, were as follows: 
1.	 Have the collegia contributed to a development of methods for artistic 

research, and if so how?
2.	Have the activities in the grant-receiving collegia fulfilled the criteria in 

the call for applications?
3.	Have the collegia reported on their work satisfactorily?
4.	Have the collegia promoted collaboration between artists and resear-

chers?
5.	Have the organisational differences among the university colleges of fine 

arts in Sweden (those in Stockholm being public agencies in their own 
right, while the ones in Gothenburg, Lund and Malmö form part of the 
universities concerned) influenced the collegia’s work, and if so how?

6.	How has international collaboration been organised within the collegia, 
and how has this functioned?

In our work, we have followed the current routine for evaluations of re-
search projects at higher education institutions (HEIs): assessment of docu-
mentation (monographs, dissertations and preliminary final reports), ‘self-
evaluations’ (questionnaires) and site visits (hearings). After the first site 
visits and discussions with the collegia, we noted that it was hardly possible 
to discuss one of the criteria, ‘programme modules focusing on documen-
ted theoretical reflection on research and development work in the artistic 
sphere’. This was because both the Swedish Research Council and the col-
legia had evidently, in reality, attached less importance to this criterion. We 
then made a request for supplementary material from collegia and projects, 
in the form of a series of questions about the development of theoretical 
and methodological issues, and thereafter received ample documentation 
for assessing that aspect as well.

The assignment has been instructive and intriguing both for us personally 
and in terms of research policy. One complication is that relevant examples 
and methods for simultaneously assessing both scientific and artistic merits 
are lacking. Evaluation methodology in this area may be said to be at the 
same tentative experimental stage as the development of the paradigm (if it 
may be described as such) of artistic research, or not even there. The SWOT 
method (analysis of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) is 
usable to some extent. The thick manual entitled RAE 2008. Panel criteria 
and working methods (Panel O) for the arts and cultural spheres that the Bri-
tish RAE (Research Assessment Exercise; see www.rae.ac.uk) issued in 2006 
is a rigorous, detailed schedule that is impossible to apply, since our univer-
sity systems are so dissimilar. Other difficulties are that language and termi-
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nology for quality assessments in the artistic research category are lacking, 
and that the university colleges of fine arts, and practitioners themselves, 
only reluctantly commit such assessments to paper.

In its report, the evaluation panel has opted to focus on the future and 
what we perceive as the most urgent challenges to artistic research, in order 
to foster higher quality and a sensible way of distributing resources. The in-
tention is not primarily to act as a judge of completed projects, but to argue 
for the development opportunities we have been able to identify. An intro-
ductory chapter of the report therefore describes artistic R&D in a Euro-
pean context: the harmonisation of higher education in the Berlin–Bologna 
Process, variants of doctoral degrees and the challenge that the university 
colleges of fine arts, with their traditional subject programmes and boun-
daries, are now facing from the global environment, notably the ‘creative 
industries’, in a contemporary digitised media society that requires highly 
trained and skilled people in art, as in other areas.

Summaries
Turning now to answer the Swedish Research Council’s six questions, we 
encounter a complication connected with the imprecision of the Council’s 
own application calls and instructions. One key word is ‘collaboration’, bet-
ween artists and researchers and with international networks. Since ‘colla-
boration’ is not defined in detail, the question may unreservedly be answe-
red in the affirmative. But closer scrutiny shows that collaboration can vary 
from individual guest lectures and consultations among ‘friendly faces’ to 
forms in which scientific and artistic institutions have cooperated on equal 
terms and with the same levels of input. Are all forms of collaboration, then, 
of equal worth or have they yielded equally valuable results?

When, in several cases, the replies to these questions contain reservations 
of this kind it suggests, in our estimation, either that the Swedish Research 
Council’s primary strategy for support for and development of the area of 
artistic R&D has not been understood and complied with by the collegia, 
intentionally or otherwise, or that the actual basic idea, as such, was conven-
tional and fruitless. This is because as conceived by us it was based on the 
hope that organised encounters between Art and Science would bring about 
the creative environments that would result in a corpus of texts and other 
results. Several of the collegia have pointed out that the collegium model 
lacks solid support among the university colleges of fine arts, and that the 
‘encounters’ between Art and Science are based on dichotomies that tend to 
lock the status quo instead of promoting the emergence of a new research 
field on its own terms.

Summary
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In any case, reports and results from several of the collegia are, in our view, 
strikingly scanty and highly fragmented. Indeed, a couple of them were ter-
minated prematurely since the Research Council deemed the results ina-
dequate. The results from the seven projects are, in part, entirely different 
— exemplarily well documented and innovative — but this is also due to the 
fact that they were based on specific issues and the use of established, defi-
ned methods, without being subject to the demands for general theoretical 
development that were imposed on the collegia. The combination of the 
collegia’s more experimental and exploratory way of working and the result-
oriented empirical methods of the projects nonetheless yields a satisfactory 
reply to the Council’s first question: yes, they have all contributed to the de-
velopment of methods and the enhancement of individual and institutional 
knowledge in this field.

The report contains more detailed discussions of what we perceive as 
shortcomings in the collegia’s management of their grants on the one hand 
and, on the other, the Research Council’s lack of ‘coaching’ and advice for a 
new research field. In its establishment phase, this field needed considerably 
clearer guidelines, notably on what was expected by way of reports and re-
sults. If the aggregate impression of support for artistic R&D is not unequi-
vocally positive, responsibility for this should be divided equally between 
the Council and the collegia.

We have seen many good initiatives and results, and noted that interest in 
artistic R&D has been broadened and intensified in all HEIs. We therefore 
propose concerted efforts and new arrangements aimed at consolidating 
artistic R&D as an independent, freestanding research field with univer-
sity status and on a competitive European level. The measures we propose 
below, partly outside the scope of our assignment, are in harmony with the 
current overview of resource distribution and control of research and post-
graduate education that is under way in Sweden (Resursutredningen).

Recommendations
The evaluation panel recommends that the remaining projects in the Swe-
dish Research Council’s artistic R&D be completed and evaluated. The pa-
nel also recommends a transition to a second phase based on a long-term 
development strategy and a programme spanning all grant levels from artis-
tic development to research projects at the highest level.

Amalgamation of the eight university colleges of fine arts in Stockholm 
to form an independent university of the arts, with the right to award doc-
toral degrees, is proposed. Permanent organisational collaboration on this 
level should be the condition for setting up a graduate school in Stockholm, 
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with the aim of rapidly establishing sufficient critical mass and a research 
environment. This would also facilitate effective participation in the Bolog-
na Process through joint harmonisation of Bachelor, Master and PhD levels 
in a common EU standard.

Henceforward, evaluation of applications in artistic R&D should take 
place in two stages, with external experts assessing the most advanced app-
lications. The applications that are approved should be drawn up in detail 
in consultation with the research secretary or administrator according to 
the practice followed in several of the research foundations, and the projects 
should be monitored continuously by the grant providers concerned.

An international reference group should be formed to take charge of con-
tacts with and information about international developments. This group 
should be independent of aesthetic paradigms, art forms or Swedish higher-
education policy. The group should serve as a general advisor in the dra-
wing-up of a long-term research strategy. 

We have noted that systematic quality assurance and quality assessments 
are a neglected area, and we therefore recommend a working group with 
the task of discussing and formulating criteria for quality assurance of artis-
tic research projects. This area is in acute need of established practice and 
language for assessment of artistic aspects, which have also been strikingly 
neglected in the assessment of doctoral theses that have been debated in 
2006.

Finally, we recommend the Swedish Research Council to arrange a high-
level conference to build bridges between the university colleges of the fine 
arts and the closely related arts disciplines, the purpose being to eliminate 
once and for all the misunderstandings and distrust that prevail between 
them and have increased, rather than decreasing, since support for artistic 
R&D was introduced. Progressive development of artistic research is pos-
sible only if there is collaboration with the closely related artistic discipli-
nes, and both parties have everything to gain from a mutual exchange. Un-
less artistic R&D can be accepted as a research field in its own right, with an 
earmarked annual budget and the same independent status as, for example, 
the Committee for Educational Sciences in the Swedish Research Council, 
our conclusion is that a different public agency or principal for artistic R&D 
support should be considered.

On behalf of the evaluation panel,

Henrik Karlsson
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